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The Fel |l owship of the Talisman

Cifford D. Simak

The manor house was the first undamaged structure they had seen in tw days of travel through
an area that had been desolated with a thoroughness at once terrifying and unbelievabl e.

During those two days, furtive wolves had watched them from hilltops. Foxes, their brushes
draggi ng, had skul ked through underbrush. Buzzards, perched on dead trees or on the bl ackened
ti mbers of burned honesteads, had | ooked upon themw th specul ative interest. They had nmet not a
soul, but occasionally, in thickets, they had glinpsed human skel et ons.

The weat her had been fine until noon of the second day, when the soft sky of early autumm
becane overcast, and a chill wind sprang fromthe north. At tinmes the sharp wind whipped icy rain
agai nst their backs, the rain sonetimes nixed with snow

Late in the afternoon, topping a |low ridge, Duncan Standi sh sighted the manor, a rude set of
buil dings fortified by palisades and a narrow noat. |nside the palisades, fronting the drawbridge,
lay a courtyard, wthin which were penned horses, cattle, sheep, and hogs. A few nmen noved about
in the courtyard, and snoke streaned from several chinmmeys. A nunber of snall buil dings, sone of
whi ch bore the signs of burning, lay outside the palisades. The entire place had a down-at-heel s
appear ance.

Dani el, the great war-horse, who had been foll owi ng Duncan |ike a dog, canme up behind the man
C oppi ng behind Daniel cane the little gray burro, Beauty, wi th packs | ashed upon her back. Dani el
| owered his head, nudged his nmaster's back

"It's all right, Daniel," Duncan told him "W've found shelter for the night."
The horse blew softly through his nostrils.

Conrad cane trudging up the slope and ranged hi nsel f al ongsi de Duncan. Conrad was a nassive
man. Towering close to seven feet, he was heavy even for his height. A garnent nmade of sheep pelts
hung from his shoul ders alnmost to his knees. In his right fist he carried a heavy club fashi oned
froman oak branch. He stood silently, staring at the manor house.

"What do you nmke of it?" asked Duncan
"They have seen us," Conrad said. "Heads peeki ng out above the palisades."
"Your eyes are shaper than mne," said Duncan. "Are you sure?"

"I"msure, mlord."
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"Quit calling me "ny lord." I'"'mnot a lord. My father is the lord."

"I think of you as such," said Conrad. "Wen your father dies, you will be a lord."

"No Harriers?"

"Only people,” Conrad told him

"I't seens unlikely," said Duncan, "that the Harriers would have passed by such a place."
"Maybe fought them off. Maybe the Harriers were in a hurry."

"So far," said Duncan, "from our observations, they passed little by. The | owiest cottages,
even huts, were burned."

"Here conmes Tiny," said Conrad. "He's been down to | ook them over."

The mastiff canme | oping up the slope and they waited for him He went over to stand close to
Conrad. Conrad patted his head, and the great dog wagged his tail. Looking at them Duncan noted
once again how simlar were the nan and dog. Tiny reached alnost to Conrad's waist. He was a
splendid brute. He wore a wide |eather collar in which were fastened nmetal studs. H's ears tipped
forward as he | ooked down at the manor. A faint grow runbled in his throat.

"Tiny doesn't like it, either," Conrad said.

"It's the only place we've seen,"” said Duncan. "It's shelter. The night will be wet and cold."
"Bedbugs there will be. Lice as well."

The little burro sidled close to Daniel to get out of the cutting w nd.

Duncan shucked up his sword belt. "I don't like it, Conrad, any better than you and Tiny do.
But there is a bad night comng on."

"We'| | stay close together," Conrad said. "We'Il not let them separate us."
"That is right," said Duncan. "W might as well start down."

As they wal ked down the slope, Duncan unconsciously put his hand beneath his cloak to find the
pouch dangling fromhis belt. H s fingers |Iocated the bul k of the manuscript. He seemed to hear
the crinkle of the parchnent as his fingers touched it. He found hinself suddenly enraged at his
action. Time after time, during the last two days, he'd gone through the same silly procedure,
maki ng sure the nmanuscript was there. Like a country boy going to a fair, he told hinself, with a
penny tucked in his pocket, thrusting his hand again and again into the pocket to nake sure he had
not | ost the penny.

Havi ng touched the parchrment, again he seened to hear H s Grace saying, "Upon those few pages
may rest the future hope of mankind." Al though, cone to think of it, H's Gace was given to
overstatenent and not to be taken as seriously as he sonmetines tried to make a person think he
should be. In this instance, however, Duncan told hinmself, the aged and portly churchnman ni ght
very well be right. But that woul d not be known until they got to Oxenford.

And because of this, because of the tightly witten script on a few sheets of parchnent, he
was here rather than back in the confort and security of Standi sh House, trudging down a hill to
seek shelter in a place where, as Conrad had pointed out, there probably woul d be bedbugs.

"One thing bothers me," said Conrad as he strode along with Duncan
"I didn't know that anything ever bothered you."

"It's the Little Folk," said Conrad. "W have seen none of them If anyone, they should be the
ones to escape the Harriers. You can't tell me that goblins and gnones and others of their kind
could not escape the Harriers."
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"Maybe they are frightened and hiding out,’
know where to hide."

said Duncan. "If | am any judge of them they'd

Conrad brightened visibly. "Yes, that nmust be it," he said.

As they drew closer to the manor, they saw their estimation of the place had not been w ong.
It was far from prepossessi ng. Ranshackle was the word for it. Here and there heads appeared over
the pal i sades, watching their approach

The drawbridge was still up when they reached the noat, which was a noisone thing. The stench
was overpowering, and in the greenish water floated hunks of corruption that could have been
decayi ng human bodi es.

Conrad bel l owed at the heads protrudi ng over the palisades. "Qpen up," he shouted. "Travelers

claimshelter."

Not hi ng happened for a tine, and Conrad bell owed once again. Finally, with nuch creaking of
wood and squeal i ng of chains, the bridge began a slow, jerky descent. As they crossed the bridge
they saw that there stood inside a notley crowd with the | ook of vagabonds about them but the
vagabonds were arned with spears, and sonme carried makeshift swords in hand.

Conrad waved his club at them "Stand back," he grow ed. "Make way for mlord."

They backed off, but the spears were not grounded; the blades stayed naked. A crippled little
man, one foot dragging, |inmped through the crowd and cane up to them "M naster wel cones you," he
whi ned. "He woul d have you at table."

"First," said Conrad, "shelter for the beasts."

"There is a shed," said the whining lane man. "It is open to the weather, but it has a roof
and is placed against the wall. There'll be hay for the horse and burro. 1'll bring the dog a
bone. "

"No bone," said Conrad. "Meat. Big neat. Meat to fit his size."
“I''I'l find some neat," said the |ane nman.
"G ve hima penny," Duncan said to Conrad.

Conrad inserted his fingers into the purse at his belt, brought out a coin, and flipped it to
the man, who caught it deftly and touched a finger to his forel ock, but in a nocking manner.

The shed was shelter, barely, but at the worst it offered sone protection fromthe wind and a
cover agai nst rain. Duncan unsaddl ed Dani el and placed the saddl e agai nst the wall of the
pal i sade. Conrad unshipped the pack fromthe burro, piled it atop the saddle.

"Do you not wish to take the saddl e and the pack inside with you?" the | ane nan asked. "They
m ght be safer there."

"Safe here," insisted Conrad. "Should anyone touch them he will get smashed ribs, perhaps his
throat torn out."

The raffish crowd that had confronted them when they crossed the bridge had scattered now. The

drawbridge, with shrill sounds of protest, was being drawn up

"Now," said the lane nan, "if you two will follow me. The nmaster sits at neat."

The great hall of the manor was ill lighted and evil smelling. Snoky torches were ranged al ong
the walls to provide illunination. The rushes on the floor had not been changed for nonths,

possi bly for years; they were littered with bones thrown to dogs or sinply tossed upon the floor
once the neat had been gnawed fromthem Dog droppings |ay underfoot, and the room stank of urine--
dog, and, nore than likely, human. At the far end of the roomstood a fireplace with burning I ogs.
The chimey did not draw well and poured snoke into the hall. Along trestle table ran down the
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center of the hail. Around it was seated an uncouth conpany. Half-grown boys ran about, serving
platters of food and jugs of ale.

When Duncan and Conrad cane into the hail, the talk quieted and the bleary white of the
feasters' faces turned to stare at the new arrivals. Dogs rose fromtheir bones and showed their
teeth at them

At the far end of the table a man rose fromhis seat. He roared at themin a joyous tone,
"Wl come, travelers. Cone and share the board of Harold, the Reaver."

He turned his head to a group of youths serving the table.

"Ki ck those mangy dogs out of the way to make way for our guests," he roared. "It would not be
seenly for themto be set upon and bitten."
The youths set upon their task with a will. Boots thudded into dogs; the dogs snapped back,

whi nperi ng and snarling.

Duncan strode forward, followed by Conrad

"I thank you, sir," said Duncan, "for your courtesy."

Harol d, the Reaver, was raw boned, hairy and unkenpt. His hair and beard had the appearance of
havi ng housed rats. He wore a cloak that at one time may have been purple, but was now so
besm rched by grease that it seemed nore nud than purple. The fur that offset the collar and the
sl eeves was not h-eaten

The Reaver waved at a place next to him "Please be seated, sir," he said.

"My nanme," said Duncan, "is Duncan Standish, and the man with me is Conrad."

"Conrad is your man?"

"Not my man. My conpanion."

The Reaver mulled the answer for a nonent, then said, "In that case, he nust sit with you." He

said to the man in the next place, "Einer, get the hell out of here. Find another place and take
your trencher with you."

Wth ill grace, Einer picked up his trencher and his nug and went stal king down the table to
find anot her place.

"Now since it all is settled,” the Reaver said to Duncan, "will you not sit down. W have neat
and ale. The ale is excellent; for the neat |I'Il not say as much. There also is bread of an
indifferent sort, but we have a supply of the finest honey a bee has ever nade. Wen the Harriers
came down upon us, Od Cedric, our bee master, risked his very life to bring in the hives, thus
saving it for us."

"How | ong ago was that?" asked Duncan. "Wen the Harriers cane?"

"It was late in the spring. There were just a few of themat first, the forerunners of the
Horde. It gave us a chance to bring in the livestock and the bees. Wen the real Horde finally
came, we were ready for them Have you, sir, ever seen any of the Harriers?"

"No. I've only heard of them™

"They are a vicious lot," the Reaver said. "Al shapes and sizes of them Inps, denons,
devils, and many others that twi st your gut with fear and turn your bowels to water, all with
their own special kinds of nastiness. The worst of themare the hairless ones. Human, but they are
not human. Li ke shanbling idiots, strong, nmassive idiots that have no fear and an undying urge to
kill. No hair upon them not a single hair fromtop to toe. Wite--white |like the slugs you find
when you overturn a rotting log. Fat and heavy like the slugs. But no fat. Or | think no fat, but
muscl e. Muscl e such as you have never seen. Strength such as no one has ever seen. Taken al
together, the hairless ones and the others that run with them sweep everything before them They
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kill, they burn, there is no nercy in them Ferocity and magic. That is their stock in trade. W
were hard put, | don't nmind telling you, to hold themat arms length. But we resisted the magic
and matched the ferocity, although the very sight of themcould scare a man to death."

"I take it you did not scare."

"We did not scare," the Reaver said. "My nen, they are a hard |lot. W gave them bl ow for bl ow.
W were as nean as they were. W were not about to give up this place we had found."

" Found?"

"Yes, found. You can tell, of course, that we are not the sort of people you'd ordinarily find
in a place like this. The Reaver in my nane is just a sort of joke, you see. A joke anobng
ourselves. W are a band of honest worknen, unable to find jobs. There are nmany such as we. So al
of us, facing the sane probl ens and knowi ng there was no work for us, banded together to seek out
some quiet corner of the land where we mght set up rude honesteads and west fromthe soil a
living for our fanmlies and ourselves. But we found no such place until we canme upon this place,
abandoned. "

"You nmean it was enpty. No one living here."

"Not a soul," the Reaver said sanctinoniously. "No one around. So we had a council and deci ded
to nove in--unless, of course, the rightful owners should show up."

"I'n which case you'd give it back to then®"

"Ch, nost certainly," said the Reaver. "G ve it back to themand set out again to find for
oursel ves that quiet corner we had sought."

"Most admirable of you," said Duncan

"Wy, thank you, sir. But enough of this. Tell nme of yourselves. Travelers, you say. In these
parts not many travelers are seen. It's far too dangerous for travelers."”

"We are heading south," said Duncan. "To Oxenford. Perhaps then to London Town."
"And you do not fear?"
"Naturally we fear. But we are well armed and we shall be watchful."

"Watchful you'll need to be," the Reaver said. "You'll be traveling through the heart of the
Desol ated Land. You face many perils. Food will be hard to find. |I tell you there's nothing left.
Were a raven to fly across that country he'd need to carry his provisions with him"

"You get along all right."

"W were able to save our livestock. W planted late crops after the Harriers passed on
Because of the |lateness of the planting, the harvest has been poor. Half a crop of wheat, |ess
than half a crop of rye and barley. Only a small oat crop. The buckwheat was a total failure. W
are nmuch pushed for an adequate supply of hay. And that's not all. Qur cattle suffer fromthe
murrain. The wol ves prey upon the sheep.”

Trenchers were set down in front of Duncan and Conrad, then a huge platter with a haunch of
beef on one end of it, a saddle of mutton on the other. Another youth brought a |oaf of bread and
a plate of honey in the conb.

As he ate, Duncan | ooked around the table. No nmatter what the Reaver may have said, he told
hi nsel f, the nen who sat there could not be honest workmen. They had the | ook of wolves. Perhaps a
raiding party that, in the mdst of raiding, had been surprised by the Harriers. Having fought off
the Harriers and with nothing better to do, they had settled down, at least for the tine. It would
be a good hiding place. No one, not even a | awran, would cone riding here.

"The Harriers?" he asked. "Were are they now?"
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"No one knows," the Reaver told him "They could be anywhere."

"But this is little nore than the border of the Desol ated Land. Word is that they struck deep
into northern Britain."

"Ah, yes, perhaps. W have had no word. There are none to carry word. You are the only ones
we' ve seen. You nust have matters of great inmport to bring you to this place."

"We carry nessages. Nothing nore.”

"You said Oxenford. And London Town."

"That is right."

"There is nothing at Oxenford."

"That may be," said Duncan. "I have never been there."

There were no wonen here, he noted. No ladies sitting at the table, as woul d have been the
case in any well-regulated manor. If there were wonen here, they were shut away.

One of the youths brought a pitcher of ale, filled cups for the travelers. The ale, when
Duncan tasted it, was of high quality. He said as nuch to the Reaver

"The next batch will not be," the Reaver said. "The grain is poor this year and the hay! W' ve
had a hell's own tine getting any hay, even of the poorest quality. Qur poor beasts will have slim
pi cki ngs through the winter nonths."

Many of those at the table had finished with their eating. A nunmber of themhad fallen forward
on the table, their heads pillowed on their arnms. Perhaps they slept in this manner, Duncan
thought. Little nore than animals, with no proper beds. The Reaver had lolled back in his chair
his eyes closed. The talk throughout the hall had quieted.

Duncan sliced two chunks of bread and handed one of themto Conrad. His own slice he spread
with honey fromthe conb. As the Reaver had said, it was excellent, clean and sweet, made from
sumer flowers. Not the dark, harsh-tasting product so often found in northern clines.

Alog in the fireplace, burning through, collapsed in a shower of sparks. Some of the torches

al ong the wall had gone out, but still trailed greasy snoke. A couple of dogs, disputing a bone,
snarl ed at one another. The stench of the hall, it seenmed, was worse than when they had first
entered.

A muted scream brought Duncan to his feet. For a second he stood listening, and the scream

came again, a fighting scream of anger rather than of pain. Conrad surged up. "That's Daniel," he
shout ed.
Duncan, followed by Conrad, charged down the hall. A nman, stunbling erect froma sodden sl eep

| oomed in Duncan's path. Duncan shoved himto one side. Conrad sprang past him wusing his club to
clear the way for them Men who canme in contact with the club howl ed in anger behind them A dog
ran yi ppi ng. Duncan freed his sword and whi pped it fromthe scabbard, netal whispering as he drew
t he bl ade.

Ahead of him Conrad tugged at the door, forced it open, and the two of them plunged out into
the courtyard. A large bonfire was burning and in its light they saw a group of nen gathered about
the shed in which the animals had been housed. But even as they came out into the yard the group
was breaking up and fl eeing.

Dani el, squealing with rage, stood on his hind | egs, striking out with his forefeet at the nen
in front of him One nman was stretched on the ground and another was craw i ng away. As Duncan and
Conrad ran across the yard, the horse | ashed out and caught another nman in the face with an iron-
shod hoof, bowing himover. Afew feet fromDaniel, a raging Tiny had another man by the throat
and was shaking hi msavagely. The little burro was a flurry of flailing hoofs.

At the sight of the two nmen racing across the courtyard, the fewrenmaining in the group before
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the shed broke up and ran
Duncan strode forward to stand beside the horse. "It's all right now," he said. "W're here."
Dani el snorted at him
"Let | oose," Conrad said to Tiny. "He's dead."

The dog gave way, contenptuously, and licked his bloody nuzzle. The nman he had | cosed had no
throat. Two nen stretched in front of Daniel did not nove; both seened dead. Another dragged
hi nsel f across the courtyard with a broken back. Still others were |inping, bent over, as they
fled.

Men were spewi ng out of the great hall door. Once they cane out, they clustered into groups,
stood, and stared. Pushing his way through them canme the Reaver. He wal ked toward Duncan and
Conr ad.

He blustered at them "Wat is this?" he stornmed. "I give you hospitality and here ny nen lie
dead!"

"They tried to steal our goods," said Duncan. "Perhaps they had in mnd, as well, to steal the
animals. Qur animals, as you can see, did not take kindly to it."

The Reaver pretended to be horrified. "This | can't believe. My nen would not stoop to such a
shabby trick."

"Your men," said Duncan, "are a shabby lot."
"This is nost enbarrassing,"” the Reaver said. "I do not quarrel with guests."

"No need to quarrel,’
that."

sai d Duncan sharply. "Lower the bridge and we'll leave. | insist on
Hoi sting his club, Conrad stepped close to the Reaver. "You understand," he said. "Mlord
insists onit."

The Reaver made as if to | eave, but Conrad grabbed himby the armand spun himaround. "The
club is hungry," he said. "It has not cracked a skull in nonths."

"The drawbridge,"” Duncan said, far too gently.

"All right," the Reaver said. "All right." He shouted to his nen. "Let down the bridge so our
guests can | eave.™

"The rest stand back," said Conrad. "Way back. G ve us room Oherw se your skull is cracked."

"The rest of you stand back," the Reaver yelled. "Do not interfere. Gve themroom W want no
trouble."

"If there is trouble,"” Conrad told him "you will be the first to get it." He said to Duncan
"Cet the saddl e on Daniel, the packs on Beauty. | will handle this one."

The drawbridge al ready was beginning to cone down. By the tine its far end thunped beyond the
noat, they were ready to nove out.

"I'"ll hang on to the Reaver," Conrad said, "till the bridge is crossed."
He jerked the Reaver along. The nmen in the courtyard stood well back. Tiny took the point.

Once on the bridge, Duncan saw that the overcast sky had cleared. A near-full noon rode in the
sky, and the stars were shining. There still were a few scuddi ng cl ouds.

At the end of the bridge they stopped. Conrad | oosed his grip upon the Reaver.

Duncan said to their erstwhile host, "As soon as you get back, pull up the bridge. Don't even
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thi nk of sending your men out after us. If you do, we'll |oose the horse and dog on them They're
war animals, trained to fight, as you have seen. They'd cut your men to ribbons."

The Reaver said nothing. He clunped back across the bridge. Once back in the courtyard, he
bel | onwed at his nen. Weel shrieked and chains cl anked, wood nmoaned. The bridge began slowy
novi ng up.

"Let's go," said Duncan when it was hal fway up.

Tiny | eading, they went down a hill, following a faint path.

"Where do we go?" asked Conrad

"I don't know," said Duncan. "Just away from here."

Ahead of them Tiny growl ed a warning. A nan was standing in the path.

Duncan wal ked forward to where Tiny stood. Together the two wal ked toward the nan. The man
spoke in a quavery voice, "No need to fear, sir. It's only dd Cedric, the bee nmaster."

"What are you doi ng here?" asked Duncan
"l cane to guide you, sir. Besides, | bring you food."
He reached down and lifted a sack that had been standing, unnoticed, at his feet.

"A flitch of bacon," he said, "a ham a cheese, a |oaf of bread, and sone honey. Besides,
can show you the fastest and the farthest way. |'ve lived here all ny life. |I know the country."

"Why should you want to help us? You are the Reaver's man. He spoke of you. He said you saved
the bees when the Harriers cane."

"Not the Reaver's man," said the bee master. "I was here for years before he cane. It was a
good life, a good life for all of us--the master and his people. W were a peaceful folk. W had
no chance when the Reaver cane. W knew not how to fight. The Reaver and his hellions cane two
years ago, cone M chael mas, and..

"But you stayed with the Reaver."

"Not stayed. Was spared. He spared ne because | was the one who knew the bees. Few people know
of bees, and the Reaver |ikes good honey."

"So | was right in my thinking," Duncan said. "The Reaver and his nmen took the nmanor house,
sl aughtering the people who lived here."

"Aye," said Cedric. "This poor country has fallen on hard tinmes. First the Reaver and his
like, then the Harriers."

"And you' |l show us the quickest way to get out of the Reaver's reach?"

"That | will. | know all the swiftest paths. Even in the dark. \Wen | saw what was happeni ng,
| nipped into the kitchen to collect provisions, then went over the palisades and lay in wait for
you. "

"But the Reaver will know you did this. He'll have vengeance on you."

Cedric shook his head. "I will not be mssed. I'"'malways with the bees. | even spend the
nights with them | came in tonight because of the cold and rain. If | ammssed, which | will not
be, they'll think I"'mwth the bees. And if you don't mind, sir, it'll be an honor to be of

service to the man who faced the Reaver down."
"You do not |ike this Reaver."
"l loathe him But what's a nan to do? A snmll stroke here and there. Like this. One does what

he can."

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (8 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:33 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

Conrad took the sack fromthe old man's hand. "I'Il carry this,'
with Beauty's pack."

he said. "Later we can put it

"You think the Reaver and his men will follow?" Duncan asked.

"I don't know. Probably not, but one can't be sure."

"You say you hate him Wy don't you travel with us? Surely you do not want to stay with him"
"Not with him WIllingly I'd join you. But | cannot |eave the bees."

"The bees?"

"Sir, do you know anythi ng of bees?"

"Very little."

"They are," said Cedric, "the nost amazing creatures. In one hive of them al one their nunbers
cannot be counted. But they need a human to help them Each year there nust be a strong queen to
| ay many eggs. One queen. One queen only, mind you, if the hive is to be kept up to strength. If
there are nore than one, the bees will swarm part of them going el sewhere, cutting down the
nunmber in the hive. To keep them strong there nust be a bee naster who knows how to manage them
You go through the conb, you see, seeking out the extra queen cells and these you destroy. You
m ght even destroy a queen who is growing old and see that a strong new queen is raised..."

"Because of this, you'll stay with the Reaver?"
The old man drew hinself erect. "I love ny bees,"” he said. "They need ne."

Conrad growl ed. "A pox on bees. W'll die here, talking of your bees."

"I talk too nuch of bees," the old nan said. "Follow nme. Keep cl ose upon ny heels."

He flitted |i ke a ghost ahead of them At tines he jogged, at other tines he ran, then again
he'd go cautiously and slowy, feeling out his way.

They went down into a little valley, clinbed a ridge, plunged down into another |arger vall ey,
left it to clinmb yet another ridge. Above themthe stars wheeled slowy in the sky and the noon
inclined to the west. The chill wind still blew out of the north, but there was no rain.

Duncan was tired. Wth no sleep, his body cried out against the pace old Cedric set.
Cccasionally he stunbled. Conrad said to him "Get up on the horse,”™ but Duncan shook his head.
"Daniel's tired as well," he said.

H s mind detached itself fromhis feet. H s feet kept on, noving himahead, through the
darkness, the pale noonlight, the great surge of forest, the loomof hills, the gash of valleys.
H s mnd went otherwhere. It went back to the day this had all begun

Duncan's first warning that he had been selected for the m ssion canme when he tranped down the
wi ndi ng, baronial staircase and went across the foyer, heading for the library, where Wlls had
said his father would be waiting for himwith Hs G ace.

It was not unusual for his father to want to see him Duncan told hinself. He was accustomed
to bei ng sumoned, but what business coul d have brought the archbishop to the castle? Hs Gace
was an elderly man, portly from good eating and not enough to do. He sel domventured fromthe
abbey. It would take sonething of nore than usual inportance to bring himhere on his elderly gray
mul e, which was slow, but soft of foot, making travel easier for a nman who disliked activity.

file:/I/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (9 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:33 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

Duncan cane into the library with its floor-to-ceiling book-rolls, its stained-glass w ndow,
the stag's head nounted above the flanming firepl ace.

Hi s father and the archbi shop were sitting in chairs half facing the fire, and when he came
into the roomboth of themrose to greet him the archbishop puffing with the effort of raising
himself fromthe chair

"Duncan," said his father, "we have a visitor you should renenber."

"Your Grace," said Duncan, hurrying forward to receive the blessing. "It is good to see you
once again. It has been nonths."

He went down on a knee and once the bl essing had been done, the archbi shop reached down a
synbolic hand to Iift himto his feet.

"He shoul d remenber ne," the archbishop told Duncan's father. "I had himin quite often to
reason gently with him It seens it was quite a job for the good fathers to pound sone sinple
Latin and indifferent G eek and a nunber of other things into his reluctant skull.'

"But, Your Grace," said Duncan, "it was all so dull. What does the parsing of a Latin verb..."

"Spoken like a gentlenman," said Hs Grace. "Wen they cone to the abbey and face the Latin
that is always their conplaint. But you, despite sone backsliding now and then, did better than
nost . "

"The lad's all right," growl ed Duncan's father. "I, nyself, have but little Latin. Your people
at the abbey put too nuch weight on it."

"That may be so," the archbishop conceded, "but it's the one thing we can do. W cannot teach
the riding of a horse or the handling of a sword or the cozening of nmidens."

"Let's forsake the banter and sit down," said Duncan's father. "W have natters to discuss."
He said to Duncan, "Pay close attention, son. This has to do with you."

"Yes, sir," said Duncan, sitting down.
The archbi shop gl anced at Duncan's father. "Shall | tell him Douglas?"
"Yes," Duncan's father said. "You know nore of it than | do. And you can tell it better. You

have the words for it."

The archbi shop | eaned back in his chair, |laced pudgy fingers across a pudgy paunch. "Two years
or nore ago," he said to Duncan, "your father brought ne a manuscript that he had found while
sorting out the famly papers.”

"It was a job," said Duncan's father, "that should have been done centuries ago. Papers and
records all shuffled together, w thout rhyme or reason. Od letters, old records, old grants, old
deeds, ancient instrunents, all shoved into a variety of boxes. The job's not entirely done as
yet. I work on it occasionally. It's difficult, at tinmes, to make sense of what | find."

"He brought ne the manuscript,"” said the archbishop, "because it was witten in an unfaniliar
| anguage. A | anguage he had never seen and that few others ever have."

"It turned out to be Aranaic," said Duncan's father. "The tongue, | amtold, in which Jesus
spoke. "

Duncan | ooked fromone to the other of them Wat was going on? he asked hinsel f. Wat was
this all about? Wiat did it have to do with hin®

"You' re wondering," said the archbishop, "what this may have to do with you."
"Yes, | am" said Duncan

"W'll get toit intine."
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"I"'mafraid you will," said Duncan

"Qur good fathers had a terrible time with the manuscript,"” the archbi shop said. "There are
only two of them who have any acquai ntance with the | anguage. One of them can nmanage to spell it
out, the other nmay have sone real know edge of it. But | suspect not as nuch as he m ght w sh that
| should think. The trouble is, of course, that we cannot decide if the nmanuscript is a true
account. It could be a hoax.

"It purports to be a journal that gives an account of the mnistry of Jesus. Not necessarily
day to day. There are portions of it in which daily entries are nade. Then a few days nmay el apse,
but when the journal takes up again the entry of that date will cover all that has happened since
the last entry had been nade. It reads as if the diarist was soneone who lived at the tinme and
wi t nessed what he wote--as if he night have been a man not necessarily in the conpany of Jesus,
but who sonehow tagged al ong. A sort of hanger-on, perhaps. There is not the barest hint of who he
m ght have been. He does not tell us who he is and there are no clues to his identity."

The archbi shop ended speaking and stared ow ishly at Duncan. "You realize, of course," he
said, "if the docunent is true, what this would nean?"

"Wuy, yes, of course," Duncan answered. "It would give us a detailed, day-by-day account of
the ministry of Qur Lord."

"It would do nore than that, ny son," his father said. "It would give us the first eyew tness
account of Hm It would provide the proof that there really was a man naned Jesus."

"But, | don't--1 can't..."

"What your father says is true," the archbishop said. "Aside fromthese few pages of
manuscri pt we have, there is nothing that could be used to prove the historicity of Jesus. There
do exist a few bits of witing that could be grasped at to prove there was such a man, but they
are all suspect. Either outright hoaxes and forgeries or interpolations, perhaps perforned by
scriptorium nmonks who shoul d have had better sense, who allowed devotion to run ahead of honesty.
We of the faith do not need the proof; Holy Church does not doubt His existence for a nonent, but
our belief is based on faith, not on anything like proof. It is a thing we do not talk about. W
are faced with so many infidels and pagans that it would be unwise to talk about it. We ourselves
do not need such proof, if proof it is, that lies in the manuscript, but Mther Church could use
it to convince those who do not share our faith."

"It would end, as well,"
itself."

Duncan's father said, "sone of the doubt and skepticismin the Church

"But it might be a hoax, you say."

"It could be," the archbishop said. "W're inclined to think it's not. But Father Jonathan
our nan at the abbey, does not have the expertise to rule it out. Wiat we need is a schol ar who
knows his Aranaic, who has spent years in the study of the |anguage, the changes that have cone
about in it, and when they cane about. It is a | anguage that over the fifteen hundred years it was
in use had many dialectical forms. A nodern dialect of it is spoken still in sonme small corners of
the eastern world, but the nodern formdiffers greatly fromthat used in the time of Jesus, and
even the formthat Jesus used could have been considerably different than the dialect that was
used a hundred miles away."

"I"mexcited, of course," said Duncan, "and inpressed. Excited that fromthis house coul d have
conme sonething of such significance. But | don't understand you. You said that 1..."

"There is only one man in the world," the archbishop said, "who woul d have any chance of
knowi ng if the manuscript were authentic. That man lives at Oxenford."

"Oxenford? You nmean in the south?"

"That's right. He lives in that small community of scholars that in the last century or so..."
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"Bet ween here and Oxenford," Duncan's father said, "lies the Desol ated Land."

"It is our thought," said the archbishop, "that a snall band of brave and devoted nen night be
able to slip through. W had tal ked, your father and |, of sending the manuscript by sea, but
these coasts are so beset by pirates that an honest vessel scarcely dares to |leave its anchorage."

"How smal | a band?"

"As small as possible,” Duncan's father said. "W can't send out a reginent of nen-at-arms to
go crashing through alnost half of Britain. Such a force would call too nmuch attention to itself.
A smal|l band that could nove silently and unobtrusively would have a better chance. The bad part
is, of course, that such a band would have to go strai ght across the Desol ated Land. There is no
way to go around it. Fromall accounts, it cuts a broad swath across the entire country. The
expedi tion would be nuch easier if we had sonme idea of where the Harriers mght be, but fromthe
reports we get, they seemto be everywhere throughout the north. In recent weeks, however, from
the nore recent news that we have had, it seens that they nay be noving in a northeasterly
direction."

H s Grace nodded solemly. "Straight at us," he said.

"You nmean that Standi sh House..."

Duncan's father |aughed, a clipped, short l|augh that was not quite a |laugh. "No need for us to
fear them here, son. Not in this ancient castle. For alnpst a thousand years it has stood agai nst
everything that could be hurled against it. But if a party were to attenpt to get through to
Oxenford, it mght be best that they get started soon, before this horde of Harriers is canping on
our doorstep."”

"And you think that I..."

H s father said, "W thought we'd nention it."

"I know of no better nman to do it," said Hs Gace. "But it is your decision. It is a venture

that rmust be wei ghed nmost carefully.”

"I think that if you should decide to go," Duncan's father said, "you m ght have a fair chance
of success. If | had not thought so, we would not have brought it up."

"He's well trained in the arts of conbat,"” said H's Gace, speaking to Duncan's father. "I am
told, although I do not know it personally, that this son of yours is the nost acconplished
swordsman in the north, that he has read widely in the histories of canpaigns..."

"But |'ve never drawn a blade in anger," protested Duncan. "My know edge of the sword is
little nore than fencing. W have been at peace for years. For years there have been no wars..."

"You would not be sent out to engage in battle,” his father told himsnoothly. "The |less you
do of that the better. Your job would be to get through the Desol ated Land without being seen."

"But there'd always be a chance that we'd run into the Harriers. | suppose that sonehow
woul d manage, although it's not the kind of role in which I've ever thought to place nyself. My
interest, as it has been yours and your father's before you, lies in this estate, in the people

and the land..."

"In that you're not unique,"” his father told him "Many of the Standish nmen have lived in
peace on these very acres, but when the call cane, they rode off to battle and there was none who
ever shaned us. So you can rest easy on that score. There's a long warrior |ine behind you."

"Blood will tell," said Hs Grace pontifically. "Blood will always tell. The fine old
famlies, |like the Standishes, are the bulwark of Britain and Qur Lord."

"Well," said Duncan, "since you' ve settled it, since you have picked me to take part in this
sally to the south, perhaps you'll tell ne what you know of the Desol ated Land."

"Only that it's a cyclic phenomenon,"” said the archbishop. "A cycle that strikes at a
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different place every five centuries or thereabouts. W know that approximately five hundred years
ago it cane to pass in Iberia. Five hundred years before that in Macedonia. There are indications
that before that the same thing happened in Syria. The area is invaded by a swarm of denons and
various associated evil spirits. They carry all before them The inhabitants are slaughtered, all
habi tations burned. The area is left in utter desolation. This situation exists for an

i ndet erm nate nunber of years--as few as ten, perhaps, usually nore than that. After that tinme it
seens the evil forces depart and people begin to filter back, although it nmay require a century or
more to reclaimthe |land. Various names have been assigned the denons and their cohorts. In this

| ast great invasion they have been ternmed the Harriers; at tines they are spoken of as the Horde
There is a great deal nore, of course, that might be told of this phenonenon, but that is the gist
of it. Efforts have been nmade by a nunber of scholars to puzzle out the reasons and the notives
that may be involved. So far there are only rather feeble theories, no real evidence. O course,
no one has actually ever tried to investigate the afflicted area. No on-the-spot investigations.
For which | cannot blane..."

"And yet," said Duncan's father, "you are suggesting that nmy son..."

"I have no suggestion that he investigate. Only that he try to nake his way through the

afflicted area. Were it not that Bishop Wse at Oxenford is so elderly, | would say that we shoul d
wait. But the man is old and, at the last reports, grown very feeble. H s sands are runni ng out.
If we wait, we nmay find himgone to his heavenly reward. And he is the only hope we have. | know

of no one el se who can judge the nanuscript."
"If the manuscript is lost while being carried to Oxenford, what then?" asked Duncan
"That is a chance that nust be taken. Al though I know you would guard it with your life."
"So woul d anyone," said Duncan

"It's a precious thing," said Hs Gace. "Perhaps the nost precious thing in all of

Chri stendom Upon those few pages nmay rest the future hope of mankind."

"You could send a copy."”

"No," said the archbishop, "it nmust be the original. No matter how carefully it would be
copi ed, and at the abbey we have copyists of great skill, the copyist mght niss, wthout

realizing it, certain small characteristics that would be essential in determning if it's genuine
or not. We have nmde copies, two of them that will be kept at the abbey under | ock and key. So if
the original should be lost we still will have the text. But that the original should be lost is a
cat astrophe that bears no thinking on."

"What if Bishop Wse can authenticate the text, but raises a question on the parchnent or the
ink? Surely he is not also an expert on parchnents and on inks."

"I doubt," the archbishop said, "that he'll raise such questions. Wth his schol arship, he
shoul d know beyond all question if it is genuine froman exam nation of the witing only. Should
he, however, raise those questions, then we nust seek another scholar. There nust be those who
know of parchnents and of inks."

"Your Grace," said Duncan's father, "you say there have been theories advanced about the
Desol ated Land, about the notive and the reason. Do you, perhaps, have a favorite theory?"

"It's hard to choose anong them" the archbishop told him "They all are ingenious and sone of
themare tricky, slippery of logic. The one, of all of them that nakes nbst sense to ne is the
suggestion that the Desol ated Lands are used for the purpose of renewal --that the evil forces of
the world at tinmes may need a resting period in which to rededicate their purpose and enrich
t hemsel ves, recharging their strength. Like a church retreat, perhaps. So they waste an area,
turning it to a place of horror and desol ati on, which serves as a barrier to protect them against
interference while they carry out whatever unholy procedures may be necessary to strengthen them
for another five centuries of evil doing. The man who propounded this theory sought to show a
weakeni ng of the evil done for sonme years preceding the harrying of a desolated land, and in a few
years after that a great increase in evil. But | doubt he nade his point. There are not sufficient
data for that kind of study."
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"If this should be true," said Duncan, "then our little band, if it trod nost carefully and
avoi ded any fuss, should have a good chance to pass through the Desol ated Land unnoticed. The
forces of Evil, convinced they are protected by the desol ation, would not be as alert as they
m ght be under other circunmstances, and they al so would be busy doing all the things they need to
do in this retreat of theirs.™

"You mght be right," his father said.

The archbi shop had been listening silently to what Duncan and his father had been saying. He
sat with his hands fol ded across his paunch, his eyes half closed, as if he were westling with
sonme private thought. The three of themsat quietly for a little tinme until finally Hs Gace
stirred hinself and said, "It seens to me that nore study, really serious study, should be nmade of
this great force of Evil that has been | oose upon the world for uncounted centuries. W have
responded to it, all these centuries, with horror, explaining it by thoughtless superstition
Which is not to say there is no basis for sone of the tales we hear and the stories that are told.
Sone of the tales one hears, of course, are true, in sonme cases even docunented. But nany of them
are false, the tales of stupid peasants who think themup, | am convinced, to pass off idle hours.
Ofttimes, other than their rude horseplay and their fornications, they have little else to anuse
thenmsel ves. So we are engulfed in all sorts of silly stories. And silly stories do no nore than

obscure the point. Wiat we should be nbst concerned with is an understanding of this Evil. W have
our spells and enchantnments with which to cast out devils; we have our stories of nen being
changed into how ing dogs or worse; we believe vol canoes may be the nmouths of Hell; not too |ong

ago we had the story of sone silly nonks who dug a pit and, descending into it, discovered
Purgatory. These are not the kinds of things we need. What we need i s an understanding of Evil,
for only with an understanding of it will we have some grounds upon which to fight against it.

"Not only should we get ourselves into a position to fight it effectively for our own peace of
m nd, for some neasure of freedom against the indignity, injury and pain Evil inflicts upon us,
but for the growh of our civilization. Consider for the nmonent that for nany centuries we have
been a stagnant society, making no progress. What is done each day upon this estate, what is done
each day throughout the world, does not differ one iota fromwhat was done a thousand years ago.
The grains are cut as they always have been harvested, threshed as they always have been threshed,
the fields are plowed with the sanme inefficient plows, the peasants starve as they have al ways
starved...."

"On this estate they don't,"” said Duncan's father. "Here no one starves. W | ook after our own
people. And they |l ook after us. Wt store food against the bad years and when the bad years cone,
as they seldomdo, the food is there for all of us and..."

"My lord," said the archbishop, "you will pardon ne. | was speaking quite in general. What |
have said is not true on this estate, as |I well know, but it is true in general."

"Qur famly," said Duncan's father, "has held these |l ands for close on ten centuries. As
hol ders of the | and, we have accepted the inplicit responsibility..."

"Pl ease," said the archbishop, "I did not mean your house. Now may | go on?"

"I regret interrupting you," said Duncan's father, "but | felt obliged to nmake it clear that
no one goes hungry at Standi sh House."

"Quite so," the archbishop said. "And now to go on with what | was saying. It is nmy opinion
that this great weight of Evil which has borne down upon our shoul ders has worked agai nst any sort
of progress. It has not always been so. In the olden days nen invented the wheel, nade pottery,
tanmed the animals, donesticated plants, snelted ore, but since that first beginning there has been
little done. There have been tinmes when there seened a spark of hope, if history tells us true.
There was a spark of hope in Geece, but Geece went down to nothing. For a nonent Ronme seened to
hold a certain greatness and sone prom se, but in the end Rome was in the dust. It would seemthat
by now, in the twentieth century, there should be sone sign of progress. Better carts, perhaps,
and better roads for the carts to run on, better plows and a better understandi ng of how to use
the Iand, better ways of building houses so that peasants need no |longer live in noisone huts,
better ships to ply the seas. Sonetinmes, | have speculated on an alternate history, an alternate
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to our world, where this Evil did not exist. A world where many centuries of progress have opened
possibilities we cannot even guess. That could have been our world, our twentieth century. But it
is only a dream of course.

"W know, however, that west of us, across the Atlantic, there are new | ands, vast new | ands,
so we are told. Sailors fromthe south of Britain and the western coasts of Gaul go there to catch
the cod, but few others, for there are few trustworthy ships to go in. And, perhaps, no great
desire to go, for we are deficient in our enterprise. W are held in thrall by Evil and until we
do sonet hing about that Evil, we will continue so.

"Qur society is ill, ill inits lack of progress and in many other ways. | have al so often
specul ated that the Evil nmay feed upon our misery, grow strong upon our msery, and that to insure
good feeding it may actively insure that the misery continues. It seens to ne, too, that this
great Evil may not al ways have been with us. In earlier days nen did nake sone progress, doing
those few things that have made even such a poor society as we have now possible. There was a tine
when men did work to make their lives nore safe and confortable, which argues that they were
undeterred by this Evil that we suffer or, at |east, not as nuch deterred. And so the question
where did the Evil come fron? This is a question, of course, that cannot now be answered. But
there is one thing that to nme seens certain. The Evil has stopped us in our tracks. Wiat little we
have we inherited fromour ancient forebears, with a smdgen fromthe G eeks and a dab from Rone.

"As | read our histories, it seens to me that | detect a deliberate intent upon the part of
this great Evil to block us from devel opnent and progress. At the end of the eleventh century our
Hol y Father Urban |aunched a crusade agai nst the heathen Turks who were persecuting Christians and
desecrating the shrines of Jerusalem Miltitudes gathered to the Standard of the Cross, and given
time, undoubtedly woul d have carved a path to the Holy Land and set Jerusalemfree. But this did
not come to pass, for it was then that the Evil struck in Macedonia and |later spread to much of
Central Europe, desolating all the land as this land south of us now is desolated, creating panic
anong those assenbled for the crusade and bl ocking the way they were to take. So the crusade cane
to naught and no other crusades were | aunched, for it took centuries to enmerge fromthe w despread
chaos occasioned by this striking of the Evil. Because of this, even to this day, the Holy Land,
which is ours by right, still lies in the heathen grip."

He put a hand to his face to wi pe away the tears that were running down his chubby cheeks. He
gul ped, and when he spoke again there was a suppressed sobbing in his voice.

"In failing in the crusade, although in the last analysis it was no failure of ours, we may
have | ost the |l ast hope of finding any evidence of the factual Jesus, which m ght have stil
existed at that tine, but now undoubtedly is gone beyond the reach of nortal man. In such a
context, surely you nust appreciate why we place so great an enphasis upon the manuscript found
within these walls."

"Fromtine to tinme," said Duncan's father, "there has been tal k of other crusades."”

"That is true," said H's Grace, "but never carried out. That incidence of Evil, the nost
wi despread and nost vicious of which our histories tell us, cut out the heart of us. Recovering
fromits effects, nmen huddled on their acres, nursing the unspoken fear, perhaps, that another
such effort mght again call up the Evil in all its fury. The Evil has nade us a cowering and
i nef fectual people with no thought of progress or of betterment.

"In the fifteenth century, when the Lusitanians evolved a policy calculated to break this
torpor by sailing the oceans of the world to di scover unknown | ands, the Evil erupted once again
in the Iberian peninsula and all the plans and policies were abandoned and forgotten as the
peni nsul a was devastated and terror stalked the land. Wth two such pieces of evidence you cannot
hel p but speculate that the Evil, in its devastations, is acting to keep us as we are, in our
m sery, so that it can feed and grow strong upon that very msery. W are the Evil's cattle,
penned in our scrubby pastures, offering up to it the msery that it needs and relishes."

H's Grace raised a hand to wipe his face. "I think of it at nights, before | go to sleep.
agoni ze upon it. It seens to ne that if this keeps on there'll be an end to everything. It seens
to ne that the lights are going out. They're going out all over Europe. | have the feeling that we

are plungi ng back again into the ancient darkness."
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"Have you tal ked with others about these opinions of yours?" asked Duncan's father

"A few, " the archbishop said. "They profess to take no stock in any of it. They pooh-pooh what
| say."

A di screet knock cane at the door
"Yes," said Duncan's father. "Who is it?"
"It isl," said Wlls's voice. "I thought, perhaps, sone brandy."

"Yes, indeed," exclained the archbishop, springing to life, "some brandy would be fine. You
have such good brandy here. Miuch better than the abbey."

"Tonmorrow norning," Duncan's father said, between his teeth, "I shall send you a keg of it."
"That," said the archbi shop suavely, "would be nost kind of you."
"Cone on in," Duncan's father yelled to Wells.

The old man carried in a tray on which were bal anced gl asses and a bottle. Myving quietly in
his carpet slippers, he poured out the brandy and handed the gl asses around.

When he was gone the archbi shop | eaned back in his chair, holding out the glass against the
firelight and squinting through it. "Exquisite," he said. "Such a lovely color."

"How | arge a party did you have in nind?" Duncan asked his father
"You mean that you will go?"
"I"mconsidering it."

"I't would be," said the archbishop, "an adventure in the highest tradition of your fanily and
this house."

"Tradition," said Duncan's father sharply, "has not a thing to do with it."
He said to his son, "I had thought a dozen nmen or so."

"Too many," Duncan said.

"Per haps. How many woul d you say?"

"Two. Mysel f and Conrad."

The archbi shop choked on the brandy, jerked hinmself upright in his chair. "Two?" he asked, and
then, "Who mght this Conrad be?"

"Conrad," said Duncan's father, "is a barnyard worker. He is handy with the hogs."
The archbi shop sputtered. "But | don't understand.”

"Conrad and ny son have been close friends since they were boys. Wen Duncan goes hunting or
fishing he takes Conrad with him"

"He knows the woodl ands," Duncan said. "He's run in themall his life. Wen time hangs heavy
on his hands, as it does at tines, for his duties are not strenuous, he takes out for the woods."

"It does not seemto ne," the archbishop said, "that running in the woods is a great

qualification..."
"But it would be," said Duncan. "We'd be traveling in a wlderness."

"This Conrad," said Duncan's father, "is a brawny man, about seven feet and al nost twenty
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stone of nuscle. Quick as a cat. Half aninmal. He bears unquestioning allegiance to Duncan; he
would die for him |I'msure. He carries a club, a huge oaken club..."

"A club!" the archbi shop groaned.

"He's handy with it," said Duncan. "I'd put himwith that club of his up against a dozen
swordsmen and |'d give you odds on Conrad and his club."

"I't would not be too bad a choice,"” Duncan's father said. "The two of them would nove quietly
and swiftly. If they need defend thensel ves, they'd be capable."

"Daniel and Tiny to go along with us," said Duncan

Duncan's father saw the archbishop's |lifted eyebrows. "Daniel is a war-horse," he explained,
"trained to battle. He is the equal of three nen. Tiny is a great nmastiff. He is trained for war
as well."

Cedric left themwell before dawn, after guiding themto a patch of thick woodl and where they
spent the remai nder of the night. Shortly after dawn, Conrad awakened Duncan and they breakfasted
on cheese and bread, unwilling to light a fire. Then they set out again

The weat her had inproved. The wind had shifted and di ed down. The cl ouds were gone and the sun
was warm

They travel ed through a lonely land, largely covered by woods, with deep glens and faery dells
runni ng through the woodl ands. COccasionally they cane across small farnms where the buil dings had
been burned, with the ripe grain standing unharvested. Except for a few ravens that flew silently,
as if awed to silence by the country they were passing over, and an occasional startled rabbit
that came popping out of one thicket and ran toward another, they saw no |ife. About the whole
country there was a sense of peaceful ness and wel | being, and this was strange, for this was the
Desol at ed Land.

Sone hours later they were traveling up a steep slope through a woods. The trees began
thinning out and the woods canme to an end. Ahead of themlay a barren, rocky ridge.

"You stay here," Conrad said to Duncan. "1'll go ahead and scout."

Duncan stood besi de Dani el and watched the big man go swiftly up the hill, keeping well down,
headi ng for a rocky outcrop that thrust above the ridge. Daniel rubbed a soft mnuzzle against
Duncan's shoul der, whickering softly.

"Quiet, Daniel," Duncan said.

Tiny sat a few feet ahead of them ears sharp-pricked and bent forward. Beauty noved over to
stand on the other side of Duncan, who reached out a hand and stroked her neck

The silence wore on to a breaking point, but it did not break. There was no sound, no
nmovenent. Not even a | eaf was rustling. Conrad had di sappeared anong the rocks. The afternoon wore
on.

Dani el flicked his ears, again rubbed his nmuzzl e agai nst Duncan's shoulder. This time he did
not whi cker.

Conr ad reappeared, stretched out full length, slithering, snakelike, over the rocks. Once he
was clear of the ridge, he came swiftly down the sl ope.

"Two things | saw," he said.

Duncan wai ted, saying nothing. Sonetinmes one had to wait for Conrad.
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"There is a village down below us,"” Conrad finally said. "Black and burned. Except for the
church. It is stone and could not burn. No one stirring. Nothing there."

He stopped and then said, "I do not like it. | think we should go around."

"You said you saw two things."

"Down the valley. There were nen on horses going down the valley, far beyond the village."
"Men?"

"I think | saw the Reaver at the head of them Far off, but | think | recognized him There
were thirty nen or nore."

"You think they're after us?" asked Duncan
"Why el se should they be here?"

"At | east we know where they are,"” said Duncan, "and they don't know where we are. They're
ahead of us. |I'msurprised. | hadn't thought they'd foll ow. Revenge can get expensive in a place
like this."

"Not revenge," said Conrad. "They want Daniel and Tiny."
"You think that's why they' re here?"
"A war-horse and a war-dog woul d be very good to have."

"l suppose so. They m ght have trouble getting them Those two would not change masters
ingly."

wi |
"Now what do we do?"
"Dammed if | know," said Duncan. "They were headi ng sout h?"
"South, and west, too. Alittle west. The way the valley runs."
"We'd better swing east, then. Go around the village and wi den the distance fromthem"

"They are sone distance off. Still nore distance woul d be better.
swi nging around to the left, a grow deep in his throat.

Tiny rose to his feet,

"The dog has sonething," Duncan said.

"A man," said Conrad. "That's his man grow ."
"How can you know?"

"I know all his talk," said Conrad.

Duncan swivel ed around to stare in the direction Tiny was |ooking. He could see nothing. No
sign anything was there.

"My friend," Duncan said, conversationally, "I'd cone out if | were you. I'd hate to have to
send the dog in after you."

Not hi ng happened for a nonent. Then sone bushes stirred and a nman cane out of them Tiny
started forward.

"Leave himbe," said Conrad to the dog.

The man was tall and cadaverous. He wore a shabby brown robe that reached to his ankles. A
cow was bunched about his shoulders. In his right hand he carried a | ong and knobby staff, in his
left he clutched a fistful of plants. The skin clung so tightly to his skull that the bones showed
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through. H's beard was ski npy.

He said to them "I'm Andrew, the hernmit. | had neant not to interfere with you. So, catching
sight of you, | hid fromsight of you. | was out to hunt for greens, a ness of pottage for ny
supper. You woul dn't have sonme cheese, perchance, would you?"

"W have cheese," growl ed Conrad.

"I dream of cheese,"” said Andrew, the hermt. "I wake up at night and find I amthinking of a
bit of cheese. It has been a long tinme since | have had the taste of cheese.™

"In that case," said Duncan, "we'll be glad to give you sonme. Wy don't you, Conrad, take that
sack off Beauty."

"Nay, wait a nonent," objected Andrew. "No need to do it now. You be travelers, are you not?"

"You can see we are," said Conrad, not too pleasantly.

"In that case," said Andrew, "why not spend the night with ne. I'mfair fam shed for the sight
of human faces and the sound of human tongue. There's Ghost, of course, but talking with himis
little like talking with soneone in the flesh."

" CGhost ?" asked Duncan.

"Aye, a ghost. A very honest ghost. And quite a decent one. Not given to the rattling of
chains or nmobaning in the night. He's shared nmy cell with me since the day that he was hanged. The
Harriers done it to him"

"The Harriers, of course," said Duncan. "Wuld you tell us how you escaped the Harriers."

"I hidinny cell,” said Andrew. "It really is a cave and it's not as small and cranped and
m serable as a proper cell should be. | fear | amnot a proper hermt. |I do not go in for the
nortifications of the flesh as the nore successful hermts do. | dug the cave first to cell-like
proportions, as | understood | was supposed to, but over the years | have enlarged it until it's
spacious and fairly confortable. There's plenty of roomfor you. It's hidden quite away. You'll be
secure fromall observation, as | would inmagine nost travelers in a place like this naturally
woul d want to be. The evening's conming on and you nust soon seek canp and you can't find a better
pl ace than this cell of mne.”

Duncan | ooked at Conrad. "What are your thoughts," he asked, "upon the matter?"

"Little sleep you got last night," said Conrad, "I got even less. This one seens an honest
yokel . "

"There's the ghost,"” warned Duncan

Conrad shrugged el aborately. "Ghosts | do not nind."
"Al'l right, then," said Duncan. "Friar Andrew, if you will |lead the way."

The cave was located a mile or so outside the village, and to reach it they passed through a
cenetery which, fromthe variety and condition of the stones, nust have been in continuous use for
centuries. Near the center of it stood a small tonmb built of native stone. Sonetine in the past,
perhaps in a storm the heavy trunk of a large oak tree nearby had fallen across the tonb,
shattering the small statuary fixed atop it and pushing the covering slab askew

A short distance beyond the cenetery they canme to the hernmit's cave, which was excavated from
a steep hillside, its entrance well nasked by a growh of trees and heavy underbrush and a
chattering brook hurrying down a steep ravine directly in front.

"You go on in," Conrad said to Duncan. "I'l|l unsaddle Daniel, bring in Beauty's pack."

The cave was dark, but even in the darkness it had a spaci ous sense. A snall fire burned on
the hearth. Funbling in the darkness, the hermt found a large candle, lit it at the fire, and
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placed it on a table. The candle, flaring up, showed the thick carpet of rushes on the floor, the
crude table with benches that could be pulled up to it, a badly constructed chair, bins against
the earthen walls, the pallet in one corner. A cabinet in another corner held a few parchnent
rolls.

Noti ng Duncan | ooking at them the hermt said, "Yes, | can read, but barely. In idle nonents
I sit here by candlelight, spelling out the words and striving at the neanings of the ancient
Fat hers of the Church. | doubt that | arrive at neaning, for | ama sinple soul and at tines a
stupid one to boot. And those ancient Fathers, it seens to ne, ofttines were nuch nore involved in
words than they were in nmeaning. As | told you, I'mnot really a good hermt, but | keep on
trying, although at times | find nmyself awonder at the true profession of a hermit. | have thought
off and on that a hernmit nust be the silliest and nost usel ess nmenber of society.”

"It is, however," said Duncan, "a calling that is thought of very highly."

"It has occurred to nme, when |'ve thought deeply on it," said the hernit, "that nmen may be
hermts for no other reason than to escape the | abors of another kind of life. Surely hermting is
easi er on the back and nmuscles than grubbing in the soil or performng other nenial tasks by which
one may win his bread. | have asked nyself if | amthis kind of hermt and, truthfully, | nust
answer that | do not know "

"You say you hid here when the Harriers came and that they did not find you. That seens not
exactly right. In all our journey we have seen no one who survived. Except one group of ruffians
and bandits who had taken over a nanor house and had been skillful enough or |ucky enough to have
been able to defend it."

"You speak of Harold, the Reaver?"

"Yes. How come you know of hin®"

"Wird travel s throughout the Desol ated Land. There are carriers of tales."

"l do not understand."”

"The little folk. The elves, the trolls, the gnonmes, the fairies and the Brownies..."
"But they..."

"They are local folk. They've lived here since tine unknown. They may be pestiferous at tines
and unpl easant nei ghbors and, certainly, individuals in whomyou can place no trust. M schievous
they may be, but very seldomvicious. They did not align thenselves with the Harriers, but
t hensel ves hid fromthem And they warned nany others."

"They warned you so you coul d hide away?"

"A gnome cane to warn nme. | had not thought hima friend, for through the years cruel tricks
he had played upon ne. But, to nmy surprise, | found that he was an unsuspected friend. Hi s warning
gave ne tine to put out ny fire so the snoke would not betray ne, although | doubt the little
snoke of ny poor fire would have betrayed anyone at all. It would have gone unnoticed in the
general burning that cane about when the Harriers arrived. The huts went up in flanes, the
hayst acks and the straw stacks, the granaries and the privies. They even burned the privies. Can
you i magi ne that ?"

"No, | can't," said Duncan
Conrad cane clunping into the cave, dunping the saddl e and the packs to one side of the door.
"I heard you say a ghost," he runbled. "There isn't any ghost."

"Chost is atimd one," said Andrew. "He hides fromvisitors. He thinks no one wants to see
him He has a dislike for scaring people, although there's really nothing about himthat should
scare anyone. As | told you, he is a decent and consi derate ghost."

He raised his voice. "Chost, cone out of there. Come out and show yourself. We have guests."
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A tendril of white vaporous substance streamed reluctantly from behind the cabinet hol ding the
parchnent rolls.

"Come on, cone on," the hermt said inpatiently. "You can show yourself. These gentlenmen are
not frightened of you, and it is only courteous that you cone out to greet them"

The hermt said to Duncan, out of the corner of his nmouth, "|I have a lot of trouble with him
He thinks it's disgraceful to be a ghost."

Slow y Ghost took shape above the cabinet, then floated to floor level. He was a cl assica
ghost, white sheeted. The only distinguishing mark was a short |oop of rope knotted about his
neck, with a couple of feet or so hanging down in front.

"I"'ma ghost," he said in a hollow, booming voice, "with no place to haunt. Usually a ghost
haunts his place of death, but howis one to haunt an oak tree? The Harriers dug nmy poor body out
of the thicket in which I hid and forthwith strung ne up. They mi ght have paid ne the courtesy, it
seens to ne, to have hung nme froma mghty oak, one of those forest patriarchs that are so conmon
in these woods of ours, tall trees standing well above the others and of mighty girth. But this
they did not do. They hung ne froma scrawny, stunted oak. Even in ny death | was nmde sport of.
Innmy life | begged alns at the church door and a poor living | made of it, for there were those
who spread the runor that | had no reason for the begging, that |I could have done a day's work as
well as any man. They said | only pretended to be crippled."

"He was a fraud," the hernit said. "He could have | abored as well as any other."

"You hear?" the ghost asked. "You hear? Even in death | am branded as a cheat and fraud. | am
made a fool of."

"I"ll say this for him" the hermit said. "He's a pleasure to have around. He's not up on al
the ghostly tricks that other ghosts enploy to make nui sances of thensel ves."

"I try," said CGhost, "to be but little trouble. I'man outcast, otherwise | would not be here.
I have no proper place to haunt."

"Well, now you have nmet with these gentlenmen and have conversed with themin a seenly manner,"
said the hermt, "we can turn to other matters." He turned to Conrad. "You said you had sone
cheese. "

"Al so bacon and ham bread and honey," sai d Duncan
"And you' |l share all this with nme?"
"We could not eat it ourselves and not share it with you."

"Then I'11 build up the fire," said Andrew, "and we shall neke a feast. | shall throw out the
greens | gathered. Unless you should like a taste of greens. Perhaps with a bit of bacon."

"I do not like greens,"” said Conrad.

Duncan woke in the night and for a nonent of pani c wondered where he was. There were no points
of reference, just a musty darkness with some flicker init--as if he nmight be in sonme linbo, a
wai ting room for death.

Then he saw the door, or if not a door, an opening, with the soft wash of noonlight just
beyond it, and in the fire-lit flicker, the bulk of Tiny, lying stretched out before the opening.
Tiny had his |l egs pushed out in front of him wth his head resting on his paws.

Duncan twi sted his head around and saw that the flicker cane froma | owburned fire upon the
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hearth. A few feet away |ay Conrad, flat upon his back, his toes pointing upward and his arns
flung out on each side. His great barrel chest went up and down. He was breathing through his
nmout h, and the sucked-in then expelled air made a fluttering sound.

There was no sign of the hermt. Probably he was on his pallet, over in the corner. The air
smelled faintly of wood snoke, and over his head, Duncan coul d nake out the indistinct shapes of
bunches of herbs the hernmit had hung up to dry. From outside canme a soft stanping sound. That
woul d be Daniel not far away.

Duncan pul I ed the bl anket up beneath his chin and shut his eyes. Mre than likely it was
several hours till dawn, and he could get nore sleep

But sleep was reluctant to conme. Miuch as he tried to shut themout, the events of the last few
days kept parading up and down his mnd. And the parading of events brought hone again the rigors
of the adventure he had enbarked upon. In this hermit cave it was snhug enough, but beyond the cave
lay the Desolated Land with its freight of evil, with the burned-out village only a nile or so
away, the church the only building standing. Not only the Evil, he rem nded hinself, but a band of
evil nen headed by the Reaver, who were out to track down his little party. For the nonent,
however, he could forget the Reaver, who had gone bl undering off sonewhere ahead of them

Then his mnd went back to that |ast day at Standi sh House when he'd sat with his father in
the library, that sane roomwhere Hs Gace had told the story of the script wit in Aranaic.

Now he asked of his father the question that had been roiling in his mind ever since he'd
heard the story. "But why us?" he asked. "Wy should the nmanuscript have been in Standi sh House?"

"There is no way to know," his father said. "The famly's history is a | ong one and not too
wel | docunented. There are large parts of it that have been entirely lost. There are sonme records,
of course, some witings, but nmostly it is |legend, stories fromso |long ago and so often told that
there is no way to judge the truth that may be in them W now are solid country fol ks, but there
was a tinme when we were not. In the famly records and in the | egendary tales there are nany
wanderers and sonme shanel ess adventurers. It could have been one of these, traveling far, who
brought hone the nmanuscript. Probably from somewhere in the east. As part, perhaps, of his portion
of the oot froma captured city or stolen fromsonme nonastery or, less likely, honestly purchased
for a copper or two as a curiosity. There could not have been much val ue placed upon it, and
rightly so, of course, for until it was placed in the hands of the fathers at the abbey, there was
no one who coul d have known the significance of it. I found it in an old wooden crate, the wood
hal f gone with rot and with nildew on the docunents that it contained. The nmanuscript was tossed
i n among ot her odds and ends of parchnent, nost of which were worthless."

"But you saw or sensed sone significance in it. Enough to take it to the abbey."

"No significance," his father said. "No thought of any possible significance. Just an idle
curiosity. | read some G eek, you know, and | can make my way in several other |anguages, although
but poorly, but 1'd never seen the |ike of the manuscript before. | sinply wondered what it m ght
be and was sonewhat intrigued by it, and I thought that perhaps | should put sone of those fat and
|lazy fathers at it. After all, they should be called upon occasionally to do a little work for us,
if for no other reason than to rem nd them where they get their keep. When there's a roof to be
repaired at the abbey, we are the ones they cone to for the slate and the expertise to put it on.
When they need a | oad of hay, being too trifling to go out and scythe it on their own, they know
where to conme to get it."

"You must say this for them" said Duncan. "They did quite a job on the manuscript."

"Better that they should be doing that," his father said, "which, after all, is useful work,
rat her than producing precious little conceits that they enploy to spell out the happy hours of
sonmeone or other. All scriptoria, and | suspect the scriptoriumat our abbey nost of all, are

filled with artistic fools who have too high an opinion of thenselves. The Standi shes have held
this land for nigh on a thousand years, and fromfirst to | ast we have given service to the abbey,
and as those years went on, the abbey has becone nore graspi ng and demandi ng. Take the matter of
that keg of brandy. H's Grace did not ask for it, but he came as close to asking as even his good
of fices all owed."
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"That brandy is a sore point with you, my lord," said Duncan

H s father whiffled out his nustache. "For centuries this house has produced good brandy. It
is a mtter of some pride for us, for this is not a country of the grape. But through the years we
have pruned and grafted and budded until we have a vine that would be the pride of Gaul. And
tell you, son, a keg of brandy is not conme by easily. H's Grace had best use this one sparingly,
for he's not about to get another soon."

They sat for a time not speaking, with the fire snapping in the great fireplace.

Duncan's father finally stirred in his chair. "As we have done with the grape," he said, "so
have we done with other things. We have cattle here that run to several hundredwei ght heavier than
nost cattle in other parts of Britain. W raise good horses. Qur wool is of the best. The wheat we
grow is hardy for this clinmate--wheat, while many of our nei ghbors nust be content with oats. And
as it is with the crops and livestock, so it is with people. Many of the peasants and serfs who
work our acres and are happy at it have been here alnost as many years as the famly. Standish
House, although it was not known then as Standi sh House, had its beginnings in a tine of strife
and uncertainty, when no man's life was safe. It began as a wooden fort, built upon a nmound,
protected by a palisade and npat as many nmanor houses are protected even to this day.

"We still have our mpat, of course, but now it has become a pretty thing, with water lilies
and ot her decorative plants growing init, and its earthen sides well |andscaped with shrubs and
slanted fl ower beds. And stocked with fish that serve as sport or food for whoever has the nind to
dangl e a baited hook into its waters. The drawbridge renmmins in place as a bridge across the npat.
Ritually, we raise and lower it once a year to be sure it still will work. The country has grown a
little nore secure with the years, of course, but not so one could notice. There still are roving
bands of human predators who show up every now and then. But with the years our house has grown
stronger and news of our strength has spread. Not for three hundred years or nore has any bandit
or reaver or whatever he may call hinself dared to throw hinself against our walls. A few hit-and-
run raids to snatch up a cow or two or a clutch of sheep are all that ever happen now. Al though
do not think it is the strength of our walls alone that has brought about this security we enjoy.

It is the know edge that our people still are a warrior people, even if they be no nore than serfs
or peasants. We no longer naintain an arny of idle and arrogant nmen-at-arns. There is no | onger
need to do so. Should there be danger, every man of this estate will take up arns, for each man
here considers this land his land as much as it is ours. So in a still turbulent society we have

created here a place of security and peace."
"l have loved this house," said Duncan. "I shall not be easy, leaving it."

"Nor | easy, ny son, at having you leave it. For you will be going into danger, and yet | do
not feel any great uneasiness, for | know that you can handl e yourself. And Conrad is a stout
conpani on. "

"So," said Duncan, "are Daniel and Tiny."

"His Grace, the other night," his father said, "carried on at some |ength about our |ack of
progress. W are, he said, a stagnant society. And while this may be true, | still can see sone
good init. For if there were progress in other things, there'd be progress in armanments as wel|.
And any progress in arms would spell continual war, for if sone chieftain or piddling king
acquired a new i npl enent of war he need nust try it out against a neighbor, thinking that for at
| east a nonent it would give him sone advant age.”

"Al'l our arns," said Duncan, "historically are personal arns. To use them one man nust face
another man at no nore than arm s |length. There are few that reach out farther. Spears and
javelins, of course, but they are awkward weapons at the best and once one has cast them he cannot
retrieve themto cast themonce again. They and slings are all that have any di stance factor. And
slings are tricky things to use, nostly inaccurate and, by and | arge, not too dangerous."”

"You are right," his father said. "There are those, like H s Gace, who bewail our situation
but to ny mind we are quite fortunate. W have achieved a social structure that serves our
purposes and any attenpt to change it might throw us out of balance and bring on nany troubl es,
nost of which, | would inagine, we cannot now suspect."
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A sudden col dness, a breath of frost sweeping over Duncan, jerked himfromhis review of that
| ast day. Hi s eyes popped open, and bendi ng over him he saw the hooded face of Ghost, if face it
could be called. It was nore |ike a nmurky oval of swirling snoke, encircled by the whiteness of
the cowl. There were no features, just that snoky swirl, and yet he felt he was staring straight
into a face

"Sir Ghost," he said sharply, "what is your intent to waken nme so rudely and abruptly?"

Ghost, he saw, was hunkering beside him and that was a strange thing, that a ghost should
hunker .

"l have questions to ask your lordship," said Ghost. "I have asked them beforetines of the
hermit and he is inpatient of ne for asking questions that do not fall within his know edge,
al t hough as a holy man one might think he had the know edge. | asked them of your huge conpani on
and he only grunts at nme. He was outraged, ne-thinks, that a ghost should presune to talk to him
Shoul d he think he mght find any substance to me, | believe he mght have put those hamnlike hands
about ny throat and choked nme. Although no | onger can | be choked. | have been choked
sufficiently. Also, | think, a broken neck. So, happily, | now am beyond all such indignity."

Duncan threw the bl anket off him and sat up.

"After such a |l engthy prelude,"’
i mportance. "

he said, "your questions nmust be ones of nore than ordinary

"To ne," said CGhost, "they are."

"I may not be able to answer them"

"I'n which case, you'll be no worse than any of the others."
"So," said Duncan, "go ahead and ask."

"How cone, ny lord, do you think that | should be wearing such a getup? |I know, of course,
that it is a proper ghostly costune. It is worn by all proper ghosts, although |I understand that
in the case of sone castle ghosts the habilinment nay be black. Certainly | was not dressed in such
a spotl ess robe when | was strung up fromthe oak. | was strung up in very filthy rags and in the
terror of being hanged | fear | befoul ed themeven further."

"That," said Duncan, "is a question | cannot answer."

"At |least you accord ne the courtesy of an honest reply," said Ghost. "You did not grow or
snarl at nme."

"There m ght be soneone who has nade a study of such matters who could give you an answer.
Soneone of the Church, perhaps.”

"Well, since I"'mnot likely soon to neet soneone of the Church, methinks |I can then do little
about it. It is not too inportant, but it is something that has bothered ne. | have nulled upon
it."

"I amsorry," Duncan said
"I have yet another question.”
"Ask it if you feel you nust. An answer |'ll not promse."

"My question," said Chost, "is why ne? Not all people who die, not even all whose lives are
ended violently or in shame, assunme a ghostly guise. If all did, the world would be filled with
ghosts. They'd be treadi ng upon one another's sheets. There'd be no roomfor the living."

"Nei ther can | answer that one."

"Actually," said Ghost, "I was not a really sinful person. Rather, | was despicable and no one
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has ever told nme that despicability is a sin. | had ny sins, of course, as has everyone, but
unl ess ny understanding of sins is faulty, they were very small ones."

"You really have your troubles, don't you. You were conplaining when we first nmet that you had
no proper place to haunt."

"I think if I had," said Ghost, "I night be happier, although perhaps it is not intended that
a ghost shoul d be happy. Contented, perhaps. It mght be proper for a ghost to feel contentnent.
Contentnent, certainly, cannot be proscribed. If | had a place to haunt, then |I'd have a task to
do and could be about it. Although if it included the jangling of chains and maki ng whooi ng

noi ses, | would not like it much. If it was just slinking around and |letting people catch smal
glinpses of nme that mght not be bad. Do you suppose that not having a place to haunt, not having
a job to do, may be in the way of retribution for the way |I lived? | don't mind telling you,

al though | would not tell everyone and would not want you to bruit it about, that if | had wanted
to | could have done sone work, naking an honest living instead of begging at the church. Light

wor k, of course. | was never very strong; | was sickly as a child. | recall that it was the wonder
of nmy parents' life that they managed to raise ne."
"You raise too nmany questions of philosophy,"” said Duncan. "I cannot cope with them"

"You say that you are going to Oxenford," said CGhost. "Perhaps to confer with sone great
schol ar there. QG herwi se, why would one go to Oxenford? | have heard that there are nany great
doctors of the Church gathered there and that anong thensel ves they hold nuch | earned di scourse."

"When we arrive," said Duncan, "we undoubtedly will see sone of the |earned doctors."
"Do you suppose sone of them m ght have answers to ny questions?"

"I cannot say for sure."

"Whuld it be too forward to ask if I might travel with you?"

"Look," said Duncan, beconi ng exasperated, "if you want to go to Oxenford you can easily and
safely travel there yourself. You're a free spirit. You are bound to no place that you nust haunt.
And in the shape you're in, no one could lay a hand on you."

Ghost shuddered. "By nyself," he said, "I'd be scared to death.

"You're already dead. No nman can die a second tine."

"That is true," said Ghost. "I had not thought of that. Lonesone, then. How about mny
loneliness. | know I'd be very lonesone if | tried to travel alone.”

"I'f you want to go with us," said Duncan, "I can't think of a thing we can do to stop you. But
you'll get no invitation."

"If that's the case," said Grost, "I shall go along with you."

5

They had great slabs of ham for breakfast, with oaten cakes and honey. Conrad canme in from
outside to report that Daniel and Beauty had found good grazing in the corner of a nearby hay
field and that Tiny had provided his own food by capturing a rabbit.

"I'n such a case," said Duncan, "we can be on our way with good conscience. The bellies of all
are full."

"I'f you're not in too nuch of a hurry," said Andrew, the hernmt, "there is one service you
could do for nme, which | would greatly appreciate.”

"If it did not take too nuch tinme," said Duncan. "W owe you sonething. You furnished us
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shelter fromthe night and good conpany."

"It should not take too long," said Andrew. "It is but a small task for many hands and the
strong back of a burro. It has to do with the harvesting of cabbages."

"What is this talk of cabbages?" asked Conrad.

"Soneone made an early garden," said Andrew, "before the Harriers cane. Neglected through the
summer, it had grown until | discovered it. It is located not too far fromthe church, just a skip
and junp fromhere. There is a nystery, however..."

"A nystery with cabbages?" Duncan asked, anused.

"Not with the cabbages. Not entirely with the cabbages, that is. But with other vegetables.
The carrots and the rutabagas, the peas and beans. Soneone has been stealing them"

"And | suppose," said Duncan, "that you have not been stealing them"™

"I found the garden," Andrew said stiffly. "I have |ooked for this other person, but not too
bravely, you understand, for | amnot a warrior type and would scarce know what to do if | cane
upon him Al though | ofttimes have told nyself that if he were not pugnacious, it would be
conforting to have another person with whomto pass the tinme of day. But there are many fine
cabbages, and it would be a pity should they go to waste, or should all be taken by this garden

thief. | could harvest themnyself, but it would take many trips."
"We can spare the time," Duncan told him "in the name of Christian charity."
"Mlord," warned Conrad, "l|eagues we have to go."
"Quit calling me ny lord," said Duncan. "If we do this chore of neighborliness we'l

undoubtedly travel with |ighter hearts.”
"I'f you insist,” said Conrad. "I'll catch up Beauty."

The garden, which lay a stone's throw back of the church, displayed a splendid array of
veget abl es growi ng anbng ranpant weeds that in places reached wai st high.

"You certainly did not break your back to keep the garden clean," Duncan observed to Andrew.

"Too |ate when | discovered it," protested Andrew. "The weeds had too good a start."

There were three | ong rows of cabbages and they were splendid heads, large and firm Conrad
spread out a packsack cloth, and all of them got busy pulling up the cabbages, shaking off the
dirt that clung to their roots before tossing themonto the cloth.

A voi ce spoke behind them "Gentlenen," it said. There was a sharp note of disapproval in the
wor d.

The three of themturned swiftly. Tiny, spinning around to face the threat, grow ed deeply in
his throat.

First Duncan saw the griffin and then he saw the woman who rode it and for a | ong nonment he
stood rooted to the ground.

The woman was dressed in | eather breeches and a | eather jacket, wore a white stock at her
throat. In her right hand she carried a battle axe, its blade glistening in the sun

"For weeks," she said, in a calmand even voice, "l have been watching this scabby hermt
stealing fromthe garden and did not begrudge hi mwhat he took, for skin and bones as he is, it
seened that he might need it. But | had never expected to find a gentlenman of the real mjoining
himin theft."

Duncan bowed. "My |lady, we were sinply assisting our friend in harvesting the cabbages. W had
no know edge that you, or anyone, m ght have better claimto this garden plot."

file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (26 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:33 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

"I have taken great care," said the woman, "to be sure that no one knew | was about. This is a
pl ace where one does not make one's presence known."

"My lady, you are making it known now. "

"Only to protect the little food | have. | could afford to allow your friend an occasi ona
carrot or a cabbage now and then. But | do object to the stripping of the garden.”

The griffin cocked its large eagle head at Duncan, appraising himwith a glittering gol den
eye. Its forelegs ended in eagle claws; the rest was lion, except that instead of a lion's tail it
had a sonewhat |onger appendage with a wicked sting at its end. Its huge wings were fol ded far
back and high, leaving roomfor its rider. It clicked its beak at Duncan and its long tai
swi t ched nervously.

"You need have no fear of him" the woman said. "He is sonething of a pussycat, the gentleness
of him brought on by extrene age. He puts up a splendid and ferocious front, of course, but he'll
do no one harmunless | bid himto."

"Madam " said Duncan, "I find this sonewhat enbarrassing. My nane is Duncan Standish. | and ny
conpani on, the big one over there, are on a trip to the south of Britain. Only last night we fell
inwith the hermt, Andrew"”

"Duncan Standi sh, of Standi sh House?"
"That is right, but | had not thought..."

"The fane of your house and famly is known in every part of Britain. |I nust say, however,
that you have chosen a strange tinme to enbark upon a journey through these |ands."”

"No stranger," said Duncan, "than to find a lady of quality in those sane |ands."

"My nane," she said, "is Diane, and | amno lady of quality. | amquite sonmething else again."

Andrew stunped forward. "If you would excuse me, mlord, | have grave doubts that the Lady
Di ane can lay legal, or even ethical, claimupon this garden patch. It was an early planted plot,
put in by one of the villagers before the Harriers cane with fire and sword, and she owns it no
nmore than | do. If you think back, | never did lay claimto it."

"I't would be unseemy,"” said Duncan, "for us to stand here squabbling over it."

"The truth is," said the Lady Diane, "that he is quite right. It is not ny garden, nor is it
his. We both used out of it and that | did not mind. But it roused nmy ire to see interlopers
laying claimto it as well."

"I would be willing," said Andrew, "to share it with her. Half the cabbages to nme, half to

her.
"That seens fair to nme," said Duncan, "but somewhat unchivalrous."
"I amno man of chivalry," said Andrew snappi shly.

"If yon hernmit can provide me with certain information," said Diane, "it may be he can have
all the cabbages since then |I'd have no need of them"

She di snobunted fromthe griffin and wal ked forward to join them "The information that you
seek," said Andrew. "What makes you believe that | night have it?"

"You are a native of the village?"
"Aye, nyself and all ny folk before ne."

"Then maybe you woul d know. There was a nman naned Wil fert. He is supposed to have lived here
at one tinme. When | arrived here, after the Harriers had left, | took up residence in the church.
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It was the only roof left standing. | searched the church for records. | found few. Not anything
of value. The parish priests you people had, Sir Hermt, were careless in their record keeping."

"Wil fert, you say?" asked the hermit. "You say a man nanmed Wil fert. How | ong ago?"
"A hundred years or nore. Have you ever heard of him anyone speak of hinP"

"A sage? A saintly man?"

"He m ght have posed as such. He was a w zard."

The hermt gasped and put his hands up to his head, his fingers gripping his skull
"A w zard!" he whinpered. "Are you sure of that?"

"Quite sure. A nobst acconplished w zard."

"And not of Holy Church?"

"Assuredly not of Holy Church."

"What is wong with you?" Duncan asked Andrew. "What is going on?"

"I'n holy ground," Andrew whi spered, gasping. "Ch, the shane of it. In holy ground they put
him And hima heathen wi zard, for to be a wi zard one nust be a heathen, nust he not? They even
built a tonmb for him™"

"These are strange goings-on," said Conrad. "I find no head nor tail of it."

"No wonder," Andrew cried wildly. "No wonder that the oak should fall upon it."

"Wait a mnute, now,
just the other day."

said Duncan. "You mean an oak fell upon the tonb? There was a cenetery

"Please tell ne," said D ane, "about this oak and tonb."

"W passed through a cenetery,"” Duncan said. "Just a mile or so fromhere. There was a tonb
and a tree had fallen on it. Quite sone tine ago, it seemed. It still is there, |lying across the
tonb. The slab covering the tonmb had been shoved aside and broken. | wondered at the tinme why no
one had repaired it."

"It's an old burial ground," Andrew explained. "Not used for years. No one bothered. And there
may not have been many people who woul d know who was buried there."

"You think this mght be the tonmb of Wilfert?" D ane asked.

"The sharme of it!" wailed the hernmit. "That such be placed in holy ground. But the people did
not know, the people of the village had no way to know. O this Wilfert | have heard. A holy nan
it was said of him who sought refuge fromthe world in this |lonely place."

Duncan asked Diane, "lIs this the information that you..."

And t hen he stopped, for there was sonething wong. A sudden silence--and that was strange,
for there had been no sound before, nothing but the background sound of insects and birds, an ever-
present sound one grew so accustonmed to hearing that it went unnoticed. And that was it, thought
Duncan--t he sudden silence was the absence of that background sound. The sudden silence and the
strange feeling of expectancy, as if one were tensed for sonething that was about to happen, not
knowi ng what it was, but rocking forward on the toes to be ready for it.

The others had noticed the silence and perhaps the expectancy as well, for they were frozen in
their places, tensed and |istening and wat chf ul

Duncan's hand lifted slowy and his fingers wapped about the hilt of his sword, but he did
not drawit, for there was as yet no solid evidence of danger. But the sense of danger still hung
heavy in the air. Diane, he saw, had half lifted the battle axe she held. The griffin had shifted

file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (28 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:33 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

its position and its eagle head was pivoting slowly fromone side to the other

Bushes stirred on the far perineter of the garden plot and a figure half energed: a round
head, superficially human, thrust forward on a short, al nbost non-exi stent neck set between nmassive
shoul ders. Bal d--the head bald, the shoulders bald, no trace of hair, not |ike sonething that had
shaved its hair, but rather something that had never grown hair.

The hairless one, Duncan told hinself, the hairless ones the Reaver had told himof that night
they stopped at the nanor house. Great, white, hairless human slugs that fell short of being
hunan.

The sword rasped as he cleared it. He slashed it in the air and the sun glistened off it as he
made t he synbolic sl ash.

"Now we'll see," he said, speaking half to hinself, half to the Reaver, who had told him of
t hese creatures.

The hairless one rose to full height, energing fromthe bushes. It stood a little taller than
an ordinary man, but not as tall as the Reaver had led himto believe. It stood on bowed | egs,
bent forward at the knees, and shanbled as it wal ked. It wore not a stitch of clothing, and the
fish white of its bulging torso shone in the sunlight. In one hand it carried a huge knotted cl ub
The club was held nonchalantly, its head pointing toward the ground, as if the club were an
extension of its arm

Behind it were others, stepping out fromthe trees and bushes to array thensel ves beside the
first. They stood in a ragged line, their round heads thrust forward, tiny eyes beneath bald and
jutting brows | ooking with an interested but contenptuous gaze at those who stood in the garden
pat ch.

They shanbl ed forward, slowy, awkwardly, then suddenly, with no indication they intended to
do anyt hi ng but shanble, they charged, comng in great |eaps through the weeds. Their clubs were
no | onger pointed at the ground, but lifted high, and the chilling thing about the charge was that
they came silently. They did not whoop or screamor cry out in any way at all. There was, it
seenmed to Duncan, a deadliness in the very silence of their attack

Instinctively, wthout a thought of what he should do, he stepped forward to neet them In the
| ead was the one who had first conme into view-Duncan was sure it was the one, although there were
no di stingui shing marks by which one could be told fromanother. And this one was com ng straight
toward him as if it had marked himout as its special prey.

The club in the hands of the hairless one started to come down and with a quick |Iunge, Duncan
| eaped beneath the stroke. His sword arm was back and he drove the blade forward with all his
strength. As the sword caught it in the throat, the hairless one tunbled toward him falling Iike
a severed tree. Duncan threw hinself to one side, the sword freeing itself as it ripped a jagged
wound t hrough the white, bald throat.

The body grazed himas it fell, throwing himslightly off his balance, forcing himto skip
awkwardly for a step or two to namintain his balance. To one side of himwas another of the
creatures, and even as he skipped to keep his bal ance, Duncan flung up his blade and cut down at
t he oncoming hairless one. The whistling edge caught it in the juncture between neck and shoul der
and went on through, severing the head and opposite shoul der fromthe trunk. A gush of bl ood
spurted like a fountain as the head came off.

Fromthe corner of his eye, Duncan saw Di ane on the ground, struggling to free herself from
the bul k of the body of a hairless one. The outflung bl ade of her battle axe was snmeared with
bl ood, and there was no question that the hairless one on top of her was dead. Towering above her
standing on its hind I egs, was the griffin. Fromone eagle claw dangled a squirnm ng hairl ess one
The claw was fastened around its head, lifting it so its feet were off the ground, the feet noving
rapi dly back and forth, as if the hairless one were attenpting to run on enpty air.

From somewhere, Conrad was yelling at him "Take heed, mlord!"

War ned, Duncan ducked to one side, spinning as be ducked. A club caught himon the shoul der
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bow ing himover. Hitting the ground, he rolled and cane swiftly to his feet. A few feet fromhim
one of the hairless ones, perhaps the one that had bow ed himover, was lunging at himto strike
agai n. Duncan jerked up the sword, but before he could use it, Tiny struck the hairless one like a
foami ng fury; powerful jaws fastened on its club arm The hairless one went down and Tiny,

rel easing the hold upon its arm had it by the throat.

Duncan switched around, satisfied that Tiny had the situation well under control--you no
| onger had to worry about sonething if Tiny had its throat. Diane had pulled herself from beneath
the body of the hairless one and was running toward the griffin, which was facing three of the
attackers, striking with its claws, jabbing with its beak. Beneath himlay the body of the one he
first had seized, and the three in front of himwere beginning to back off.

Just beyond the griffin, Conrad was engaged in a fencing match with two of the hairl ess ones,
all three of themarnmed with clubs that crashed and splintered as terrific blows were struck
caught, and deflected. Alittle farther off one of the hairless ones had dropped its club and was
runni ng desperately, in full flight from Daniel, who was closing on it, running with outstretched
neck and bared teeth. Even as Duncan wat ched, Daniel clanped his teeth down upon his victinms
shoul der and with a toss of his head, flung it high into the air.

There was no sign of the hermt.

Wth a bell ow of encouragenent, Duncan ran to aid Conrad in his unequal fencing match.
Runni ng, he tripped and fell forward and there was a great throb in his head, a pul sating, red-hot
pain that flared until his head threatened to explode. At that point exactly, just before the
monent of expl osion, the pain went away, only to come again. He did not know when he hit the
ground; he felt no inpact as he fell. Later, with no way of know ng how rmuch later, he found
hinself crawing on his belly, reaching out with clawed hands to clutch the ground and pul
hi nsel f along. The funny thing was that he seened to have no head. In its place was a tunbl ed
fuzziness that could neither see nor hear. Later--he could not tell how nuch |ater or how soon--
sonmeone was spl ashing water on his face and saying, "It's all right, mlord." Then he was lifted
and slung across a shoulder and he tried to protest against it, but he couldn't make a sound and
he couldn't nove a nuscle. Al that he could do was sway and dangl e on the shoul der

There finally was existence. But that was all--existence. It was a purposel ess exi stence that
floated in a place without reference points. It floated in an enptiness that was tied to nothing.
The enptiness was confortable and there was no urge to escape fromit or reach beyond it.

A tiny sound intruded: a faint, far-off chirping sound, and the enptiness of existence tried
to push it off or shut itself against it. For it was not neet, it mght be destructive, for even
so slight a thing as a chirping sound to intrude upon it.

But the chirping sound persisted and it was nearer now or |ouder, and there was nore of it, as
if there mght be many sources from which the chirps were coning.

The consciousness floated in the enptiness and listened with an enforced tol erance to the
chirping sound. And the chirping brought a word. Birds_. It was birds that were chirping. They
were the ones that made the noi se. The consciousness reluctantly struggled with the word, for it
had no i dea what the word might nean or if it had a neaning.

Then suddenly it did know what the word neant and that brought sonething el se.

| am Duncan Standi sh, said the enptiness, and | amlying somewhere, listening to birds.
That was quite enough. That was all it needed, that was far nore than it needed. It woul d have
been content if nothing had cone at all. For if this nmuch cane, there would be nore yet to cone

and that was undesirable. The enptiness tried to shrink away, but that was inpossible. Having cone
to sonething, it nmust then go on.
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Duncan Standi sh, no | onger an existence poised in a vault of enptiness, but Duncan Standi sh,
sonmet hing. A man, he (or it) thought, and what was a nman?

Slow y he knew. Knew what he was and that he had a head and that a dull throbbing ache pul sed
i nside the head, with the confort now all gone.

Duncan Standi sh, man, lying in sone confined space, for now he becane aware that he was
confi ned.

He lay quietly to pull all his thoughts together, all those sinple things that he had known at
one tine and only now was rediscovering. But even as he pulled his thoughts together, he kept his
eyes tight shut, for he did not want to see. If he did not see, perhaps he could go back to that
enptiness and confort he had known before.

It was no use, however. The know edge first crept upon himslowy, then cane on with a rush.

He opened his eyes and stared up at a high-noon sky seen through a | eafy canopy. He raised a
hand and a rough stone stopped it, bruising his knuckles. He | owered his eyes and saw the stone, a
slab that covered himalnost to his shoulders. Resting on the slab was the bole of a | arge oak
tree, the bark scaling off it as if it suffered sone ravagi ng di sease.

The tonb, he thought, startled. The tonb of Wilfert, the wizard, unroofed nmany years ago by a
falling tree. And now he was tucked into it.

It was Conrad, he told hinself, who had tucked himin the tonb. It was the kind of stupid
thing that Conrad woul d do, convinced all the time he was doing it that it was for the best, that
it was perfectly |ogical and what any nan ni ght do.

It nust have been Conrad, he told hinself. Sonmeone had talked with him calling him"m]lord"
whil e splashing water in his face, and no one but Conrad would have called himthat. And after
splashing water in his face, sonmeone had lifted himand carried himon a shoulder, with no effort
what soever, as if he had been no nore than a sack of grain. And there was no one bi g enough and
strong enough to do that as easily as it had been done other than Conrad. And then Conrad had
cranmed himin the tonb and there nust surely have been a reason for doing what he did.

His first reaction was to scranble out, to free hinmself fromthe enbrace of the tonb, but a
sudden caution held himthere. There had been danger and there nmight still be danger. He'd been
hit on the head, probably by a thrown club, but while his head still throbbed and he was a little
shaky, he seened to be all right.

Except for the chirping of the birds there was no sound. He listened closely for the rustle of
a fallen leaf, a snap of a twig that mght tell him soneone was nearby and noving. There were no
such sounds; the birds, undisturbed, went on with their chirping.

He stirred a little, testing how he lay, and there was a dry rustling under him Leaves, he
t hought, autum-dead | eaves that over the years had fallen into the tonb. Dry | eaves and sonet hi ng
el se. Bones, perhaps, the bones of Wilfert, the wizard. Wth one hand he dug into the debris of
the tonb. He could not see what his fingers brought up, for the stone slab cut off his vision, but
his fingers told him-dry | eaves and certain crunbling fragnments that could be powdered bone.
There was sonething, now that he had tine to note it, that was digging into his left side, just
bel ow hi s shoul der bl ade. The skull, perhaps. Wuld the skull, he wondered, stand up, retain its
shape and strength, |onger than the other bones?

He shuddered, the fingers of superstitious dread reaching out to touch him but he fought off
the dread. He could not panic and surge howling fromthe tonb. For safety's sake, he rem nded
hi nsel f sternly, he could share this space with the dead.

He wiggled a little, trying to shift the skull or whatever it mght be that was pressing into
his ribs. It would not shift and it seenmed harder than a skull should be. Maybe, he told hinself,
a stone that soneone, in a flush of m staken bravado, had chucked into the tonb, before running
away as if the Devil were at his heels.
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Lying quietly, he listened intently. The birds, flitting frombranch to branch, kept up their
chirping, but there was no other sound. There was no wind and not a |eaf was noving.

He shifted his hand to feel the scabbard at his side and found that the sword was in it.
Conrad, neticul ous even in the absurdity of what he had done, neverthel ess had taken the tinme to
make certain that the bl ade was secure and ready for use.

Cautiously, Duncan lifted his head to see outside the tonb. The gravestones drowsed in the
sun. There was nothing else. Carefully he levered hinmself up and out, slid to the ground, and
crouched beside the tonb. He noted that the stone of which it was constructed was covered by |arge
pat ches of |ichens.

From far down the hill, on the opposite side of the tonb, a twig broke with a snap. Feet
scuffed through the fallen | eaves.

Duncan qui etly unsheathed his blade and, holding it before him keeping well down so he'd be
hi dden by the tonb, crept along its base to reach the end of it in order to see who m ght be
coni ng.

The scuff of |eaves noved steadily up the hill. Duncan shifted his weight, getting set for
swift action if it should be needed.

In a nonment, he could see who it was and let the point of the blade drop to the ground. Hs
breath came out of himwi th a gush of relief. He was surprised; he had not realized he had been
hol di ng hi s breath.

He stood erect and waved the sword in greeting to Conrad. Conrad cane forward with a rush
stopping in front of him

"Thank the good Lord," he said. "You are all right."
"And you? How are you?"

"Fine," said Conrad. "Knocked around some, but all right. The hairl ess ones are gone. There is
no one around. Had to be sure before | cane back to you."

He put a hanli ke hand on Duncan's shoul der, shook him affectionately. "You sure you are al
right? Seemed all but dead to nme. Had to find a place to hide you safe.”

"But for the |love of God," asked Duncan, "why a tonb? Wiy hide ne in a tonb?"
"Unusual place," said Conrad. "No one would think to | ook."

"That's right. Conrad, you did fine. Thank you so ruch."

"The old lord, he told ne take care of you."

“I"msure he did," said Duncan. "And how are the others?"

"Daniel and Tiny are well. They are standi ng guard behind nme. Beauty ran away, but Dani el
found her. Daniel has a bruise, high on the shoulder. W licked them mlord. W licked them good
and proper."

"Di ane? The worman?"

"She flew away on the dragon."

"Not a dragon, Conrad. A griffin."
"Giffin, then. She flew away on him"
"Was she hurt?"

"Blood all over her, but | think it cane fromthe hairless one she killed. The hernmt ran
away. There's no hide nor hair of him"
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"Rest easy about him" said Duncan. "He'll be back to get his cabbages."
"What will we do now?"

"We regroup. W talk it over and decide."”

"Harriers now know we are here. They'|ll keep watch on us."

"Maybe it was silly for us to think we could slip through them" said Duncan

Al though at the tine they had tal ked about it, back at Standi sh House, it had seened quite
possi bl e. The area that had been desol ated was large, and it had seened unlikely that the Harriers
could keep watch over all of it, or would even try to keep watch over all of it. Apparently,
however, they had worked out sonme systemto guard the approaches to the area. Mre than likely
they used the hairl ess ones as pickets to keep watch for anyone who mi ght show up. Which could
have been why, back in the garden plot, they had faced only the hairless ones and not any of the
others that nade up the Horde

"We'll go back to hernmit's cave to tal k?" asked Conrad. "Maybe spend the night there?"

"Yes, | think so. | expect the hermit will show up. There's sonething | want to talk with him
about . "

Conrad half turned to go.
"Wait," said Duncan. "There is sonething | want to see about."
He | ed the way around the tonb and | eaned down to stare into it.

"I think someone threw a rock into it," he said. "But nmaybe not. It may be somnething el se."
It was sonething else. It glistened as no rock would glisten

He reached in and lifted it out.

"A baubl e," Conrad said.

"Yes," said Duncan, "a bauble. And what is it doing here?"

It was as big as a man's fist and pear-shaped. It was covered by a lacy fretwork of gold,
inset at the intersection of the fretwork lines with tiny, flashing jewels. Seen through the
fretwork was a silvery object, egg-shaped and with a | ook of heft to it. Fromthe small neck of
t he pear-shaped outer franmework hung a heavy chain that also nay have been gold, but was not quite
so lustrous as the fretwork.

Duncan handed t he bauble to Conrad and once nore | eaned over the tonb to peer. From one corner
a skull grinned out at him

"God rest you," said Duncan to the skull. Together the two nen went down the hill, heading for
t he cave.

| guess," said Andrew, the hermt, "that | never got around to telling you that besides being
a devout man, |'man arrant coward. My heart cried out to help you, but nmy legs said for ne to go.
In the end they overruled ny heart and took ne out of there as fast as | could go."

"W nmade out without you," said Conrad.

"But | failed you. | only had ny staff but with it | could have struck a stout blow or two."
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"You're not a fighting man," said Duncan, "and we hold no blane of you for running. But there
i s another way that you can help us."

The hermt finished up his slice of ham and reached for a wedge of cheese.

"In any way | can," he said. "It would be ny pleasure to be of aid to you."

"This bauble we found in Wil fert's tonb," said Duncan. "Can you tell us what it is? Could it
be what the griffin woman was seeki ng?"

"Ah, that worman,"” cried Andrew. "You nust believe nme, please. | had no idea she was here. She
hid fromnme. | amsure of that. She hid and watched ne get ny poor neals fromthe garden patch
There nust have been sone reason for her hiding."

"I amsure of that," said Duncan. "W rnust try to find the reason.”

"She hid in the church,” the hermt said. "Wat kind of place is that to hide? It's sacril ege,
that's what it is. A church is not a place to live in. It was not built to live in. No proper
person woul d even think of living in a church.”

"It was the only place in the village," said Duncan, "that had a roof to cover her. If she
were going to stay here she'd have to have sonepl ace to keep out of the weather."

"But why did she want to stay here?"

"You heard her. She was seeking some news of Wilfert. She was searching the church records for
some word of him She knew that at one tine he lived here. She nmight have thought that he left
here to go el sewhere, and it may have been that kind of word that she was seeking. There is no way
she coul d have known that he was buried here."

"I know all that,” the hermt said, "but why should she be seeking hin®"

Duncan dangl ed the bauble in front of him and as he did so Andrew reared back in horror
putting as much di stance between it and hinmself as he was abl e.

"I think she was seeking this,
stories in the village about it?"

said Duncan. "Do you happen to know what it is? Wre there any

"It was a relic," said Andrew. "That's what the villagers thought it was. That's how t he ol den
stories ran. Arelic, but arelic of what or whom| don't think | ever heard. Perhaps no one ever
knew. The village thought Wil fert was a holy man. He never told themotherwise. He let themgo on
thinking he was a holy man. It mght not have been safe for himif they'd known he was a w zard.
Ah, the black shame of it...."

"Yes, | know," Duncan said unsynpathetically. "He was buried in holy ground."

"Not only that," cried Andrew, "but the people of the village built a tonb for him For
t hemsel ves they were content with crudely carven stones, but for himthey spent nany days in
quarrying great slabs of the choicest stone and nore days in dressing it and constructing a pl ace
for himto lie. And what is nore, there was a great expenditure of wne."

"Wne? What did wine have to do with it?"

"Why, to pickle him of course. The old tales said he died at the height of sumer and that it
was necessary to keep him.."

"That | understand. But they needn't have used wine. Plain brine would have done as well or
better."

"You may be right--better. There is one story that he got rather high before they could |ay
himin the tonb. But there were those who thought plain brine would be too vulgar."

"So they entonbed this wizard with a great deal of work and appropriate cerenmony in the beli ef
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that he was a holy nman. And they buried his relic with him Perhaps hung around his neck."

Andrew nodded in msery. "I guess, ny lord, you have sumed it up
"Don't call me lord. I"'mnot a lord. My father is the lord."
"I amsorry, ny lord. | shall not call you so again."

"How do you suspect that the stories of this Wilfert have lasted so |ong? A century at |east,
per haps several centuries. You have no idea of how | ong ago this happened?”

"None at all,"” said Andrew. "There was a date marked on the little statuary that surnounted
the tonb, but that was shattered when the tree fell. Although it is not to be wondered at that the
stories survived. In a village like this nonths would go by wi th nothing, absolutely nothing,
happeni ng. So when sonething did happen, it nmade a great inpression and was |ong renmenbered and
nmuch tal ked about. Besides, to have a holy man was a long leg up. It gave the village some mark of
di stinction no other nearby village had."

"Yes," said Duncan, "that | can understand. And this relic?"
Andrew shrank farther back against the cave wall

"No relic," he said. "It is an infernal machine."

"I't does nothing," said Conrad. "It just hangs there."

"Probably it's not activated," said Duncan. "Not working. There may be a certain word to
speak, a certain nechanismto be set."

"My advice," said Andrew, "would be to bury it deep or fling it into running water. No good
can come of it. We face enough danger and msery w thout asking for nore. Why have you so nuch
interest in it? You say you travel to Oxenford. | do not understand you. You say it is inportant
you get to Oxenford and yet you becone overly entranced by this disgraceful thing out of a
wi zard's grave."

"We travel to Oxenford on the Lord' s business,"” said Conrad.
"Your lord' s business?"

"No, the Great Lord's business. Holy business."

"Conrad!" Duncan said, sharply.

Andr ew appeal ed to Duncan. "Is what he says correct? Is this the Lord's business you are on?
Hol y busi ness?"

"I suppose one could say so. W do not talk about it."

"It nmust be inportant,” Andrew said. "The way is |long and hard and cruel. Yet you have about
you sonet hing that says the journey nust be made."

"It will be harder now," said Duncan. "W had hoped, with only a small party of us, we could
slip through unnoticed. But now the Harriers know W fell afoul of what nust have been their
picket line and now they'll be watching us. There'll be no step of the way we won't be in their

sight. The hairless ones probably will not be the only ones. The whol e thing nakes nme nervous. |If
they have pickets out, there is sonething the Horde is trying to protect. Sonething that they want
no one to stunble on."

"How wi || we go about it?" asked Conrad.

"Strai ght ahead," said Duncan. "It's the only way to do it. W nmight try to travel farther

east, but | fear we'd find the Harriers there as well. W'd be going a | ong way out of our way and
per haps not be any safer. W'Ill go straight ahead, travel as swiftly as we can, and keep cl ose
wat ch. "
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Ghost had been suspended in one corner of the cave while they bad been tal ki ng, and now he
floated forward.

"I could scout for you," he said. "I could go ahead and scout. The fear of it will shrivel up
my soul, if indeed I still have a soul, but for the |Iove of you who have agreed to let ne go with
you, for a holy purpose, | can do it."

"I didn't ask you to acconpany us," said Duncan. "l said | saw no way we could stop you

goi ng. "

"You do not accept ne,
do not..."

Ghost wailed. "You see nme not as a thing that once had been a nman. You

"W see you as a ghost, whatever a ghost may be. Can you tell ne, sir, what a ghost nay be?"

"I do not know," said Ghost. "Even being one | cannot tell you. You ask ne for one definition
and now | 'Il ask you for another. Can you tell nme what a man may be?"

"No, | can't."

"I can tell you," said Chost, "that it is a bitter thing to be a ghost. A ghost does not know
what he is nor how he should act. This especially is true of a ghost that has no place to haunt."

"You coul d haunt the church," suggested Andrew. "In |life you were closely connected with the
church. ™"

"But never in it," said Ghost. "Qutside of it. Sitting on the steps, begging alns. And | tell
you, Hermit, that it was not, all in all, as good a life as | had thought it m ght be. The people
in the village were a stingy lot."

"They were poor," said Andrew.

"Mserly as well. Few of them so poor they could not spare a copper. There were days on end
when there were no coppers, not a single one."

"So your lot is hard," Andrew said unfeelingly. "All of our lots are hard."

"There is one reconpense,” said Ghost. "Being a ghost is not as bad as being dead, especially
i f, being dead, one should go to Hell. There are nany poor souls alive this very noment who know
that once they die they will go straight to Hell."

"And you?"
"Again | do not know. | was not a vicious man, only a |lazy one."

"But things are | ooking up for you. You are going with these people to Oxenford. You may like
Oxenford. "

"They say there is no way in which they can stop nme going, an attitude | take to be ungracious
of them But, anyhow, |'m going."
"So aml," said Andrew. "If they will have ne, that is. | have longed all ny life to be a
soldier of the Lord. That was what | thought |I was doing when | took up hermiting. A holy zea
burned, perhaps not too brightly, in nmy breast, but at least it burned. | tried nany things to
prove ny devotion. For years | sat staring at a candle flanme, taking time only to find and consume
food and take care of ny bodily needs. |I slept only when | could no | onger stay awake. At tines
nodded and singed ny eyebrows on the candle's flane. And it was expensive. | was at times hard put
to keep in candles. And | got nowhere. The candl e-watchi ng never acconplished a thing for me. |
didn't even feel good about it. | stared at the candle flanme, | told nyself, so that | night
becone one of those who were one with the fall of the leaf, the song of bird, the subtle color of
the sunset, the intricate web spun by a spider, in this w se beconm ng one with the universe--and
none of this happened. A fall of a |leaf nmeant nothing to me; | could not care less for birds or
the songs they sang. | |acked something or the idea went all wong or those who had cl ai nmed
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success before were only bald-faced liars. After atine | came to know that | was a fraud.

"Now, however, | have a chance to be a real soldier of the Lord. Craven | may be, and with no
nmore strength than a reed, but with my staff | trust that | can strike a lusty blow or two if need
be. I'lIl do ny best not to run away, as | did today when danger threatened."”

"You were not the only one today to run away,
and all, also ran away."

Duncan said sourly. "The Lady Di ane, battle axe

"But not until it all was over," Conrad said.
"l thought you told ne..."

"You m sunderstood nmy words," said Conrad. "Wen the battle started, she was di snounted, but
she nounted again and she and the griffin fought. She with her axe, the griffin with his claws and
beak. Only when the hairless ones broke and ran did she fly away."

"That makes ne feel better," Duncan said. "She had not seened to be one who would run away. |
was the only shirker, then."

"You caught an unlucky throw of a club,” said Conrad. "I stood over you to fight off those who
came at you. Most of the damage done to the hairless ones was by ny |ady and the dragon.”

"Giffin," Duncan said.
"That is right, mlord. Agriffin. |I confuse the two."
Duncan stood up.

"We should go to the church," he said, "and see if we can find the lady. There still is
daylight left."

"How i s your head?" asked Conrad.

"It has an outsize goose egg on it, and it hurts. But | amall right."

The church was not large, but it was a nore inpressive structure than would have been expected
in such a village. Over the centuries pious villagers had | abored to erect it, quarrying and
dressing the stone, hoisting it into place, laying the heavy slabs that nade up the floor, carving
the pews and altar and all the other furniture out of native oak, weaving the tapestries to
decorate its walls. There was about it, Duncan told hinmself, a rude sinplicity that made for a
charmtoo seldomfound in other nuch | arger and nore el aborate buil dings.

The tapestries had been pulled down fromthe walls and lay on the flagstones, crunpled and
tranpl ed. Sone of them had been set afire, but had failed to burn. The pews and other furniture
had been smashed, the altar denvolished.

Di ane and the griffin were not there, although there were signs that once they had been
Giffin dung spotted the stones of the floor; they found the chapel that the woman had used as a
sl eepi ng room - sheepskins upon the floor to make a bed, a snmall, rudely built cooking pit
fashi oned of stone, and half a dozen cooking utensils.

In the second chapel stood a long table, mraculously still intact. Upon it were spread piles
of parchment sheets. An inkpot and a quill pen, fixed to its stand, stood anong the litter

Duncan pi cked up one of the parchments. It crinkled at his touch. The witing was crabbed, the
words m sspelled, bordering on the illiterate. Someone had been born, soneone had died, a couple
had been married, a mysterious nurrain had killed a dozen sheep, the wol ves had been bad that
year, an early frost had shrivel ed the gardens, but snow had held off alnobst until Christnas.
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He picked up other sheets. They were all the sane. The records of years of village
not hi ngness. Births, deaths, marriages, minor |ocal catastrophes. The gossip of old w ves, the
smal| fears, the small triunphs--an eclipse of the noon and the terror in its wake, the tine of
falling stars and the wonder of it, the early bloomof forest flowers, the violent sumer
thunderstorm the feasts and their cel ebrations, the good crops and the bad--all the |oca
historical trivia, the records of a village pastor so imrersed in village happeni ngs that he had
no other interests.

"She searched all these records,” Duncan said to Andrew. "She was | ooking for sone nmention of
Wil fert, some clue as to where a trace of himmight be found. Apparently she found nothing."

"But she nust have known that by this tine he would be dead."

"Not him" said Duncan. "Not the man hinsel f. That was not what she was | ooking for. The
relic, don't you understand. To her the relic--or, if you insist, the infernal nachine--was what
was i nmportant."

"But | do not understand.”
"You are blinded," Duncan said, "by your candle flane, by all your piety. O was it piety?"

"I do not know," said Andrew. "I had always thought so. My lord, | ama sincere hermt, or
try to be."

"You cannot see beyond your own nose," Duncan told him "You cannot accept that what you call
an infernal machine may have validity and value. You will not give a wizard his due. There are
many | ands, as Christian as this one, where w zards, however unconfortabl e the thought of them may
be, are held in high regard."

"There is about themthe stink of paganism™

"ddtruths," said Duncan. "O d ideas, old solutions, old nmethods and procedures. You cannot
afford to reject them because they antecede Christianity. My |ady wanted what the w zard had."

"There is one thing you do not realize," said Andrew, speaking softly. "One thing you have not
t hought about. She herself nmay be a wi zard."

"An enchantress, you nean. A sophisticated witch."

"l suppose so," Andrew said. "But whatever the correct designation, you had never thought of
that."

"I had not thought of it," said Duncan. "It may well be true."

Shafts of late afternoon sunlight cane through the tall, narrow wi ndows, |ooking very much
like those shafts of glory that biblical artists delighted in depicting as shining upon saints.
The wi ndows were of tinted glass--those that still had glass in them for many had been broken by
thrown rocks. Looking at the few remaining tinted wi ndows, Duncan wondered how the village, in all
its piety and devotion, could have afforded that nuch tinted glass. Perhaps the few affl uent
residents, of which there certainly would have been very few, had banded together to pay for its
fabrication and installation, thereby buying thensel ves certain di spensati ons or absol utions,
buttressing their certainty of Heaven

Tiny motes of dust danced in the shining shafts of light, |lending thema sense of |ife, of
noti on and of being, that sinple light in itself could never have. And in back of the living |ight
shafts somet hi ng noved

Duncan reached out to grasp Andrew s arm
"There's sonething here," he said. "Back there in the corner."
He pointed with a finger, and the hermt peered in the direction that he pointed, squinting

his eyes to get a better focus. Then he chuckled to hinself, visibly rel axing.
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"“lIt's only Snoopy," he said.

"Snoopy? Who the hell is Snoopy?"

"That's what | call him Because he's always snoopi ng around. Al ways watching out for
sonmet hing that he can turn to his own advantage. He's a little busybody. He has anot her nane, of
course. A nane you cannot get your tongue around. He doesn't seemto mind that | call him Snoopy."

"Sonmeday that |ong-w ndedness of yours will be the death of you," said Duncan. "This is al
well and good, but will you tell nme, who is..."

"Way, | thought you knew," said Andrew. "I thought | had nentioned him Snoopy is a goblin.
One of the local boys. He pesters ne a lot and | have no great |ove of him but he's really not a
bad sort."

By this tinme the goblin had wal ked through the distorting shafts of w ndowIlight and was
comng toward them He was a little fellow, he m ght have reached to a grown nan's wai st. He was
dressed in nut-colored brown: a peaked cap that had lost its stiffening and fl opped over at the
top, a jerkin, a pair of trousers fitted tight around his spindly |egs, shoes that curled up
ridiculously at the toe. H's ears were oversize and pointed, and his face had a foxy | ook

W thout preanble, Snoopy spoke to Andrew. "This place is livable now," he said. "It has |ost
sone of its phony snell of sanctity, which was something that neither | nor any of ny brethren
coul d abide. The stabling of the griffin perhaps had much to do with it. There is nothing like the
snell of griffin dung to fumi gate and of fset the odor of sanctity."

Andrew stiffened. "You' re being inpertinent again," he said.

“In that case," said Snoopy, "I shall turn about and |eave. You will pardon ne. | was only
trying to be neighborly."

"No," said Duncan. "WAit a minute, please. Overl ook the sharp tongue of this good hernit. His
out | ook has been warped by trying to be a holy nman and, perhaps, not going about it in quite the
proper way."

Snoopy | ooked at Duncan. "You think so?" he asked.

"It's a possibility," said Duncan. "He tells ne he wasted a lot of time staring at a candle
flame, and I'mnot sure, in ny own mind, whether that is the way to go about it if one should fee
the conpul sion to be holy. Although, you understand, |I'mnot an expert at this sort of thing."

"You seemto be a nore reasonable person than this dried-up apple of a hernit," said the
goblin. "If you give me your word that you'll hold himoff ne and will prevail upon himto keep
his foul mouth shut, | shall proceed upon what | cane to do."

"I shall do all that | amable to restrain him" Duncan said. "So how about you telling ne
what you cane to do."

"I came in the thought that | mght be of sone snall assistance to you."

"Pay no attention to him" counsel ed Andrew. "Any assistance you nmay get fromhimwould turn
out to be equivalent to a swift punch in the nose."

"Pl ease," said Duncan, "let ne handle this. What harmcan it do to |listen to what he has to
say?"

"There you see," said Snoopy. "That's the way it goes. The man has no sense of decency."

"Let's not bel abor the past differences between the two of you," said Duncan. "If you have
i nfornmati on we would be glad to hear it. It seens to ne we stand in sone need of it. But there is
one thing that troubles ne and you'll have to satisfy us on that point."

"What is this thing that troubles you?"
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"I presune you know that we intend to travel farther into the Desol ated Land, which at the
monent is held by the Harriers."

"That | do know, " said Snoopy, "and that is why I'mhere. | can acquaint you with what would
be the best route and what you should be watching for."

"That, precisely, is what troubles ne," said Duncan. "Wy should you be willing to assist us
against the Harriers? It would seemto nme that you night feel nore kinship toward themthan you
feel toward us.'

"I'n some ways you nmay be correct in your assunption," said Snoopy, "but your reasoning is not
too astute, perhaps because you are not fully acquainted with the situation. W have no grounds to
| ove the humans. My peopl e--those folk you so insultingly speak of as the Little People--were
residents of this land, of the entire world, for that matter, |long before you humans cane,
thrusting your way so unfeelingly anmong us, not even deigning to recognize us, |ooking upon us as
no nore than vernin to be swept aside. You did not |ook upon us as a legitimate intelligent life
form you ignored our rights, you accorded us no courtesy or understanding. You cut down our
sacred woods, you violated our sacred places. W had a willingness to accommopdate our way of life
with your way, to live in harnony anong you. W held this willingness even when you cane anbng us
as arrogant invaders. W had powers we woul d have been willing to share with you, perhaps in an
exchange that woul d have given sonething of value to us. But you had a reluctance to stoop, as you
felt, to the point of comunicating with us. You thrust yourself upon us, you kicked us out of the
way, you forced us to live in hidden places. So, at long | ast, we turned agai nst you, but because
of your ferocity and unfeeling violence, there was little that we could do agai nst you; we have
never been a match for you. | could go on for a much |onger length of time catal oguing our
gri evances agai nst you, but that, in sumary, ny dear sir, is why we cannot |ove you."

"You present a good case," said Duncan, "and, w thout admitting it to be the truth in al
regards, which | amin no position to do and would not do in any case, | nust adnit that there is
some nerit in the words you've spoken. Wi ch proves ny point, exactly. Hating us as you nust, why
are you willing to offer us assistance? Know ng your feelings about us, how can we reconcile
ourselves to trusting you?"

"Because we hate the Harriers nore than we hate you,"” said Snoopy. "Wiile you may think so, in
your human folly, the Harriers are not our people. W and they stand very nuch apart. There are
several reasons for this. They are pure evil and we are not. They live for evil alone and we do
not. But since you humans lunp us in with them through the centuries they have given us a bad
name. Much that they do is blanmed on us. There are certain areas in which we mght have arrived at
an acconmodation with humans, but the Harriers have forecl osed these avenues to us because their
actions and your fuddl e-headedness has nade us seem as bad as they. Wen you condem them you
condemn us equally with them There are sonme nore intelligent and conpassi onate humans who, having
taken the trouble to know us better, do not join in this condemati on but, sadly, the nbst of you
do, and the voices of the few conpassionates are lost in the flurry of hatred that is directed
against us. In this invasion of the Harriers, we have suffered with the humans, perhaps not as
much as you humans, for we have our small magics that have been sonme protection for us, magics
that you humans coul d have shared with us had you been willing to accept us. So, in balance, we
hate the Harriers nore than we do the humans, and that is why we are willing to help you."

"G ven such an attitude," Andrew said to Duncan, "you would be insane to trust himconpletely.
He might lead you straight into an anbush. | take no great stock in his professed hatred of the
Harriers, even though he warned me once against them | tell you, there is no assurance of truth
in his kind."

Duncan di sregarded Andrew. He said to Snoopy, "You say the Harriers are not your people, that
you are in no way related to them Were, then, did they come fron? What is their origin?"

"They first appeared," said Snoopy, "some twenty thousand years ago, perhaps |onger ago than
that. Qur |egends say this and our people take great care that the | egends should run true,
unchanged, from generation to generation. At first there were only a few of them but as the
centuries went on, their nunbers increased. During that tinme when there were only a few of them
we had the opportunity to I earn what kind of folk they were. Once we learned in all truth the evi
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that was in them we were able, in a neasure, to protect ourselves. | suppose the sane thing
happened to the prinitive humans who existed in those early days, but the humans, w thout nagic,
could do little to protect themselves. Sadly, only a few of those humans, perhaps because they
were so primtive, could learn to accept us. Many nade no distinction between us and these others
whom you now call the Harriers, but who have been known by nany ot her nanes throughout the ages."

"They first appeared, you tell ne, two hundred centuries ago. How did they appear?”
"They just were here, was all."
"But where did they come fronf"

"There are those who say they cane fromthe sky. There are others who say they cane from deep
under ground, where they had been penned, but that they either broke | oose or overcane the force
that penned themthere, or, perhaps, that their penance extended over only a certain period of
time and that the time-termhad expired."

"But they can't be of any one race. | amtold they cone in all shapes and sizes."
"That is true," said Snoopy. "They are not a race. They are a swarm"

"l don't understand."

"A swarm" Snoopy said inpatiently. "A swarm Don't you know a swarnmP"

"He's talking in a lingo of his own," said Andrew. "He has many such words and concepts that
cannot be understood by humans."

"Well, we'll let it go at that," said Duncan. "Wat is inportant now is what he has to tel

us.
"You don't nean you are about to trust hin®"
"I"'minclined to. At | east we need what he can tell us."

"I can show you the route that may be the safest for you to take," said Snoopy. "I can draw a
map for you. There is ink and parchnent in one of the chapels."

"Yes, we know," said Duncan

"A room" said Snoopy, "where a long line of dithering priests sat witing down the
i nconsequential inanities of irrelevant |lives and events."

"I just now," said Duncan, "was reading through some of them" Snoopy |ed the way toward the
chapel, followed by Duncan, with Andrew clunping crustily in the rear. Conrad hurried to take his
pl ace al ongsi de Duncan

Reachi ng the chapel, Snoopy clinbed upon the table and pawed with his splayed fingers anpong
the docunments until he found one that had sone white space remaining on it. Carefully he spread it
out on the tabletop. Picking up the quill, he dipped it in the ink and made an X on the parchnent.

"We are here," he said, pointing to the X. "This way is north." He nmade a slash to indicate
the direction. "You go straight south fromhere, down the valley, south and a little west. You'll
be moving in good cover. There may be watchers on the hilltops. Keep an eye out for them They
probably won't cause you any trouble. More than likely, they'll not attack; they'll just report
back on you. Forty nmiles or so fromhere the streamflows into a fen--marshy ground, pools of
wat er, heavy growth...'

"l do not like the |ooks of it," said Conrad.

"You turn off," said Snoopy, "keeping to the left bank of the fen. There are high cliffs to
your left, leaving a narrow strip between the fen and the cliffs."

"They could drive us into the marsh," said Conrad. "There would be no place to stand."
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"They won't cone at you through the fen," said Snoopy. "The cliffs are high and unscal abl e.
You can't clinb them certainly, but neither can soneone on the top clinb down."
"There m ght be dragons, harpies, other flying things."

Snoopy shrugged. "Not many. And you could fight themoff. If they make a ground sally at you,
it has to be either front or back and on a narrow front. They can't get around to flank you."

"I"'mnot fond of it either," said Duncan. "Master Goblin, is there no other way?"

"Many nore niles to travel,"” Snoopy told him "and even then no farther on your way. Hard
traveling. Uphill, downhill. Easy to get lost."

"But this has danger init."

"Dangerous, perhaps, but bold. A route they'd not expect you to take. If you noved at night,
keepi ng well under cover..."

Duncan shook his head.
"There is no place safe," said the goblin. "Not in the Desolated Land."
"I'f you traveled," asked Conrad, "would you travel as you tell us?"

"I accept the danger," said Snoopy. "I shall travel with you. It's ny neck as well as yours."
"Christ save us now," said Duncan. "A hermt, a ghost, a goblin. W growinto an arny."

"I'n going," said Snoopy, "I only show ny faith."

"All right," said Duncan. "l take your word for it."

"Down this strand between the fen and cliff you cone to a chasm a gap, a break in the cliffs
that cuts through the hills. A short distance only, five nmles or so."

"It's atrap," said Conrad. "I can snell a trap."

"But once you leave the gap, you are in what seens fair and open country. But in it sits a
castle."”

"I shall tread beside you closely,"” said Conrad. "If a trap this turns out to be, | shal
sinmply cut your throat."

The goblin shrugged.

"You shrug," said Conrad. "Perhaps you want to have it cut." Snoopy flung down the quill in
exasperation. Spatters of ink splotched the parchnent.

"What is hard for nme to understand,” said Duncan, "is that at first you say you will draw a
map for us and then you say you will go with us. Wiy bother with a map? Wiy not sinply say, to
start with, that you will go with us and show the way?"

"At first," said the goblin, "I had not meant to go with you. | had sinply thought the nap
Then, when you questioned ny sincerity, | decided that | nust go with you, that otherw se you'd
have no belief in ne."

"What we ask is truth,” said Conrad. "W do not ask belief."

"The one," said Snoopy, "cannot go without the other."

"Ckay," said Duncan. "Carry on. You said there was a castle.”

"An ol d castle. Mdldering away. Falling down. The battlenents tunbled. It stinks of great age.
I warn you of the castle. You give it wide berth. You do not approach it. On no account go inside
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of it. It alsois evil. Not the Evil of the Harriers. A different kind of evil."

"Wpe all this fromyour nmind," the hernmt said. "He is about to get us killed, or worse.
Never for a nmonent can you trust him"

"You nake up your mnd," said Snoopy. "I've told you all | have to tell. | have tried to be of
hel p and for that you've given ne the back of your hand. If in the nmorning you want to set out,
you will find ne here."

He junped down off the table and stal ked out of the chapel

Tiny came pertly into the chapel, wal king carefully and alertly on tiptoe. He cane up to
Conrad and | eaned conpani onably against his leg. Qut in the church Daniel was snorting gently and
pawi ng at the flagstone fl oor

"Wel | ?" asked Andrew.

"I don't know," said Duncan. "We have to think about it. W nust do sonething. W can't just
stay here."

He said to Conrad, "I'msurprised at you. | thought that of all of us, you would have been the
one to trust him Back hone you have nuch traffic with the Little Folk. As you wal k through the
woods they cone popping out to talk with you. It seened to ne that you had an understanding with
them Just the other day you were upset that we had not seen them here. You were worried that the
Harriers m ght have w ped them out."

"What you say is true," said Conrad. "I have a liking for them | have nany friends with them
But of this one we nust be sure."

"So you warn himthat you'll cut his throat should he | ead us astray."
"It's the only way. He nust understand."

"Well, then, what do you really think?"

"I think, mlord, that we can trust him | only wanted to nmake sure. | wanted himto
understand this was serious and no place for playing ganmes. Little Folk, no matter how nice they
may be, are always playing tricks. Even on their friends. | wanted to make sure this one plays no
tricks."

"In a situation such as this he'd not be playing foolish tricks."

"That's where you're wong," said Andrew. "They're always up to tricks, some of themjust this
side of vicious. | shall keep an eye on himas well. If Conrad does not cut his throat, should
need be, I'Il brain himwith ny staff."

He had been right, Duncan told hinself, back there at the church. They couldn't stay here any
| onger. They had wasted tinme and he had the feeling, sonehow, that time might be inportant.

He sat, propped against the cave wall, the heavy bl anket pulled up to cover half his body.
Tiny lay across the cave's nouth. Qutside, just beyond the cave, Daniel stanped and Beauty coul d
be heard noving about. In one corner Conrad snored heroically, gulping explosively between the
snores. Andrew, the hermit, wapped in a blanket on his pallet, nmunbled in his sleep. Giost had
di sappear ed.

He and Conrad could go back, of course, Duncan thought. Back to Standi sh House. And no one
woul d bl ame them The plan fromthe very begi nning had been that a small party, traveling quietly
and swiftly, would be able to slip unobserved through the Desol ated Land. Now that appeared to be
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i mpossi bl e. The shape of circunstances had operated in such a manner as to make it inpossible.
More than likely it had been inpossible fromthe start. Their collision with the hairl ess ones had
given notice that they were here. The expedition by the Reaver, who had set out to track them
down, probably had alerted the Harriers. Duncan wondered what m ght have happened to the Reaver
and his nmen. If they had cone to a bad end, it would be no wonder, for they were an ill-favored
and funbling |ot.

He didn't Iike it, he told hinmself. He |liked none of the situation. The whol e adventure had
gone awy. Thinking of it, he realized that one of the things he |iked | east about it were the
vol unteers they had pi cked up. Ghost was bad enough, but there wasn't nuch that could be done
about a ghost. The hernmit was the worst. He was an ol d fuddy-duddy with busybody tendencies and a
coward to boot. He said he wanted to be a soldier of the Lord and there was no way one coul d argue
agai nst that, just so he kept out of other people's way. The thing about it was, of course, that
so far he'd kept out of no one's way. |If he kept on with them he'd be underfoot at every turn. But
what coul d be done about it? Tell himhe couldn't go? Tell himthere was no place for hinf Tel
himthis after they had accepted his hospitality?

Maybe, Duncan told hinself, he was fretting when there was no need to fret. Ten to one, the
hermt would beg off, would decide at the last nonent that there were inperative reasons why he
shoul d not venture fromhis cell.

And Snoopy, the goblin, what about hinf Not to be trusted, nore than likely, although in sone
ways he had nade an inpressive case for hinself. They'd have to watch himclosely. That could be
left to Conrad. Snoopy probably was nore than a little scared of Conrad, and he had a right to be.
Conrad had not been joking when he'd said he'd cut his throat. Conrad never joked.

So what to do? Go on or turn back? A case could be nmade for abandoning the journey. There had
been no charge placed upon themto face up to great danger, to ramtheir heads into a noose, to
keep on no matter what the hazard.

But the stakes were high. It was inportant that the aged savant at Oxenford shoul d see the
manuscript, and if they turned back now there was a chance he woul d never see it. The nman was ol d;
H s Grace had said that his sands were runni ng out.

And now, thinking of it, he renmenbered sonmething else that H s Grace had said that evening in
the library of Standish House. "The lights are going out,"” he'd said. "They are going out all over

Europe. | have a feeling that we are plunging back again into the ancient darkness." H's G ace,
when all was said and done, was sonething of a sanctinonious bl abbernouth, but even granting that,
he was not a fool. If, in all solemity, he had voiced a feeling that the Iights were going out,

then there was a good chance that they were going out and the ol den darkness woul d come creeping
i n again.

The churchman had not said that proving the manuscript to be genuine would play a part in
hol di ng back the darkness, and yet, as Duncan renmenbered it, the inplication had been there. For
if it could be proved, beyond all doubt, that a man named Jesus had actually wal ked the Earth two
mllennia ago, if it could be shown that He had said the words He was reported to have said, died
in the manner and in the spirit the Gospels reported, then the Church would gain in strength. And
a strengthened Church would be a powerful force to hold back that darkness of which Hs Gace had
spoken. For alnost two thousand years it had been the one great force speaking out for decency and
conpassion, standing firmin the mdst of chaos, providing nen a slender reed of hope to which
they might cling in the face of apparent hopel essness.

And what, he asked hinmself, if once the nman at Oxenford had seen the manuscript he should
pronounce it val uel ess, a fraud, a cruel hoax agai nst nmanki nd? Duncan shut his eyes, squeezing
them shut, shaking his head. That was sonethi ng he nust never think of. Sonmehow the faith nmust be
preserved. The whole matter of the manuscript was a ganble, he told hinself in all honesty, that
nmust be taken.

He lay, with his head thrown back against the wall of earth, and the agony welled in him No
devout nenber of the Church, he still was of the Church. It was a heritage that he could not
ignore. Alnost forty generations of his forebears had been Christians of one sort or another, sone
of them devout, others considerably |ess than devout, but Christians all the sane. A fol k who
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stood against the roaring and the jeering of the pagan world. And here, finally, was a chance to
strike a blow for Christ, a chance such as no other Standish had ever had. Even as he thought
this, he knew there was no way he could step aside fromthe charge that had been placed upon him
There could be no question but that he nust go on. The faith, poor as it mght be, was a part of
him it was blood and bone of him and there was no denying it.

10

Snoopy had not been waiting at the church. They had hunted for him yelled for him waited for
him but he had not appeared. Finally they had gone on without him Tiny taking up the point,
rangi ng well ahead and to all sides. The hernit, pacing beside Beauty, followed Conrad, while
Duncan and Dani el took up the rear

Andrew still grunbl ed about the goblin. "You should be glad that he failed to show up," he
told Duncan. "I tell you there is no truth in him You can't trust any of them They are fickle
folk."

"I'f we had himwi th us," Duncan said, "we could keep an eye on him"

"On him of course. But he's a slippery inp. He could be off and away wi thout your noticing.
And what are you going to do about the others?"

"The ot hers?"
"Yes. Other goblins. Assorted gnones, inps, banshees, trolls, ogres and others of their kind."
"You talk as if there were many of them here."

"They are as thick as hair on a dog and up to no good, not a one of them They hate all of

us.
"But Snoopy said they hated the Harriers even worse."

"I'f I were you," said the hermt, "I wouldn't bet nmy life onit, and that is what we are
doi ng, betting our lives on what a goblin told us."

"Yet when Snoopy told us the quickest and the easiest way, you did not contradict or correct

hi m

"The goblin was right,"” said Andrew. "This is the easiest way. If it is also the safest, we
shal | see.”

They followed a small valley, heavily wooded. The brook, which had its origin in the spring
near Andrew s cave, braw ed and chattered al ong a rocky streanbed

As the vall ey broadened out, they came upon a few snall honesteads, sone burned to the ground,
others with a few bl ackened tinbers or a chimey standing. Crops that had ripened lay in swaths
upon the ground, the heavy heads of grain beaten down by rain and wind. Fruit trees had been
chopped down.

Ghost had not put in an appearance, although on several occasions Duncan thought he glinpsed
himflitting through the trees on the hillside above the valley.

"Have you seen anything of Ghost?" he asked Andrew. "Is he with us?"
"How should | know," grunbled the hernmit. "Who is there to know what a ghost would do?"
He clumped along, funing, striking his staff angrily against the ground.

"I'f you don't want to be here, why don't you go back?" Duncan asked.
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"I may not like it," said Andrew, "but this is the first chance |I've had to be a sol dier of
the Lord. If | don't grasp it now, | may never have the chance again."

"As you w sh," said Duncan

At noon they halted for a brief rest and something to eat.

"Why don't you ride the horse?" Andrew asked Duncan. "If | had a horse | would save ny feet."
“I'"l1l ride himwhen the tine conmes to do so."

"And when will that be?"

"When the two of us can work together as a fighting unit. He's not a saddle horse; he's a war-
horse, trained to fight. He'll fight with me or without nme."

Andrew grunbl ed. He'd been grunbling ever since they had started out.
Conrad said, "I like it not. Too quiet."

"You should be glad of that," said Andrew.

"Tiny would have let us know if anyone were about," said Duncan

Conrad placed the head of his club against the ground, gouging the soil with it.

"They know we're here," he said. "They are waiting sonmeplace for us."

When they took up the nmarch again, Duncan found that he was inclined to be I ess watchful than
he had been when they started in the norning. Despite the occasional burned honestead and the
general absence of life, the valley, which grew wider and less wild as they progressed, had a
sense of peace and beauty. He upbraided hinself at those tines when he realized he had becone | ess
alert, but a fewmnutes later he would fall into inattentiveness. After all, he told hinself,
Tiny was scouting out ahead. If there was anything around, he would | et them know.

Wien he did snap back to attention, he found hinmself glancing at the sky rather than at the
surrounding hills, and it took hima little time to realize that he was watching for Diane and her
griffin. Were could she have gone, he wondered, and perhaps nore inportant, why had she gone? And
who coul d she be? Gven the time, he would have tried to find out about her, but there had been no
tinme. The puzzling thing about it all was her interest in Wilfert, a wi zard centuries dead, with
gray-blue lichens growing on his tonb. Mre than likely it had been Wil fert's baubl e and not
Wil fert hinself that she had been seeking, although he had no proof of that. He felt the outline
of the bauble, which he had thrust into his belt pouch. It nade sense, he told hinself, that it
was the baubl e she had been seeking. Wilfert's bones could be of no use to anyone. Perhaps if he
really got down to business and exam ned t he bauble, he might be able to pick up some clue to its
pur pose. Al though, he thought, he would be a poor one to do that. An infernal nachine, Andrew had
called it. Although that could be discounted, for it was the kind of reaction to be expected of
the hermit. Should it be a nachine, as the hernmit had said, infernal or otherw se, he, Duncan
St andi sh, knew not hi ng of machi nes. For that matter, he thought, conforting hinself, neither did
many ot her peopl e.

Head down, thinking, he ran into Beauty's rear end. Startled, he backed away and the little
burro, cocking her head to glance backward at him unl oosed a playful kick that caught himin the
knee. It was a light kick, with little power behind it.

Everyone had stopped, he saw, and was staring down the valley. Coming toward them hobbling,
I'i mpi ng and conpl ai ning |l oudly, was an ol d worman. Behind her, shaggi ng her along, cane Tiny.

Conrad said proudly, "Tiny's got himsonething."
No one el se said anything. Duncan wal ked forward to join Conrad.

The ol d wonan came up to them and fl opped down on the ground in a sitting position, pulling
her rags about her. She was a hag. Her nose was sharp and pointed, with hairs like spiderlegs
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growi ng out of it. Mre hairs sprouted on her chin. She had no nore than half a dozen teeth, and
her gray hair hung about her eyes.

"Call off your hound," she shrilled at them "He drove ne |like a cow Gentlenmanly about it, |
must say. He took no chunks of flesh out of this poor body, as | suppose he could have. But he
routed me out of that foul nest | call my honme and herded nme up the valley. And | don't like it. |
don't like being herded. If | had a tithe of the power | once had, | would have frazzled him But
now | have no power. They took all the things | had got together--the ow's bl ood, the bat's
brains, the eyes of newts, the skin of toad, ash froma fire in which a witch had burned, the
tooth of a dog that had bitten a priest "

"Hol d up, grandnother,” said Duncan. "Who took this great hoard from you?"

"Wiy, the Harriers," she said. "Not only did they take them but they |aughed at ne
gruesonely. Yes, that is how they | aughed at ne--gruesonely. Then they kicked ny big butt out of
there and set the torch to nmy hunble hut."

"You are lucky," Andrew told her, "that they didn't hang you or toss you in the blaze."

She spat with disgust upon the ground. "The brutes!" she said. "The bullies! And | al nbst one
of them Al nost of their own. They shamed nme, that's what they did. They said, short of saying it,
that | was not worth a length of rope or the disturbance of the fire."

"You should be glad they shamed you," Andrew said. "Shanme is a preferable alternative to

death. "

"l had worked so hard,"” she lanmented, "and for so many years. | tried hard to build a
prof essional reputation as a witch upon whomny clients could depend. | studied the cabal a and
practiced--1 practiced endlessly to perfect my art. | worked hard and sought endl essly for
materials needed in ny craft. | hate to think of the midnight hours |I spent in graveyards, seeking
out the various kinds of grave nold...."

"You tried hard to be a witch," said Conrad.

"Laddy, that | did. I was an honest witch. An honest witch and there are not too nany honest
witches. Evil, perhaps. A witch nust have sonme evil in her. Oherw se she would not be a witch
Evil, but honest."

She | ooked at Duncan.
"And now, sir, should you wish to run that great sword through nme..."

"I would not think of it," said Duncan. "Through another witch, perhaps, but not an honest
witch."

"What do you intend to do with ne? Since your dog brought nme here, what will you do with ne?"

"Feed you, for one thing," said Duncan. "That is, if you are in need of food. You look as if
you mi ght be. Wiy shoul d not one be courteous to an honest witch who has fallen on hard tinmes?"

"You'll regret the courtesy," Andrew said to Duncan. 'Pool around with witches and sone of the
witchery is bound to rub off on you."

"But this one is scarcely a witch any | onger," protested Duncan. "You heard her say so. She
has | ost all her paraphernalia. She has not a thing to work with."

Tiny had sat down and was regarding her quizzically. He acted as if he thought she bel onged to
hi m

"CGet that horrid beast away fromme," said the witch. "Although he hides it in a seem ng
hunor, he has a w cked eye."

"Tiny is no wi cked dog," said Conrad. "He has no badness in him Oherw se you woul d be
wi thout an armor leg."
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The worman put her hands on the ground and tried to Iift herself. "Here," said Conrad, putting
out a hand. She grasped it and he haul ed her to her feet. She shook herself to nake the rags fal
back in place

"In truth,"” she said, "you two are gentlenen. The one does not run a blade through ne and the
other helps ne to ny feet. Od Meg thanks you."

She switched her gaze to Andrew.

"This one | do not know about," she said. "He is a sour character at the best."

"Pay no attention to him" Duncan said. "He is a sour old hernit and the day's not gone well
for him"

"Wtches | have no |love for," said Andrew. "I will tell you plain. Nor goblins nor gnomes nor
wi zards nor any of their ilk. There are too many such in this world we live in. W'd be better off
wit hout them"

"You said sonething about food," said Meg, the witch

"We have anot her hour or two of travel before the day is done," said Duncan. "If you could
wait that long."

"I have in ny pocket," said Andrew, "a small bit of cheese, carrying it in case | should fee
faint. If she wants it, she is welcone to it."

"But Andrew, | thought..."

"For a woman," said Andrew, "not a witch. Anyone who hungers ..

He hel d out the piece of cheese and she accepted it denurely, if a creature such as she could
be denure.

"Bl ess you," she said.

"I do not accept your blessing," Andrew told her stiffly.

11

Wel | before the sun had set, they canped, gathering wood, building a fire, bringing water.

"There's no reason to go without a fire," said Duncan. "If there's anyone around, they'll know
that we are here."

Meg had ridden Daniel, who had been inclined to prance when she'd first been boosted to the
saddl e, but later quieted down, going at a deliberate pace to accommpdate the rack of bones that
rode upon his back.

Conrad, squatting before the fire, raked hot coals off to one side and cooked oaten cakes and
rashers of bacon.

Their canp was situated at the edge of a small grove, with the streamin front of themand a
sandy stretch of ground running fromthe water to the grove.

They ate as darkness was creeping over the land. A short tinme |ater Ghost came floating in.
"So there you are," said Andrew. "We had been wondering what had happened to you."

"Much afraid," said Ghost, "still | travel very widely. In the open daylight, which is
unpl easant for nme, | spied out the land."
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"How far have you gone?" asked Duncan

"To where the fen begins. | do not go beyond. Very spooky place."

"And you a spook," said Conrad.

"A ghost,"” Ghost told himprinmy. "Not a spook. There is a difference."

"You saw not hi ng, of course," said Conrad. "Tiny has been out all day as well."

"There are those you call the hairless ones," said Giost. "A very few of them To the east,
some nmles to the east. Several snmall bands of them Keeping pace with you. Traveling in the sane
direction."

"How cane Tiny not to see then?"

"I flit much faster than the hound," said CGhost. "Over hill and dale. But frightened. Very
frightened. It is not given a ghost should be out in open country. His proper sphere is within a
structure, shielded fromthe sky."

"Maybe they don't even know we are here," said Andrew.

Duncan shook his head. "I'mafraid they do. If not they'd be traveling this sane easy route,
i nstead of out there, clanbering up and down the hills. It sounds to ne as if we're being herded,
somewhat | ess obviously than Tiny herded in the witch. They know, because of the fen, that we
cannot go west. They're making sure we don't nake a break toward the east."

Meg, the witch, tugged at Duncan's sleeve. "Sire," she said, "those others."
"What is it, grandnother? \Wat ot hers?"

"The ones other than the hairless ones. They are nearby. They squat in outer darkness. They
are the ones who | augh gruesonely even as they proceed with your undoing."

"If anyone was here," Conrad objected, "if anyone was near, Tiny would know of them and warn
us.

Tiny lay beside the fire, his nose resting on his outstretched paws. He gave no sign that he
knew of anyt hi ng.

"The dog might not know," said Meg. "You are dealing here with sonething that is nore subtle
and with a greater capacity for evil and deception than the evil things you encounter in the
ordinary run of events. They are..."

"But the Reaver spoke of denmpons and of inps,"” said Conrad. "He would know. He fought them™

"He used the only names he knew, " said Meg. "He had no nanes for these other ones, which are
not seen as often as the denon or the inp. And there nay, perchance, have been inp and denon, for
the Horde would attract a |l arge gathering of canp followers, all the evil of ordinary kind joining
in with themas great gatherings of conmon people will follow a hunan arny."

"But you did not join with them" said Duncan. "And you said that you were evil. Alittle
evil, you said. That you'd have to be a little evil to be a witch at all."

"Thus you find ne out," said Meg. "I only try to be evil. | would be evil if | could, for then
my powers would be the greater. But | only try. At times | thought nyself of greater evil than I
was and | felt no fear when the Horde cane sweeping in, for |I said to nyself nost surely they wll
recogni ze ne and | eave ne alone or teach ne, perhaps, a greater evil. But this they did not do.
They stole all my amulets and they burned ny hut and they kicked me in the butt, a nost
uncourteous way in which to treat someone who is doing her poor best to be even as they are."

"And you feel no shane in this quest of evil? You feel it is appropriate that you nake
yoursel f an evil one?"

file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (49 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:33 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

"Only the better to practice ny work," said Meg without a trace of shanme. "Once a person |ays
hands upon her life work, then it nmust nake sense that she do the best she can, no nmatter where
her proficiency may | ead her."

"I"'mnot sure | followyou entirely,” Duncan sai d.

"I knew you for no evil one," said Conrad, "when first | laid eyes upon you. There was no evi
in your eye. No nore evil than one finds in a goblin or a gnone."

"There are those who believe," said Andrew prinly, "that a goblin and a gnone have sone taint
of evil in them"

"But they're not," insisted Conrad. "They are Little People, different fromus, having little
magi cs while we have al nost no magic at all."

"I could get along quite confortably,"” said Andrew, "without their little magics. Using those
smal | magi cs they' ve pestered ne alnost to the death."

Duncan said to Meg, "You say that there are nenbers of this greater Evil about, even now,
outside the canp? That the dog nay not be able to detect thenf"

"I do not know about the dog," said Meg. "He may detect them and be only slightly puzzled. Not
enough to pay nmuch attention to them not knowi ng what they are. But Od Meg detects them ever so
faintly, and she knows what they are.”

"You are sure about that?"
"l am sure," she said

"In that case," said Duncan, "we cannot depend on Tiny alone to stand guard agai nst them as
we m ght have otherwi se. W'll have to stand watch throughout the night. 1'Il take the first
wat ch, Conrad the second.”

"You're leaving nme out," said Andrew, sonewhat wathfully. "I claimny right to stand ny share
of the watch. | am after all, a soldier of the Lord. | share the dangers with you."

"You get your rest," said Duncan. "The day ahead will be a hard one."

"No harder than it will be for you and Conrad."

"You still will get your rest," said Duncan. "W can't hold up the march for you. And your
m nd nust be clear and sharp to point out the way if there should be question.™

"It is true," said Andrew, "that | know the trail, for 1've followed it many tines when | was
younger than | amnow. But it presents no problens. Any fool could followit."

"Neverthel ess | insist you get your rest."
Andrew said no nore, but sitting close beside the canpfire, he did sonme nunbling.

Andrew was the last of themto go to sleep. Conrad stretched out and pull ed the bl anket over
hi m and al nost i mmedi ately began to snore. Meg, curled up in a ball beside the saddl e and the
packs, slept like a baby, at tinmes nmaking little crying noises. Of to one side, Daniel |ay down
to sleep; Beauty slept standing on her feet, her head drooped, her nose al nost touching the
ground. Tiny dozed beside the fire, occasionally getting up to march stiff-1egged about the canp's
perineter, growing softly in his throat, but giving no indication that there was anything
requiring his i mediate attention.

Duncan, sitting beside the fire, close beside Tiny, found no trouble in stayi ng awake. He was
tensed and on edge, and when he tried to snpboth out the tenseness, it refused to go away. No
wonder, he told hinmself, with all of Meg's tal k about the Evil being close. But if there was Evil
about he could not detect it. If it were there, it rustled in no bushes, it nade no noi se of any
kind. He listened intently for the footstep--or the pawstep or the hoof-step--and there was
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nothing there at all.

The Iand drowsed in the |iquid noonlight. There was no breeze, and the | eaves were silent,
unstirring. The only sound was the soft gurgle of the water flowing over a short stretch of
shi ngl e between two pools. Once or twice he heard the hooting of ows far in the distance.

He pressed his fingers against the pouch hanging at his belt and heard the faint crinkling of
the parchnent. For this, he thought, for so frail a thing as these few sheets of parchnent, he and
the others (the others, with the exception of Conrad, not knowi ng) were marching deep into the
Desol ated Land, where only God mi ght know what would be waiting for them A frail thing and a
magi c thing as well? Magic in that if it should prove to be genuine, then the Church would be
strengt hened, and nmore would find belief, and the world, in tine to cone, would be a better place.
The Evil Horde had its evil nagic, the Little People their small nmgics, but these | eaves of
parchnent, in the |ast accounting, mght be the greatest magic of themall. Wthout actually
form ng words, he bowed his head and prayed it m ght be so.

And, finally, as he prayed, he heard a sound and for a |ong nonent could not be sure what it
was. It was so distant, so nuffled, that at first he was not sure he heard it, but as he |istened
intently, it becane nore distinct, and he could make it out. The sound of distant hoofbeats, the
undeni abl e hoof beats of a horse, and now another sound, the far-off baying of dogs.

Al t hough never |oud, the sounds were distinct and clear. There could be no doubt of it: the
wi I d hoof beats of a running horse and the baying of hounds, and occasionally (although he could
not be sure of this) the shouting of a man or nen.

The strange thing about it was that the sound seened to be conming fromthe sky. He | ooked up
at the starwashed, noon-drenched sky, and there was nothing there. And yet the sound seened to
come fromthere

It lasted only for a few ninutes, and then it went away, and the silence of the night closed

Duncan, who had risen to make his survey of the sky, sat down again. Beside him Tiny was
grow i ng softly, his nmuzzle pointed upward. Duncan patted himon the head. "You heard it, too," he
said. Tiny ceased his growing and settled down.

Later on, Duncan rose to his feet and wal ked down to the stream carrying a cup to get a drink
of water. As he knelt beside the stream a fish junped in the pool above him shattering the
stillness. A trout, he wondered. The stream might carry trout. If they had tinme in the norning,
they might try to catch a few of themfor breakfast. If they had time; that was, if it didn't take
too long. For there was no tinme to waste. The nore quickly they were on their way, the faster they
got through the Desol ated Land, the better it would be.

When the noon had dropped appreciably toward the west, he awakened Conrad, who cane to his
feet, alert, with no sign of sleep left in him

"I's everything all right, mlord?"
"Everything is fine," said Duncan. "There has been nothing stirring."

He sai d nothing about the hoofbeats and the baying in the sky. As he forned the words in his
mnd to tell Conrad, they sounded too silly for the telling, and he did not say them

"Call me alittle early,"” he said. "I'Il try to catch sone trout for breakfast."

Duncan rolled up his cloak and used it as a pillow. Stretching out on the hard ground, he
pul l ed the bl anket over him Lying on his back, he stared up at the sky. He pressed his fingers
agai nst the soft deerskin pouch and heard the soft crinkling of the manuscript. He pressed his
eyes tight shut, trying in this nanner to put hinself to sleep, but behind the closed eyes he
conjured up in his mind, without intending to, quite unwillingly in fact, a scene that he could
not understand. But then the realization of what his nmind s eye, in all the activity of his
i magi nati on, was showi ng himcanme clear. Inpatiently he tried to shake it off, but it would not go
away. No matter how hard he tried to shake it off, that fignment of imagination hung on stubbornly.
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He turned over on his side and opened his eyes, seeing the canpfire, Tiny lying beside it, Conrad
| oomi ng over him

Duncan cl osed his eyes, determined that this tine he would go to sleep. But his mnd s vision
fastened on a furtive little man who scurried busily about to see and hear all that might be heard
or seen anong a small band of men who were associated with a tall and saintly figure. These nen,
all of them the saintly man as well as his followers, were young, although too sonmber for their
years, too dedicated, with a strange light in their eyes. They were of the people, certainly, for
they were clothed in tattered garnents, and while sonme of them wore sandals, others had nothing on
their feet. At tines the band was al one, at other tinmes there were crowds of people who had
gathered to gaze upon the saintly man, straining their ears to hear what he night say.

And al ways, hovering on the edge of these crowds of people, or dogging the footsteps of the
little band when it was alone, was this furtive figure who darted all about, never of the band,
but with it, listening so hard that his ears seened to swivel forward to catch the slightest
words, his bright, sharp, alnpst weasel eyes squinted agai nst the desert sunlight, but watching
cl osely, mssing no nove that m ght be made.

And |l ater, crouching against a sheltering boul der or hunkering by a small canpfire in the dead
of night, witing all he'd seen or heard. Witing small so that his parchment woul d not run out,
usi ng every scrap of whiteness to inscribe his | abored words, twisting his face and pursing his
tiny mouth in the effort to get down the words exactly as they should be, telling in those words
all that he had witnessed.

Duncan tried wi thout success to gain a full view of this furtive man, to look himin the face,
so that he might judge what sort of man he was. But he was never able to. The face was always in a
shadow or was turned away at that very nmonent when, finally, he thought he'd see the face. He was
a short man, alnobst a dunpy figure. Hs feet were bare and there were bruises on themfromthe
desert rocks and pebbles; he was dressed in dusty rags, so tattered that he was continually
pulling at themin an effort to cover his scrawny nakedness. His hair was |ong and unkenpt, his
straggly beard untri med. He was not the sort of man upon whom a casual observer woul d have wast ed
a second glance. He was a nonentity. He faded into the crowd. He was an unrecogni zabl e and
uni nportant human anong many ot her humans, a man so undi stingui shed that he drew no attention
There was not hi ng about himthat made him stand out anong all the others; he was engul fed and
absorbed by them

Duncan followed him trudging steadily and doggedly to keep pace with his furtiveness,
attenpting to circle himso that he mght cone head-on at himand so get to see his face. Al ways
he failed to do so. It was alnmost as if this furtive man was aware of himand was studi ously
careful either to keep well away fromhimor, on his approach, to turn away fromhim Yet watching
for sone sign that this other furtive one was aware of him he could catch no sign he was.

Then someone was shaking himand hissing himto silence. He fought his eyes open and sat up
Conrad was crouched in front of him Hi s half-clenched hand was raised to the [ evel of Duncan's
face, and an enphatic outstretched thunb was pointing across the dying canpfire toward the ring of
darkness that lay beyond the circle of the canpfire's Iight. There, at the edge of the circle,
between the light and dark stood Tiny in a rigid stance, straining forward as if soneone held him
on a leash, lips curled back to bare his fangs, a low growl runbling in his throat.

Qut of the darkness gleaned two w de-spaced balls of green fire and bel ow them a frog-nmouth
rimed by gleanming teeth, and over all of it--the teeth and balls of fire--the inpression of a
head or face so outrageous in its formation, so chilling in its outline that the mnd rejected it,
refusing to give credence to there being such a thing. The nmouth was froglike, but the face was
not. It was all angles and sharp planes and above it rose the suggestion of a crest. And in the
instant that Duncan saw it, there was slaver at the corner of the nouth, a drooling hunger that
yearned toward the canmpfire circle but was held from com ng out--perhaps by the snarling Tiny,
per haps by sonet hing el se.

He saw it only for a nonent, and then it was blotted out. The balls of fire were gone and so
were the sharp and gleaning teeth. For an instant the outline of the face, or the hinted outline
of the face, persisted; then it, too, blinked out.
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Tiny took a quick step forward, the grow rising in his throat.
"No, Tiny," Conrad said softly. "No."
Duncan surged to his feet.

"They' ve been around the last hour or so," said Conrad. "Prowling in the dark. But this is the
first we've seen.”

"Way didn't you call ne sooner?"

"No need, milord. Tiny and ne were watching. They were | ooking us over only."
"Many of thenP Mdre than this one?"

"More than one, | think. Not nmany."

Duncan put nore wood on the fire. Tiny was pacing around the canpfire circle.
Conrad spoke to the dog. "Conme in. Tane down. No nore of themtonight."

"How do you know there'll be no nore tonight?" asked Duncan. "They just |ooked us over. But
now t hey' ve deci ded not to tackle us tonight. Maybe later on."

"How do you know all this?"

"Don't know. Just guess is all. A feeling in the bones."
"They have sonething planned for us," said Duncan
"Maybe, " Conrad sai d.

"Conrad, do you want to turn back?"

Conrad grinned viciously. "Just when it's getting good?" he asked. "I nean it," Duncan told

him "There is danger here. | do not want to lead all of us to death."
"And you, nmilord?"

"I'd go on, of course. Perhaps alone, | could nake it. But |I don't insist that the rest of
you..."

"The old lord, he said take care of you. He'd skin ne alive should | come back w thout you."
"Yes, | know," said Duncan. "It has been that way since the tinme that we were boys."

"The hermit," Conrad said. "Maybe the hermt would go back. He's been bitching ever since we
started."”

"The hermit," Duncan told him "is a self-proclainmed soldier of the Lord. He needs this to
restore his self-respect. He feels he was a failure as a hernit. Scared witless, he'd still not
turn back unless the others of us did."

"Then we go on," said Conrad. "Three conrades-in-the-arns. But what about the witch?"

"She can nake her choice. She hasn't nuch to | ose, one way or another. She had not hi ng when we
found her."

So, no matter what Ghost may have told them Duncan thought, it was not only the hairl ess ones
who were watching and keeping track of them Mg had been right. The others were about, had been
there all night, perhaps, watching fromthe darkness. Even when he'd sat beside the canpfire
during that first watch, they had been out there without his knowing it. And what was nore,
without Tiny's knowing it. Only the witch had known it. And strange as it might seem she had not
been greatly perturbed by it. Despite knowing they were there, she had curled up beside the saddle
and the packs and had slept like a baby, making those little crying noises that had nade her seem
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nor e babyl i ke.

Per haps she had sensed sonehow that they were safe, that there'd be no attack. And how coul d
she have known, he wondered, and why had those others not attacked? Huddl ed as they were around
the canpfire, one swift rush fromthe outer darkness would have taken care of them-there would
have been no way a small party such as they could have stood them off.

And in the days ahead, how would they stand themoff? Surely there would cone a tinme when the

Harriers woul d set out to kill them They would stay vigilant, of course, but vigilance was not
the entire answer. |If enough of the Harriers were willing to neet death thenselves, they could do
the j ob.

Yet, he told hinself, he could not turn back. He carried with hima certain talisman that
nm ght keep the lights still burning, beating back the ancient darkness. And if he did not turn
back, neither woul d Conrad, neither would the hermt.

Dawn was near at hand. The darkness was filtering fromthe trees and one now was able to see a
ways into the woods. A flight of ducks went over the canp, crying as they flew, perhaps heading
for a favorite feedi ng ground.

"Conrad," he asked, "do you see anything strange?"
"Strange?"

"Yes, the way this place looks. It seens to be all wong. Not the way it was when we canped
| ast night."

"Just the light," said Conrad. "Things |ook different in the dawmn." But it was nore than the
dawn light, Duncan told hinself. He tried to place the wongness and was unable to. There was
not hing definite that he could put a finger on. And yet it was different. The woods were w ong.
The stream was wong. The sense of things was wong. As if someone had taken the geography in hand
and had given it a slightly different twist, not changing it too nuch, but enough to be noticed,
enough to give a viewer the feeling that it was skewed out of shape.

Andrew sat up, levering hinself upright with his el bows.
"What is wong?" he asked.

"There is nothing wong," grow ed Conrad.

"But there is. |I knowit. It isinthe air."

"We had a visitor last night," said Duncan. "Peeking fromthe bushes."
"More than one," said Conrad. "Only one peeked out."
Andrew canme swiftly to his feet, snatching up his staff.

"Then the witch was right," he said.

"Of course she was," said Meg, fromwhere she was huddl ed by the saddle and the packs. "dd
Meg is always right. | told you they were skul king about. | said they were watching us."

Dani el lunged to his feet, took a few quick steps toward the canpfire, then paused. He bl ew
fiercely through his nostrils and pawed with one hoof at the ground.

"Dani el knows as well," said Conrad.

"All of us know, " said Andrew. "What do we do about it?"
"W go on," said Conrad. "That is, if you want to."
"What rmakes you think I wouldn't want to?"

"I thought you would," said Conrad.

file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (54 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:33 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

Meg threw back her blanket, got to her feet, shook her rags into sonme senbl ance of shape about
her.

"They are gone now," she said. "I can't feel themany nore. But they have enchanted us. W are
inatrap. There is a certain stench to it."

"I see no trap," said Conrad.
"Not us,"” said Andrew. "W are not the ones enchanted. It is the place that is enchanted."
"How do you know?" asked Duncan

"Why, the strangeness of it. Look over there, just above the stream There is a rai nbow shiver
inthe air."

Duncan | ooked. He could see no rai nbow shiver in the air.

"The Little People sonetinmes try to do it," Andrew said, "but they do it very badly. As they
do nost things very badly. They are tunmblers.”

"And the Harriers are not?"
"Not the Harriers," said Meg. "They have the power. They do a job of it."

It was all insane, thought Duncan, to stand here so calmy, saying there was an enchant ment on
this place. And yet, perhaps there was. He had noticed the strange way in which the geography
seened to have been skewed about, slightly out of focus. He had not seen Andrew s rai nbow, but he
had noticed how the place was slightly out of joint. Looking at it, he sawthat it still was out
of joint.

"Perhaps we should get started,” Duncan said. "W can have breakfast later. If we nove
i medi ately, we nay get out of this strangeness that you call enchantnment. Surely it cannot cover
a great expanse of ground."

"I't will get worse farther on," said Andrew. "I am sure that a deeper enchantnent |ies ahead
of us. If we should go back we m ght soon be out of it."

"Back is where they want us to go," said Conrad. "Qtherw se why enchantnment? And we are not
goi ng back. Mlord has decided we go on."

He reached for the saddle and threw it on the back of the waiting Daniel

"Conme on," he said to Beauty. "'Tis tinme to get you packed."
Beauty fl apped her ears and trotted forward so he could put on the packs.

"No one needs to go," said Duncan. "Conrad and | have decided that we will. But the others of
you need not."

"You heard ne say that | would go," said Andrew

Duncan nodded. "Yes, | did. | was sure you would."
"And | as well," said Meg. "Faith and there's little in this howing wlderness for an old
girl such as |I. And | have seen worse enchantnents.”

"W do not know what nay |ie ahead," warned Duncan

"At least with you, there's food," she said, "which loons large in the eyes of a poor old soul
who betinmes has been forced to eke out her existence by eating nuts and roots, nuch as a hog woul d
eat, rooting in the woods to find his dinner. And there's conpani onship, of which |I had none
before."

"We have no tinme to waste,” said Conrad grinmly. He grasped Meg around the wai st and heaved her
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into the saddl e.

"Hang on," he said.

Dani el pranced a little, in a way of welcone to his rider
Conrad spoke again. "Tiny, point," he said.

The dog trotted down the trail, Conrad cl ose behind him Beauty took up her place, with Andrew
trudgi ng al ong besi de her, thunping the ground with an energetic staff. Daniel and Duncan brought
up the rear.

The enchant ment deepened. The |and becane wilder than it had been before. Mnstrous oaks grew
in massive groves, the underbrush was denser, and about it all there was an unreality that made
one wonder if the oaks and underbrush were really there, if the boulders had as thick a coat of
Iichens and the sense of antiquity that they seenmed to have. But that was only a part of it. A
broodi ng gri mess held over everything. A deep hush pervaded the |and, a bush of oninous and
forebodi ng waiting, sinister and doonf ul

If the oaks had only been nonstrous oaks, if the underbrush had been no nore than thick, if
t he boul ders had been only ancient nounds of |ichens, a nman, Duncan thought, could have accepted
it. But there was the warping of these ordinary things, the crookedness and bias of them as if
they were not permanently planted in the earth, but were only there for the noment, as if soneone
bad projected a picture of themand was as yet undeci ded what kind of picture he mght want. It
was a picture that wavered, as the reflection in a water surface mght fluctuate with the al npst
i mpercepti bl e novenent of the water, an oscillation, a shifting, a puzzling inpermanence. And here
and there one glinpsed at tines the broken segnents of shivering rainbow colors that Andrew had
nmentioned earlier, but that Duncan had not seen when he had | ooked for them But now he did see
them -the sort of shimrering color one saw when |ight shone through thick glass and its rays were
scattered into a mllion hues. They appeared and di sappeared, they did not |last for |ong and never
were they a conpl ete rai nbow arc, but fragnents of arcs, shattered arcs, as if someone had taken a
perfect rainbow and crushed it in his hands, shattering it, then broadcasting the fragnents to the
wi nd.

The valley still remained, and the hills that rose on each side of it. But the faint trai
they had been follow ng had di sappeared, and now they nmade their way through the tangled forest as
best they could. Conrad was holding Tiny close ahead of him not allow ng the dog the w de range
that he had pernitted before. Daniel was nervous, tossing his head and snorting every now and
t hen.

"It's all right, boy," said Duncan, and Daniel answered with a quiet whicker

Ahead of Duncan, Andrew stunped al ong besi de Beauty, thunping his staff w th unaccustoned
force. Beauty m nced beside him staying close. Unaccountably, she seened to have taken a fancy to
this strange conpani on. Perhaps she believed, thought Duncan, chuckling at the thought, that now
she had acquired a hunan of her own, as Tiny had Conrad and Dani el had Duncan

At the head of the colum, Conrad and Tiny had stopped. The others came up to cluster with
t hem

"A swanp ahead," said Conrad. "It blocks our way. Could this be the fen?"

"Not the fen," said Andrew. "The fen does not block the way. It lies to one side and is open
wat er . "

Through the trees the swanp coul d be seen, a spreadi ng marshi ness that was not open |and, but
choked by trees and other heavy growh

"Perhaps it's not deep,"” said Duncan. "W may be able to nake our way through it, keeping
close to the hill."

He noved ahead, Conrad striding beside him the others trailing in their wake.
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Duncan and Conrad stopped at the edge of the water.

"Looks deep to ne," said Conrad. "Sone deep pools out there. Mre than likely nud. And the
hill you speak of. There isn't any hill."

What he said was correct. The line of hills they had been following now fell away and to their
left, as well as toward their right, lay the tangled swanp.

"Stay here," said Duncan

He stepped into the water. At each step the water deepened, and beneath his feet he felt the
squi shiness of nud and slinme. Before himlay the beginning of one of the pools that Conrad had
called his attention to--black as the blackest ink, with a | ook of oil, of sonething heavier and
nore treacherous than water

He shifted his course to skirt it, and as he did the inky blackness of the water boil ed,
| ashed to fury by something that struggled to emerge fromit. A sinuous back hunped up and broke
through the bl ackness of the pool. Duncan's hand went to the sword hilt, half drew the bl ade. The
si nuous back subsi ded and the water once nore assuned its undi sturbed oiliness. But in another
pool a little farther on, the surface exploded in a froth of violence, and out of it shot a
vi ci ous head supported by a snakelike body that hurled itself erect, towering above the level of
the pool. The head was triangular, not so large as might be expected fromthe size of the ropelike
body. Two horns crowned the scaly head; the cheeks had the appearance of arnor plate, pinching
down to a beaklike snout. It opened its nmouth, and the nmouth was | arger than the head. Crue
curved fangs projected fromthe jaws.

Duncan had the bl ade out by now and stood, holding it, ready for attack, but the attack did
not come. Slowy, alnost reluctantly, the body slid back into the pool and the head di sappeared
beneath the surface. The swanp | ay qui et and bl ack and nenaci ng.

"I think you'd best cone back," said Conrad.

Slowy, step by careful step, Duncan backed out of the swanp.

"No chance to get across," said Conrad.

Andrew canme clunping down to where they stood, Beauty m ncing al ong behind him

"There is no swanp,"” he said. "There never was a swanp. It is all enchantnent.”
"Swanp or not," said Meg, huddled on top of Daniel, "a bew tchnent such as this can kill you."
"Then what do we do?" asked Duncan

"We try another route,"” said Andrew. "W pass the enchantnent by. No matter how powerful may
be the ones who laid this witchery on us, they cannot lay it over everything. They knew where we
were going and it was along that route that the enchantnent was laid."

"You nean into the hills,” said Duncan. "If we go there, how well do you know this | and?"

"Not as well as this valley, but I knowit. Afewniles fromhere, due east, there is another
trail. A bad trail. Very crooked, up and down the hills. Hard going. But it will take us south. It
will take us beyond these hills that block us fromthe south.”

"I think," said Meg, "we best had seek that trail."

12

They found Andrew s trail, but it proved to be the wong trail. Halfway up a steep hillside it
petered out to nothing.
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They had left the enchantnment far behind them had escaped fromit. Now there were no rai nbow
tints, no feeling that the | andscape had been skewed. The | and was the kind of |and one woul d have
expected to find. The oaks were honest oaks, the honest boul ders had honest |ichens on them the
stretches of underbrush were nornmal underbrush. The feeling of gloomwas gone, the foreboding had
dr opped away.

It had been hard work. There had been no | evel ground. Constantly they had been traveling
steep slopes, or making their careful way down steep slopes, which in sone cases was al nost as
exhausting as the clinbing.

Now that the trail had finally di sappeared, Duncan gl anced up at the sky. The sun was al npst
at its zenith.

"Let us stop to eat and rest,"'
trail

he said. "Then we'll strike east and try to find the right
" He said to Andrew, "You are sure that there is one."

Andrew nodded. "Il've traveled it, but only a fewtinmes and that many years ago. | amnot well
acquainted with it."

The trail had been lost on a snmall shelf of fairly level ground, extending for not nore than a
few yards before the steep slope took up again. Conrad gathered wood and started a fire. Danie
and Beauty stood w th hanging heads, resting fromhard travel. Tiny fl opped down on the ground.

"We coul d use Ghost," said Conrad, "but he is far away, spying out the |and ahead of us."

"I"ll say this for Ghost," said Andrew. "I have a lot nore respect for himthan | had before
It takes real courage for a ghost to go out in broad daylight and do the kind of job that he's
been doing."

A gray shadow noved ampong the trees bel ow t hem
"There's a wol f," said Duncan

"There are a | ot of wolves around,” said Andrew. "More than there ever were since the Harriers
cane. "

Anot her gray shadow foll owed the first, and farther down the slope was yet another one.

"At least three of them" said Duncan. "And there nmay be nore. Do you think they m ght be
foll owi ng us?"

"Nothing to worry about," said Conrad. "A wolf is a coward. Face up to one and he runs away."

Meg put her arns around hersel f, hugging herself, shivering a little. "They smell blood," she
said. "They can snell blood before there is any bl ood."

"Od wves' tale," said Conrad.
"Not a tale," Meg said. "I know. They know when death is com ng."
"Not our blood," said Conrad. "Not our death."

A wind had come up and far down the hill it could be heard nmpaning in the trees. The ground
was thick with fallen | eaves. And over all of it was a sonmberness, the sense of autumm, a psychic
war ni ng agai nst the com ng of the snow. Duncan felt a faint unease, although there was nothing, he
told hinself, to be uneasy about. In just a short tine nowthey would find the right trail and be
on their way again, following a harder road than they had first intended, but on their way at
| ast .

How nmany nore days, he wondered, and was anazed that he had no i dea. Once they were through
these hills, nore than likely, they would nake faster tine. So far they had not hurried, but gone
al ong at an easy pace. Now was the tine, once they were squared around, he told hinself, to really
cover ground.
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"If Snoopy were only here," said Andrew, "he would know the way, how to find the trail. But
that is wishful thinking. There is no honor in him Even when he told us, when he gave his word,
he had no intention of being any help to us."”

"We'll nake out without him?" Duncan said, a sharpness to his words.
"At least," said Conrad, "we wal ked out of the witchery that was laid for us."
"The witchery, yes," said Andrew. "But there will be other things."

They ate and then noved on, striking toward the east, or as close to east as was possible, for
in this tangled, tortuous |land there was no such thing as heading in any one direction. There were
di versions--a bad lay of ground, a particularly steep clinb that they tried to skirt, a tangle of
fallen trees they nust go around. But, in general, they trended toward the east.

The sun went down the sky and there was still no sign of any trail. They noved through a
region that had no trace of nmen, or of there ever having been any nen. There were no burned
farnmsteads, no cuttings where tinber had been harvested. Ancient trees stood undisturbed, hoary
wi th age.

Fromtinme to time they caught glinpses of wolves, but always at a di stance. There was no way
of knowing if they were the same wolves they had seen earlier

W are lost, Duncan told hinself, although he said nothing to the others. Despite all that
Andrew said, all that he professed to know, there m ght not be a trail. For days they m ght keep
plunging into the great wilderness and find nothing that would help them floundering in
confusion. Perhaps, he thought, it mght be the enchantnent still at work, although in a |ess
obvi ous manner than had been the case before.

The sun was al nost gone when they came down a long slope into a deep glen, rimed by the
hills, as if it mght be sunk into the very earth, a place of quiet and shadows, filled with a
sense of nelancholy. It was a place where one wal ked softly and did not raise his voice. The Iight
of the sun still caught the hilltops above them and gil ded sone of the autum trees with flam ng
col or, but here night was falling fast.

Duncan hurried ahead to catch up with Conrad.
"This place," said Conrad, "has an evil snell to it."

"Evil or not," said Duncan, "it is a place to canp. Sheltered fromthe wi nd. Probably we'l|l
find water. There must be a stream sonewhere. Better than being caught on some w ndy hillside."

"I thought to catch sight of sonmething ahead," said Conrad. "A whiteness. Like a church
per haps. "

"An odd place for a church,” said Duncan

"I could not be sure. In this dark, it is hard to see.”

As they tal ked they kept noving ahead. Tiny had fallen back to walk with the two of them
Ahead of them Duncan caught a glinpse of whiteness.

"I think | see it, too," he said. "Straight ahead of us."

As they progressed a little farther they could see that it was a building--for all the world
like a tiny church. Athin tall spire pointed toward the sky and the door stood open. In front of
it a space had been cl eared of underbrush and trees, and they went across this space filled with
wonder. For there should not be a church here, even a small one. Round about |ived no one who
woul d attend it, and yet there it stood, a small building, Iike a toy church. A chapel, Duncan
t hought. One of those hidden chapel s tucked away, for one obscure reason or another, in places
that were off the beaten track

Duncan and Conrad cane to a halt in front of it, and Andrew came hurrying up to them

file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (59 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:33 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

"Jesus of the Hills," he said. "The Chapel of the Jesus of the Hlls. | had heard of it, but
had never seen it. | had no idea howto get to it. It was a thing spoken of half in wonder, half
in disbelief."

"And here it is," said Conrad.

Andrew was vi sibly shaken. The hand that held the staff was trenbling.
"A holy place," said Duncan. "A place of pilgrinmage, perhaps."

"A holy place only recently. Only the last few hundred years,"” said Andrew. "It stands on nost
unholy ground. In earlier tines it was a pagan shrine."

"There are many holy places that were raised on areas that once were special to the pagans,"”
Duncan told him "In the thought, perhaps, that the pagans would nore readily accept Christianity
if the places of worship were built on famliar ground.™

"Yes, | know, " said Andrew. "Reading in the Fathers, | ran across sone nention of such
thoughts. But this one--this was something else.”

"A pagan shrine, you said. A place of the Druids, nost likely."

"Not the Druids,"” said Andrew. "Not a shrine for hunans. A gathering place for evil, where
hi gh carnival was held upon certain days."

"But if such were the case, why was a chapel built here? It would seemto nme this was a pl ace
the Church had best avoid, for a tine at least."

"I do not know," said Andrew. "Not with any certainty. There were in the ol den days certain
mlitant churchmen who perforce nust seize evil by the horns, nust confront it face to face..."

"And what happened?"

"I do not know," said Andrew. "The | egends are unclear. There are many stories, but perhaps no
truth to any of them"

"But the chapel's here," said Conrad. "It was allowed to stand."” Duncan strode forward, went
up the three shallow steps that |led up to the chapel door, and through the door

The place was tiny, a dollhouse sort of place. There was one wi ndow on each side nade of |ow
grade colored glass that glinted in the fading light, and six pews, three on each side of the
narrow ai sle. And above the altar.

Duncan stared in horror. He gagged and knew the bitterness of gall gushing in his mouth. Hs
stomach knotted at the sight of the crucifix that hung behind the altar. It was carved out of a
|large oak log, all of it in one piece, the cross and the carven Jesus hanging on the cross.

The crucifix was upside down. The figure of Christ was standing on H s head, as if He had been
caught in the midpoint of a somersault. Filth had been snmeared upon H m and obscene sentences,
witten in Latin, were painted on the wood.

It was, Duncan thought fleetingly, as if someone had struck himhard across the mouth. It was
only with an effort that he kept his knees from buckling. And even as he reacted to the
prof anati on and the sacril ege, wondered why he shoul d--he, the mldest of Christians, with no
great piety or devotion. And yet a man, he thought, who risked his neck and the necks of others to
performa service to the Church

The crucifix was a nockery, a gusty whoop of pagan | aughter, a burlesque of the Faith, a
hooting, a ridicule, a scoffing, and, perhaps as well, a hatred. If the eneny cannot be conquered,
at least he can be ridiculed and | aughed at.

Conrad had pointed out that despite the pagan ground on which it had been built, the chape
had been allowed to stand. And in this observation there was inplicit the question of why it had
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been allowed to stand. And this, the reversed crucifix and the violence that had been done it, was
the reason. Years ago a man of Christ had conme, a mlitant man intent on ranming Christianity down
a pagan throat, and had built the chapel. And now the joke had been turned upon himand the chape
stood a nockery.

He heard the gasps behind himas Conrad and Andrew saw the crucifix and caught, for an
i nstant, the inpact of the horror

Duncan whi spered at them "A nockery. A living nockery. But Qur Lord can stand that. He can
take a little nockery."

The chapel, he saw, was clean and well cared for. There was no sign of the ravages of tine. It
had been swept but recently. It had been kept in good repair.

Slow y he began to back out of the door, Conrad and Andrew backing with him On the steps
out side sat a huddl ed Meg.

"You saw," she said to Duncan. "You saw?"
Dumbl y, stricken, he nodded his head.

"I did not know," she said. "I did not know we were comng to this place. If | had, I'd have
told you, stopped you."

"You knew what was here?"
"l had heard of it. That was all. Heard of it."
"And you do not approve of it?"

"Approve of it? Why should | disapprove of it? | have no quarrel with it. And yet, | would not
have had you see it. |'ve eaten your food, ridden on your horse, your great dog did not tear hunks
of flesh fromnme, you ran no sword through ne, the big one reached out his hand to help ne rise,
he boosts ne onto the horse. Even that sour apple of a hermt gave ne cheese. Wiy shoul d such as
wish any ill for you?"

Duncan reached down and patted her on the head. "It's all right, grandnother. W take it in
our stride."

"Now what do we do?" asked Andrew.

"W spend the night here," Duncan said. "W are worn out with our travels of the day. We're in
no shape to go on. W need sonme food and rest."

"Not a bite of food will | be able to swallow " said Andrew. "Not in such a place."

"What do we do then?" asked Duncan. "Go running out into the hills, fighting through the woods
in the dark? We'd not make a mle."

Thi nki ng, even as he said the words, that were it not for Andrew and Meg, he and Conrad coul d
go, leave this pagan place behind them find a safer canping place. Or keep going all the night,
if that were necessary, to put some di stance between them and the Chapel of the Jesus of the
Hlls. But Andrew s legs were tottery fromthe punishnent they'd taken, and Meg, although she
probably would deny it, was near the end of her endurance. Back at the hermit's cave he'd worried
about the volunteers they were taking on, and here was evidence that he'd been right in worrying.

"I"ll get sonme wood and start a fire," said Conrad. "There's a streamover to the right.
heard running water there."

"I"l'l go and get sone water," Andrew said. Duncan, watching him knew the kind of courage it
had taken for himto offer to go alone out into the dark

Duncan call ed Daniel and Beauty in, took the saddl e off Daniel and the packs off Beauty.
Beauty huddl ed agai nst Daniel, and he seened quite content to have her there. The two of them
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Duncan t hought, know as well as we that there is sonmething wong. Tiny prow ed restlessly about,
head held high to catch any scent of danger

Meg and Conrad did the cooking at the fire that Conrad lighted only a short distance in front
of the steps leading up to the chapel. The lights fromthe flanes of the fire washed across the
whi teness of the tiny structure.

Up on the hill to the west a wolf how ed and was answered by another fromthe north.
"Sone of those we saw early in the day," said Conrad. "They are still around.™
"The wol ves have been bad this year," said Andrew

The glen, as full night cane down, held the dank, wet feel of fear, of danger wal ki ng on soft
pads, nmoving in on them Duncan, feeling this, wondered if this sense of apprehension arose from
havi ng seen the defamation of the crucifix, or if it would have been present if there had been no
chapel and no crucifix.

"Conrad and | will do double watch tonight," said Duncan

"You' re forgetting ne again," said Andrew, but with something in his voice that sounded to
Duncan as if it might be relief.

"W want you rested," said Duncan. "The both of you, so that we can put in a |ong day
tonorrow. W'll start as soon as we can see. Well| before full norning light.”

He stood beside the fire, staring out into the dark. It was hard, he found, not to take alarm
at an i magi ned shape or an imagi ned noi se.

Twi ce he thought he saw novenent out beyond the canpfire circle, but each tine decided it was
no nore than his imagination, sharpened by the fear that he sought to conceal but could not,
hi nsel f, deny.

The wol ves occasionally how ed, not only fromthe west and north, but fromthe east and south
as well. This country, he told hinself, was crawming with the beasts. However, the hows stil
were froma distance; the wolves did not seemto be nmoving in. They might conme |later, Duncan told
hi nsel f, after they had worked up nore courage, and the activity about the canpfire had quieted
down. Al though of wolves, they need have no fear. If they canme in, Daniel and Tiny would wreak
havoc on t hem

If there were anything to be feared, it would be sonething other than the wol ves. Remenberi ng,
once again he saw the frog's nouth full of teeth, the glow ng eyes, the suggestion of a face that
was made up of snooth planes and sharp angl es--the face that had stared out at them from beyond
the canpfire of the night before. And the snaky evil ness that had surged out of the black pool in
t he swanp.

Meg called themin for food and they squatted around the fire, wolfing it down. Andrew,
despite his assertion that he would not be able to swallow a single norsel, did full justice to
the neal .

There was little talk, only a sentence now and then and of inconsequential things. No one
tal ked about what they'd found inside the chapel. It was as if all of themwere busy in an effort
to wipe it fromtheir mnds

But it was not a thing, Duncan found, that could be w ped away. Never for a nonent since he
first had seen it had it been nore than a short distance fromhis consci ousness. Mockery, he had
told himself, and it was that, of course, but it also would be, he thought, nore than nockery.
Hatred, he had said, alnpbst as an afterthought. But now, having thought on it, he knew that there
was in it as nmuch hatred as there was nockery.

And t hat was understandabl e. The pagan gods of ancient days had a right to hate this new faith
that had risen sonething less than two nillennia ago. But he chided hinself that he should think
of the pagan gods as sonehow legitimate in their hatred, that he should adnit, even
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parenthetically, that they had existed and did now exist. This was not, he rem nded hinself, the
way a Christian should be thinking. A devout Christian would consign themall to Iinbo, would deny
there ever had been such as they. But this, he knew, was a viewpoint that he could not accept. He
nmust still conceive of themas the ever-present eneny, and this was especially true in this place,
t he Desol ated Land.

H s fingers dropped to the purse suspended fromhis belt and beneath them he felt the crinkle
of the pages that he carried. Here lay his faith, he thought; here, in this place where he sat,
| ay another faith. Perhaps a mistaken faith, perhaps a faith that should not be accepted, that
i nstead shoul d be opposed with every power at one's conmand, but a faith nevertheless--a faith
that man, in his ignorance, with no other faith, and yearning toward sonething that could
i ntercede for himagainst the vastness of infinity and the cruelty of fate, had enbraced despite
all its cruelty and horror, thinking perhaps that any fate that was worth enbraci ng nust be
horrible and cruel, for in those two qualities |lay power, and power was something that man needed
to protect hinself against the outer world.

Here on this very ground, undoubtedly, had been performed certain hideous and repugnant rites
that he had no know edge of and was gl ad he had no knowl edge of. Here hunmans may have died as
sacrifices. Here blood had been spilled upon the ground, here obscene practices had been acted
out, here nonstrous entities had trod with evil intent--and not only recently, but extendi ng back
i nto unguessed tinme, perhaps into that tine that anteceded manki nd.

Dani el wal ked up close to where he was sitting, thrust down his head to nuzzle at his naster.
Duncan stroked the big horse's head, and Daniel snorted softly at him

Fromthe west a wolf how ed, and it seermed that this time the how was cl oser
Conrad canme striding up to stand near the horse and man

"We'| | have to keep the fire burning high throughout the night," he said. "Wlves have a fear
of fire."

"We have naught to fear of wolves,"” said Duncan. "They are not driven by hunger. There is
plenty for themto pull down and eat out there in the woods."

"They are closing in," said Conrad. "I have been catching glinpses of their eyes.”
"They are curious. That is all."

Conrad hunkered down besi de Duncan. He pushed the head of his club back and forth upon the
ground.

"What do we do tonorrow?"

"l suppose we go on hunting for Andrew s trail."

"And what if we don't find the trail?"

"We'|l find it. There had to be a trail across these hills."

"What if enchantnent closes the trail to us? Makes us not to see it."

"W escaped the enchantnent, Conrad." Although, Duncan reni nded hinmself, he had entertai ned
the thought, earlier in the day, that the enchantnent mght still be with them

"W are |lost," said Conrad. "W don't know where we are. | don't think Andrew knows."

Qut at the edge of the firelight circle two eyes gl eaned back at Duncan and then, al npst
instantly, were gone.

"I saw one of your wolves just now," he said to Conrad. "Or at |east his eyes."

"Tiny has been watching,"” Conrad said, "pacing back and forth. He knows they are out there."
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They were nmoving in closer now. The darkness at the edge of the canpfire circle was rimed by
shi ni ng eyes.

Tiny went wal ki ng out toward them Conrad called himback. "Not yet, Tiny. Not quite yet."
Duncan rose to his feet.
"We're in for it," said Conrad quietly. "They are getting set to rush us."

Dani el switched around to face the gathering wolves. He tossed his head, snorting in anger
Tiny, coning back, ranged hinself by Conrad. Hs ruff was lifted and a grow gurgled in his
t hr oat .

One of the wolves paced forward. In the firelight his gray fur seemed al nost white. He was
| arge and raw boned, a death's head of a wolf. He seened to teeter forward, his great gaunt head
thrust out, the lips pulled back fromthe fangs, his eyes glittering in the reflection of the
fl anes.

Anot her wol f cane up behind and to one aide of him stopped with its head at the first wolf's
shoul der.

Duncan drew his blade. The rasp of drawn netal was harsh in the silence that had fallen on the
clearing. The firelight glinted off the shining steel

He said to the horse beside him "Steady, Daniel, steady, boy."

At a quick shuffle of feet behind himhe risked a glance over his shoulder and saw that it was
Andrew. He held the staff half lifted. The cowl had fallen to his shoulders, and his graying hair
was a halo in the firelight.

From t he darkness at the edge of the clearing a voice spoke, loud and cl ear, but using words
that Duncan had never heard before--not English, neither Latin nor Geek, nor with the inflection
of the Gaulish tongue. Wrds that were harsh and guttural and with a snarl in them

At the words the wol ves cane charging in: the big wolf that had first appeared paced by the
second one that had come up to stand with him and others racing out on each side, comng in half
crouched, tensed to | eap, bursting fromthe dark at the signal or the comand of the one who had
spoken fromthe darkness

At Duncan's side, Daniel reared up, striking out with his front hoofs. Tiny was a streak of
unl eashed hatred lunging at the beasts. The big wolf rose, soaring effortlessly fromthe ground,
his jaws ained at Duncan's throat. The sword |icked out and caught his outstretched neck, hurling
himto one side with the inpact of the thrust.

The second wol f, running beside himand | eaping as he ran, crunpled under Conrad's club. CQut
in front of Conrad, Tiny seized a third by the throat and with a powerful toss of the head sent
hi m spi nning through the air.

Anot her wol f | eaped at Duncan, fangs gl eam ng, nouth w de open for the strike. Even as Duncan
lifted the bl ade, a spearlike stick cane thrusting fromone side and inpaled the beast in its open
mout h, ramming deep into its throat. The wolf folded in mdair, but the inpact of its leap carried
it forward, taking the spear with it as it fell.

Duncan's foot caught on the falling stick and he was thrown to his knees. A wolf was rushing
in at himand he jerked up the bl ade, but even as he did, Daniel reached out with a driving hoof,
catching the animal behind its hunched shoul der bl ades. The wolf went down with a crunch of
shappi ng bones.

Duncan surged to his feet, and as he did he saw Tiny on the ground, |ocked in battle with one
of the beasts, and another charging in, with a raging Conrad standi ng cl ose beside the dog, club
lifted and ready for the charging wolf. And just beyond the enbattled dog, Beauty was struggling
frantically to tug free of one of the beasts that had caught her by a foreleg, with two other
wol ves rushing in upon her.
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Duncan lunged to Beauty's aid, but he had taken no nore than a step or two when a raging fury,
brandi shing two burning brands, streaked toward the burro's attackers. One of the brands went
spi nning through the air, turning end for end, and the two chargi ng beasts sheered off.

"Meg!" Duncan shouted. "Meg, for the love of God, watch out!" But she paid himno attention
running |ike the wind, her ancient body wobbling on her shaky | egs that seened to twi nkle with her
speed even as she wobbled. She lifted the one renaining brand and brought it down on the wolf that
had Beauty by the leg. The wol f yel ped and spun away, went whinpering out into the darkness.

From t he darkness cane again the |oud, clear voice speaking in the unknown tongue, and as the
words rang across the clearing, all the wolves turned about and ran

Duncan canme to a halt and turned slowly to his left. Daniel stood beside the fire, and a short
di stance from him Andrew had one foot on a dead wolf to hold it down while he tugged desperately
to free the staff ranmed deep into its throat.

Conrad and Meg were wal king toward the fire, with Tiny trailing, while behind Tiny cane the
| inping Beauty. Here and there lay the bodies of the wolves. One of them possibly the one that
Dani el had struck, was trying to pull itself along with frantically working forelegs, its hind
guarters draggi ng.

As Duncan wal ked toward the fire, Andrew suddenly screamed, let go of the staff on which he
had been tuggi ng, and backed away fromthe dead wolf, his hands lifted to his face.

"No! No!" he screaned. "No, not that!"

Duncan ran toward himand then stopped short, staring at the dead wolf in shocked anmazenent
and di sbeli ef.

The body of the wolf was slowly changing and as he watched in horror, it becane the body of a
naked woman, with the hernmit's staff still protruding from her nouth.

Besi de Duncan, Meg chirped at himin a high and squeaky voice. "I could have told you, but I
never had a chance. It happened all too fast."

Conrad stepped past Duncan, grasped the hernmit's staff in one hamike hand, and jerked it
free.

The body of the wolf beyond the wonan had turned into a man, and out beyond the two of them
the thing with the broken back that had been dragging itself away wail ed suddenly in a human
voice, a cry of pain and terror

"I'I'l take care of him" said Conrad grimy
“No," said Duncan. "For the noment, |eave him be."
"Werewol ves," spat Conrad. "They're only good for killing."

"There is sonething | have to find out," said Duncan. "There were a |ot of them Only a few of
them attacked. The others hung back. If they had all come in..."

"Soneone cal |l ed them back," sai d Conrad.
"No, it wasn't that. Not that alone. There was sonething else."
"Here," said Conrad, holding out the staff to Andrew.

The hermt shrank away. "No, no," he wailed. "I do not want to touch it. | killed a woman with
it."

"Not a woman. A werewolf. Here, take it. Hold fast to it. You'll never have another staff
quite like it."
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He thrust it out forcefully at Andrew and the hernit took it. He thunped it on the ground.

"I shall always renenber," he pl eaded.

"Good thing to renenber,"” Conrad said. "A blow struck for our Lord."

Duncan wal ked out to the edge of the firelight, stood over the wailing man wi th the broken
back, then slowy knelt beside him The man was old. Hs arms and legs were thin as straws, his
knees and el bows knobs. His ribs showed through his skin. H's snowwhite hair hung down to curl up
at his neck and was plastered with sweat across his forehead. He | ooked at Duncan with fear and
hatred in his shining eyes

"Tell me," said Duncan, "who spoke out of the dark."
The man's lips pulled back to reveal his yellowed teeth. He snarled and spat.

Duncan reached out to grab himby the shoul der and he flinched away. He opened his nouth and
screaned, his head arched high, the cords in his neck standing out |ike ropes. Wite, foany
spittle gathered at the corners of his nmouth and he screaned and npaned and cl awed feebly at the
ground to pull hinmself away. He withed in agony.

A hand cane down and grasped Duncan by the shoul der, hauled himto his feet.

"Here, let nme," said Conrad.

H's club cane down and there was the sickening sound of a crunching skull. The man crunpl ed
and lay still.

Duncan turned to Conrad angrily. "You shouldn't have done that. | told you not to."

"When you kill snakes," said Conrad, "you kill them You do not coddl e them"

"But there was a question.”
"You asked the question and you got no answer."
"But he mi ght have answered."

Conrad shook his head. "Not that one. He was too afraid of you." And that was true, thought
Duncan. The werewol f had been beside itself with fear. It had screamed and tried to claw itself
away. It had withed in agony.

Conrad touched himon the arm "Let's go back to the fire. | have to see how Beauty is."
"She was |inping. That was all. Meg saved her."

"Yes, | saw, " said Conrad

"How i s Tiny?"

"Aslit ear. Atooth nark here and there. He'll be all right. Just alittle sore."

By the tine they got back to the fire Andrew had piled on nore wood, and the flames were
| eapi ng high. Andrew and Meg were standing side by side. Conrad went off to see about Beauty.

"That was a brave thing you did," Duncan told Meg. "Running out there to help Beauty."
"I had fire. Werewol ves are afraid of fire."

She bridled at him "I suppose you wonder why | helped. My being a witch and all. Wll, 1"l
tell you. Alittle magic and sone nild enchantments, those are all right with ne. In ny day |'ve
done a lot of that. There is nothing wong with it. Many tines it helps. But | told you | had no
real evil and | neant that. Werewol ves are evil and | cannot abide them Mean, downright vicious
evil. There's no call for anyone to be that evil."
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"There was a pack of them" said Duncan. "A lot of them | never knew that werewolves ran in
packs, although perhaps they do. You were telling nme about the canp followers who trailed in the
wake of the Harriers. Could that be what accounted for so |arge a pack?"

"It must be that. They nust have conme swarming in fromall over Britain."
"And you heard the voice?"

She put her arnms around hersel f, hugging tight and shivering.

"You knew t he words? You recogni zed the | anguage?"

"Not the words," she said, "but the |anguage, yes. A word here and there. It's a very ancient
tongue. "

"How anci ent ?"

"That | cannot tell you, sir. Not in years or centuries. It goes deep back. Spoken before any
human spoke, perhaps before there were such things as humans. "

"Prinordial," he said. "The words of prinordial evil."

"l do not know. "

It was on the tip of his tongue to ask how she recogni zed the | anguage, but he did not ask the
question. There was no need to distress her further. She had been honest in her answers, he was
sure, and that was good enough

Conrad canme back. "Beauty is all right,"’
| ucky."

he said. "Her leg's alittle sore. W came out

The clearing was quiet. The hunped bodi es of the dead werewol ves |ay at the edge of the outer
dar kness.

"Perhaps," said Andrew, "we should bury them"

"You do not bury werewol ves," Conrad said. "A stake through the heart, perhaps. Besides, we
haven't any shovel ."

"We'll do nothing," Duncan said. "W'lIl |eave them where they are."

The chapel stood white in the flickering firelight. Duncan | ooked at the open door. The
firelight did not reach deep enough into the interior to show the reversed crucifix and he was
glad of that.

"I'"ll not sleep a wink this night," said Andrew

"You had best," said Conrad roughly. "Cone norning |ight, we have a |ong, hard day ahead. Do
you think you can find that trail ?"

Andr ew shook his head in perplexity. "I amnot sure. | seemall turned around. Nothing has
| ooked right."

A wai ling scream cut through the night, seeming to cone fromdirectly overhead, as if the
screamer hung in the darkness over them

"My God," yel ped Andrew. "Not nore. Not any nore tonight." The scream cane again, a noan and
whinmper init. It was the sort of sound that squeezed the heart and made the bl ood run cold.

A cal mvoi ce spoke to themfromjust inside the firelit zone. "You have no reason to fear," it
said. "That is only Nan, the banshee."

Duncan spun around to face the one who spoke. For a nmoment he did not recognize him Alittle
man with a cap that drooped, a pair of spindly |legs, ears that were oversized.
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"Snoopy, " he said. "What are you doing here?"

"Hunting you," said Snoopy. "W've been hunting you for hours. Ever since Ghost told us he had
| ost track of you."

Chost cane fluttering down and beside himanother figure, its darkness in contrast to the
white of Chost.

"It was pure happenstance,” said Ghost, "that | ran into them"

"It was much nore than happenstance,” said Snoopy, "and you woul dn't understand. W have no
time to explain.”

CGhost floated lower until his white robe swept the ground. Nan, the banshee, settled down,
hunched hersel f along the ground toward the fire. She was repul sive. Her deep-set eyes glittered
at them from beneat h her shaggy brows. Thick black hair flowed down her back al nbst to her waist.
Her face was thin and hard.

"Faith," she said, "and you were hidden well. It took us long to find you."

"Madam " said Duncan, "we were in no wise hiding. W sinply reached here and canped the
ni ght."

"And a fine place you picked," said Snoopy, wal king up to them "You know you cannot stay
here. "

"W intend to," Conrad told him "W fought off a pack of werewolves. We can handl e what ever
el se cones. "

"W have been | ooking for you, goblin," said Andrew. "Why were you not at the church, where
you said you'd be?"

"I'"ve been out spreading word that you'll need sonme help. And the way you've been funbling
around, you will need all the help that we can give."

"You found little help,” Andrew said snappishly. "One beaten-up old banshee."”

"I'I'l have you know, you twerp," said Nan, the banshee, "that | can give you ace and spades
and beat you at hands-down."

"There'll be others later on," said Snoopy calnmy. "They'll be there when you need them nost.
And you know you can't stay here. No matter what you say, in your ignorance and arrogance, we have
to get you sonmewhere el se.”

"We know," said Duncan, "that this is a pagan shrine."

"More than that,"” Snoopy told him "Mich nore than that. A place that was sacred to Evi
before there were any pagans who m ght worship Evil. Here, in the days of the first begi nning,
gat hered beings that would shrivel up your tiny souls were you to catch even the smallest glinpse
of them You desecrate the ground. You befoul the place. They will not suffer that you stay here
The werewol ves were the first. There will be others, not so easily beaten off as werewol ves."

"But there is the chapel..."

"They suffered the chapel to be built. They watched it being built by arrogant and
m sunder st andi ng nen, by stupid churchnen who shoul d have known far better. They lurked in the
shades and watched it going up and they bided their tine and when that tine came ..."

"You can't frighten us," said Conrad.
"Perhaps we should be frightened," said Duncan. "Perhaps if we had good sense we would be."

"That is right," said Meg. "You should be."
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"But you canme along with us. You did not protest when we...'
"Where else is an old and crippled witch to go?"
"You could have flown off on your broomstick," said Conrad.

"I never had a broomstick. Nor did any other witch. That is only one of the nmany stupid
stories..."

"W can't nove until we get some rest," said Duncan. "Conrad and | could go on, but the wtch
is feeble and Andrew has wal ked the livelong day. He is worn out."

"I had the strength to kill a werewolf," the hermt pointed out.

"You nmean it, don't you?" Conrad said to Snoopy. "You're not just shoving us around."
"He means it," said Nan, the banshee.

"We could put Andrew up on Daniel,"” Conrad said. "Let Beauty carry Meg. She weighs no nore
than a feather. The packs we could carry. Beauty, even with a sore leg, could carry Meg."

"Then," said Snoopy, "let us be about it.

"I plead with you," said Ghost. "Please do. If you stay here you'll join ne in death by
nmor ni ng. And you mi ght not have the good fortune that | had to become a ghost."

13

After a time Duncan's eyes becane acclinmated to the darkness and he found that, after a
fashion, he could see. That is, he could distinguish trees sufficiently not to run head-on into
them But there was no way to know the character of the ground underfoot. Tine after tinme he
tripped over a fallen branch or fell when he stepped into a hole. Rather than walking, it was |ike
floundering. By keeping his eyes on Conrad's broad back and the whiteness of the pack that Conrad
carried, he did not wander off. Had it not been for Conrad and the pack, he was sure he woul d
have.

Snoopy | ed the way, with Ghost sailing along just above him serving as a sort of beacon they
could follow Daniel foll owed Snoopy and Ghost, and Beauty trail ed al ong behind her conrade,
Dani el . Conrad and Duncan brought up the rear. Nan flew about somewhere above them but she wasn't
too much hel p. The rags she wore were either black or drab and could not be seen, and she had the
di sconcerting habit of letting | oose upon occasion with dolorous wails.

Andrew had objected to riding Daniel, but when Conrad picked himup and heaved himinto the
saddl e, he did not try to get off. He rode slunped over, his head nodding. Half the time, thought
Duncan, the man's asleep. Meg lay lengthwise on the little burro, clinging like a | eech, her arns
around Beauty's neck. There was no saddl e for Beauty, and her rotund little barrel of a body was
not ridden easily.

Time stretched out. The noon slid slowy down the western sky. Cccasionally night birds cried
out, probably in answer to Nan's wailing. Duncan wi shed she would shut up, but there was, he knew,
no way to nmake her do it, and besides, he didn't have the breath to shout at her. The wal ki ng was
puni shment. It was all up and down hills. Duncan had the inpression that they were going in the
sanme direction fromwhich they had cone, but he couldn't be sure about it.

He was all m xed up. Thinking of it, it seenmed to himthat they had been nmixed up for sone
time now.

If it had not been for the enchantnent, they could have continued to the fen and down the
strand. By this tine, nore than likely, they would be getting close to the fair and open | and
Snoopy had told themof, free at last of these tortured hills.
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It was strange, he thought. The Harriers had nade three attenpts to stop themor turn them
asi de: the encounter in the garden near the church, the enchantnent of the day before, the attack
of the werewol ves. But each attack had been feebler than he woul d have expected. The hairl ess ones
had broken off the encounter in the garden wi thout making too great an effort. The enchantnent had
failed--or maybe it had succeeded. Maybe all it had been intended to do was to get themoff the
trail they had been foll owi ng. And back at the chapel, undoubtedly if all the werewol ves had made
a concerted attack, they could have wiped out the little band of humans. Before that coul d happen,
however, they had turned tail and run, called off by the voice that cried out of the darkness.

There was sonething wong, he told hinself. None of it made sense. The Harriers had swept
through this land, killing off the inhabitants, burning villages and farnsteads, making the area
into a desolated land. Surely a band as snall as theirs should not have been able to stand before
t hem

Except for the frog-nouth full of teeth that had stared out of the darkness at them there had
been no sign of the Harriers. He had no way of knowi ng, he admtted to hinmself, that frog-face had
been a Harrier, although, since it resenbled nothing el se he had ever heard of, he supposed it
was.

Did he and his band, he wondered, travel under sone powerful protection? Perhaps the hand of
God extended over them although even as he thought it, he knewit to be a foolish thought. It was
not often that God operated in such a nanner.

It nust be, he told hinself, only half believing it, the anulet he had taken fromWlfert's
tonb--a bauble, Conrad had called it. But it mght be nore than a bauble. It mght be a powerfu
i nstrument of magic. Andrew had called it an infernal machine. Thinking of it as a machine, he had
natural ly thought that there nust be sonme way to turn it on and nmake it operate. But if it were
magic, as it mght be, it would need no turning on. It would be operative whenever the occasion
demanded that it should be. He had dropped it into the pouch in which he carried the manuscri pt
and had scarcely thought of it since. But he could recognize the possibility that it was the nmagic
that had protected themfromthe full wath of the Harriers.

No Harriers, he had told hinmself. And yet, might not the hairless ones be Harriers, or at
| east one armof the Harriers? Harold, the Reaver, had nentioned them as anong those that had
attacked the manor. It was entirely possible, Duncan told hinself, that they were the fighting arm
of the Harriers--the shock troops designed to protect the true Harriers while they gathered to
participate in those nysterious rites of rejuvenation. If that, in fact, was what they were doing.
He could not even be sure of that, he told hinmself. It was one of the theories that Hs G ace had
ment i oned.

Christ, he thought, if | could only know one thing for certain. If | could be sure of only one
aspect of this tangled ness.

Wil fert--he was not even sure of him Regarded by the village where he'd cone to live as a
holy man, not correcting the error that the villagers had fallen into. Not correcting it because
it gave himsafety. A wizard who was hiding out. Wiy should a wi zard be hiding out? And, when one
came to think of it, how about Di ane? She had known that Wil fert was a wi zard, had cone seeking
word of him But when she gained the word, she had not followed up on it, but had gone flying off.
VWhere was she now? If he could only talk to her, she mght be able to explain sone of what had
been happeni ng.

The noon by now was well down toward the western horizon, but there was still no hint of
nmorning light. Were they ever going to stop? They' d been | aboring through these hills for hours,
and there was no indication that they were about to stop. How nuch distance did they need to put
bet ween t hensel ves and the Chapel of the Jesus of the Hills to be safe fromthe jeal ous evil that
protected it?

For sone tine now Nan had desisted fromher wailing. They had emerged fromthe forest to cone
on one of the occasional clear spots they had found on the sumit of some of the hills. The
backbone of the hill reared up in a mass of rocky outcrops.

Looki ng up, Duncan saw Nan, a black bat of a woman, flying through the sky, outlined by the
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fai nt ness of the noonlight.

What little wind there had been had di ed down, a signal of the com ng dawn. A heavy silence
rei gned over everything. The only sound was the occasional ringing of Daniel's or Beauty's iron-
shod hoofs as they cane in contact with a stone

Then, out of the noonlit sky, it came again, the sounds that Duncan had heard the night
before: the sound of hoofbeats in the sky, the distant shouts of nen, the distant baying of dogs.

Ahead of him Conrad came to a halt and he saw that the others had cone to a halt as well.
Snoopy stood on a small rocky ridge ahead of them and was staring into the sky. Meg sat bolt
upright on Beauty and al so stared skyward. Andrew remai ned slunped in the saddle, doubled over,
fast asl eep.

The shouting becane | ouder, the baying swelled and deepened, and the hoof beats were |ike faint
thunder rolling down the heavens.

A shadowy tracery of sonething canme over the treetops to the north, and as he watched, Duncan
saw that there was only one horseman riding in the sky, standing straight in the saddle,
brandi shing a hunting horn and shouting to spur on the dogs that ran ahead of hi m-vicious,
boundi ng hunting dogs that slavered on the trail of an unseen quarry. The great black horse
gal | oped through the enpty air with no ground beneath its poundi ng hoofs.

The horse and rider and the dogs swept toward the group standing on the hilltop and passed
over them There was no way to see the features of the man, the horse, or the dogs, for they al
were bl ack, like silhouetted shadows noving across the sky. The hoof beats pounded so hard that
they seened to raise echoes anong the hills, and the baying was a torrent of sound that engul fed
them as they stood there. The rider raised the horn to his mouth and bl ew a single blast that

seened to fill the sky, and then the rider and his pack were gone. They di sappeared over the
southern tree line, and the sound gradually dininished with the distance until nothing could be
heard, although it seemed to Duncan that he still heard the ringing of the hoofs long after the

sound of them had gone.

Nan cane tunbling out of the sky and | anded beside Duncan. She skipped a step or two to gain
her bal ance, stood in front of him and craned her head upward. She was jigging in excitenent.

"Do you know who that was?" she asked.
"No | don't. Do you?"

"That was the WId Huntsman," she screeched. "I saw himonce, years ago. In Gernmany. That was
when | was young and before |I settled down. The WIld Huntsman and his hounds. ™"

Meg had slipped off Beauty and was tottering toward them

"He al ways was in Gernany," she said. "He never was anywhere el se. That proves what |'ve been
telling you about all these things of evil gathering with the Harriers."

"Was he | ooking for us?" asked Conrad.

"I doubt it," said Meg. "He's not really hunting anyone or anything. He just rides the skies.
He whoops and hollers and bl ows that horn of his and his dogs nmake such a racket they scare you
half to death. But he doesn't mean anything by it. That's just the way he is."

"Who i s he?" Duncan asked.

"No one knows," said Nan. "H s nane has been forgotten. He's been riding the skies so | ong
there's no one who renmenbers.”

Snoopy cane scuttling down fromthe ridgetop
"Let's get noving," he said. "It's just a little farther. We'll be there by first light."

"Where are you taking us?" asked Duncan. "W have a right to know. "
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"I"'mtaking you to where you should have been all the tine. Back to the strand."

"But that, or just short of there, is where we ran into enchantnment. They'll be waiting there
for us."
"Not now," said Snoopy. "There's no one there right now You'll be safe. They woul d not think

that you woul d cone back."

Ghost jiggled in the fading moonlight, just above their heads.

"That is right,"” he said. "All the blessed day not a sign of anyone at all. |I'd say the way
was clear."
"We'| | have to rest," said Duncan, "before we try the strand. Al of us are practically dead

upon our feet fromloss of sleep.”
"Andrew s getting sleep," said Conrad.

"He's the only one of us," said Duncan. "He'll pay for it. When we get there he'll stand guard
while the rest of us get sone rest."

14

_The sliny nonster hurled itself out of the swanp, scaly, triangular, horned head, wth
fringed jaws and darting snakelike tongue, mounted on a barrel -sized snakeli ke body, towering
above him while he stood thigh-deep in water, the nuck of the marsh sucking at his feet,
anchoring himso he could not get away, but had to stand and face the nonster. He bawl ed at the
nmonster in anger and revul sion as it hung above him hissing, donminating him sure of him taking
its time, not in any hurry, hanging there |like a stroke of certain doomwhile he waited with his
t oot hpi ck of a sword--good steel, sharp and deadly and well fitted to his fist, but so snmall a
weapon that it seened unlikely it could inflict nore than a scratch upon this scaly nonstrosity
that eventually would pick its tine to strike. _

_The swanp was silent except for the hissing of the nonster and the slow drip of water from
its shining hide. It had a strange unearthliness, as if not entirely of the earth nor quite yet of
sonme ot her place--a nmonment and a space poi sed on sone freakish borderline between reality and
unreality. Tendrils of trailing fog roiled above the black and stagnant water--black nol asses
water, too thick to be actual water, but a devilish brew that reeked and stank of foul decay. The
trees that grew out of the water were |leprous, their gray and scaling trunks bearing the nmark of
an unknown and | oathsonme ailnent with which the entire world on the other side of the borderline
nm ght be afflicted. _

_Then the head cane crushing down with the body followi ng, arcing and coiling and striking him
as if sonme giant fist had descended on him brushing aside his sword-arm buckling his knees,
throwing its snooth and nuscul ar | oops about his body, enfolding himin its strength, driving the
breath out of his lungs, crushing his ribs, dislocating his shoulders, folding himin upon hinself
and a voice bawing, "Be careful of that dog. Tie himtight, but don't put a mark upon him He's
worth nore than all of you together. If he be so much as bruised, I'll hang the man who does it by
his thunbs."

There was sand in Duncan's nout h--sand, not water--and hands that held him not the great
snake body. He struggled, trying to lash out with arnms and | egs, but the hands held himso tightly
that he could acconplish nothing. There was a knee thrust into the small of his back and anot her
pressing on his shoulders. His face was pressed hard against the ground. Hi s eyes cane open and he
saw a dead and fallen leaf, with an insect crawming slowy on it, fighting its way across its
smoot h and slippery surface.

"Tie that big one tight," said the bawling voice. And then, "That horse. Watch out. He'll Kkick
the guts out of you."
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Sonewhere Tiny was growing fiercely, sonmewhere Daniel was fighting off, or trying to fight
off, his captors. And fromall around cane thunping sounds and the grunts of struggling nen

Duncan felt heavy cords cutting harshly into his wists, and then someone jerked himup and
flipped himover. He lay on his back and stared up at the sky. At the periphery of his vision he
saw the figures of uncouth men | oom ng over him From sonmewhere far off came an eerie keening.

He fought his body erect, pushing with hands | ashed behind his back to | ever hinmself upright,
till he was sitting flat upon his runp with his bound feet thrust out straight before him

A few feet away |lay Conrad, trussed up Iike a Christmas goose, but still struggling to break
free.

"Once | get ny hands on you,
“I''l'l rip your livers out."

Conrad roared at the nen who had just stepped away from him

"Friend Conrad," said one of the nen, "I extrenely doubt you shall have that chance."

There was sonet hing about the man that seened faniliar to Duncan, but his head was half turned
away and he could not be sure. Then the man shifted slightly and he saw that it was Harold, the
Reaver .

Duncan's mind struggled to grasp reality. But it was difficult to grasp reality, for the
transition had been too swift. He had been dream ng--yes, that nust be it, he had been dream ng--
of confronting a snakeli ke nonster that had |unged out of a swanp, the dream nore than likely
touched of f by the sinmilar nonster he had seen emerging fromthe inky pool in the enchantnent
swanmp. And then, suddenly, he had not been dreami ng any |onger, but was bei ng caught and tied by
this vicious, ragamuffin crew

He gl anced around him trying to take in the situation at a glance. Andrew was tied to a snall
tree, his hands roped against the tree, other ropes about his middle. There was no sign of Mg,
al t hough she nust be somewhere, and no sign of Daniel either, but the patient little Beauty stood
hitched to another tree, a heavy rope |ooped, halterlike, about her head and neck. Qut of the
corner of his eye he could see Tiny, his four feet tied together, his jaws held shut by |oops of
cord pulled tightly about them Tiny was struggling fiercely, throw ng hinself about, but there
seenmed little possibility the dog could fight his way to freedom Conrad still lay a few feet
away, |ooking nore than ever like a Christnas goose ready for the oven.

They were at the edge of a small grove of trees at the beginning of the strand--the place
where they had stopped in early norning |ight and fl opped, w thout thought of breakfast or of
fire, wanting only to catch a few hours of sleep while Andrew stood the guard.

Snoopy was nowhere in sight, nor was Nan, the banshee, nor was Ghost. Which, Duncan told
hinsel f, was no nore than m ght have been expected. As soon as his charges were safely at the
strand, Snoopy, perhaps acconpani ed by Nan, woul d have gone off to collect his band of Little
Peopl e. Ghost nore than likely was out on scout, alert to any danger. Ghost had said | ast night
that he had seen no one during the entire day, that here they would be safe. And if that had been
the case, Duncan wondered, where the hell had the Reaver and his nmen been hiding?

The Reaver was wal king toward him and he watched himas he cane, puzzled at the enotions the
man evoked in him-sone fear, perhaps, certainly sone hatred, but the fear and the hatred washed
away by the utter contenpt he felt for such a rogue. The Reaver was the scumof the earth, a
vi ci ous opportunist with no principles whatsoever; a nothing, |ess than nothing.

The Reaver stopped a few feet from himand stood, with his hands planted firmy on his hips,
| ooki ng down at him

"So, mlord, how do you like it now?" he asked. "The tables now are turned. Perhaps you'd care
to tell me what this is all about."

"I told you," said Duncan, "that night at the nmanor. W are bound for Oxenford."
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"But you did not tell nme why."
"I told you. We carry nessages."
"And that is all?"

Duncan shrugged. "That is all," he said.

The Reaver stooped forward, placed one great hand on the pouch at Duncan's belt, and with one
wench tore it free.

"Now we'l | see," be said.

Taking his time, he carefully undid the buckles and opened the pouch. Hs hand dipped into it
and brought out Wilfert's amulet. He dangled it on its chain, the brilliant jewels set in it
turned to fire in the fading sunlight.

"A pretty thing, forsooth," he said, "and perhaps valuable. Tell ne what it is."
"A bauble only," Duncan said. "A piece crafted for its beauty."
And deep inside hinmself he prayed, _Not the manuscript! Please, not the manuscript! _

The Reaver dropped the anulet into his pocket, reached in the pouch again and brought out the
manuscri pt.

"And this?"

"A few | eaves of parchment," said Duncan, as snoothly as he could, "brought along for reading.
A favorite of mine. I've had little tinme to read it."

"Bah!" said the Reaver in disgust. He crunpled the manuscript in his fist and tossed it to one
side. The wind caught it and scudded it along the sand for a few feet. Then it caught on a snal
shrub and | odged there, the wind still tugging at it.

The Reaver's hand went in the pouch again, bringing out a rosary, the cross of ivory, the
beads of anber. He examined his find carefully.

"Vener abl e?" he asked. "Perhaps sanctified by some holy man?"

"By His Grace, the archbishop of Standi sh Abbey,"” Duncan said. "Wich makes it only noderately
sanctified."

"Still a splendid piece of work," the Reaver said affably, dropping it into his pocket. "I
m ght get a copper for it."

"It's worth nuch nore than that," said Duncan. "You'd be a fool to sell it for a copper."

Next the Reaver canme up with a clinking doeskin bag. "Now this," he said, a grin exposing his
snhaggl e-teeth, "is nore like it." He opened the bag and poured sone of the coins into an open
palm poking at themw th a finger of the hand that held the bag.

"A goodly sum" he said, "and welcone to a nan in as straitened circunstances as | find nyself
to be."

He poured the coins back into the bag and dropped it, as well, into the pocket of his jacket.
Openi ng the pouch wi de, he peered into it, reaching in a hand to explore the remaining itens.
"Junk," he said contenptuously and tossed the pouch aside.

"And now the sword,"” he said. "A blade carried by a gentleman. Miuch better, | suppose, than
the poor iron that we carry."

He stepped to one side and drew the bl ade from Duncan's scabbard. Squatting down in front of
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Duncan, he exanmined it with a practiced eye.

"Good steel," he said, "and serviceable. But where is the gold, where are the jewels? | would
have expected a scion of the nobility to carry a better piece than this."

"CGold and jewels are for cerenony,” Duncan told him "This is a fighting weapon."”
The Reaver nodded. "Wat you say is true. Sharp and with a needle point. Very good, indeed."

He flicked the sword point upward, thrust it forward an inch or two to prick agai nst Duncan's
t hroat .

"Let us now suppose,” he said, "you tell nme what is really going on. Wiere is the treasure
that you seek? What kind of treasure is it?"

Duncan said nothing. He sat quietly--quietly while every instinct screanmed for himto pul
away. But if he flinched fromthe pointed steel, he told hinself, there would be no purpose
served. Flinch away and one flick of the Reaver's wist would have the point against his throat
agai n.

"I"l'l have your throat out," the Reaver threatened.

"I'f you do," said Duncan, "you'll foreclose ever finding out."

"How true," the Reaver said. "How very true, indeed. Perhaps skinning you alive would be a
better way. Tell me, have you ever watched while a man was skinned alive?"

"No, | never have."

"It is not a pretty sight,” the Reaver said. "It is done nopst slowy, a little at a tine.
There are various methods of procedure. Beginning at the toes or sonetimes at the fingers. But
that is tedious work for the skinner, who nust be very careful since the technique is quite
delicate. | think I mght prefer, if | were the skinner, to begin at the belly or the crotch
Al t hough quite conplicated, | think I would prefer beginning at the crotch. That is a very tender
region and it usually brings fast results. If we were to do it on you, where would you prefer we
start? We'll accord you the courtesy of naking your own choice."

Duncan sai d nothing. He could feel the sweat popping out along his forehead and he hoped it
didn't show For this, he sensed, was not idle talk. It was not meant to frighten himinto
tal king. This butcher nmeant to do it.

The Reaver appeared to be in deep thought, mulling over the situation

"Maybe it might be better,"” he said, "if we did it first on sonmeone else and let you watch a
whil e before we started in on you. Perhaps that great oaf over yonder. He'd be a good one to do it
on. He has such a splendid hide. So nmuch of it and in such good condition. Once a man had it off
him he could make a jacket of it. Or that piddling hernmt, tied against the tree. He would scream
| ouder than the oaf. He would squirmin agony. He would scream and ask for nmercy. He woul d cal
nmost piteously on the Lord. He'd put on quite a show Al though |I am undeci ded. The hernmit's skin
is so winkled that it would seem scarcely worth the effort.”

Duncan still said not hing.

The Reaver made a deprecating gesture. "Ch, well,"” he said, "it's too late in the day to talk
about it now. To do a first-rate skinning job good |light is needed, and the sun's about to set.
First thing in the norning, that is when we'll start. So we'll have the full day for it."

He lunbered to his feet, tucked Duncan's sword beneath his arm patted his bul ging jacket
pocket, and nade as if to turn away. Then he turned back and | ooked at Duncan, grinning at him

"That'll give you the night to think it over," he said. "W can tal k again, come norning."

He shouted to his nen. "Einer and Robin," he bellowed, "you stand first watch over this
preci ous haul of ours. Don't take your eyes off them And |I want no marks upon them | want no
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injury to their hides. | want the pelts perfect when we strip themfromthem And should you fail--
shoul d you let them by sone nischance, get away, or should you, in your funbling way, abuse them
in any way at all, | shall have your balls."

"Reaver," said Duncan, "you are nisinforned. There is no treasure. Qur journey is not a
treasure quest."

"Ah, well," said the Reaver, "later we can judge as to that. Although | fear, if you finally
shoul d convince ne that | amnistaken, it may be difficult to stick your hide back on you."

He wal ked a few steps out beyond the edge of the grove to reach the beginning of the strand
and again raised his voice in a bell ow

"Cedric, for the love of Christ, why so far away? | said set up the canp nearby."

From a short distance away O d Cedric's piping voice answered him "Here there was a snal
patch of grazing for the horses--we'll want to keep an eye on them-and a good supply of down wood
ready for the fire."

The Reaver grunbl ed underneath his breath, then said, "Wll, | guess it really makes no
di fference. These ones are securely bound. The Devil hinmself could not work themfree. They'll be
cl osely watched and we are just a step away."

Ei ner, the one who had been nade to change his seat to nake room for Duncan and Conrad that
ni ght at the nmanor house, said, "W could drag theminto canp. It would be a pleasure.”

The Reaver considered for a noment and then said, "No, | don't think so. There'll be two nen
at all tinmes watching over them Wy should we waste our strength? Besides, here they'Il have
quiet to get their thoughts together and know their proper course, come norning."

As he went down the strand, others trailed after him Einer and Robin, two lusty |outs, stayed
behi nd.

Ei ner said to Duncan, "You heard what he said. W want no shenanigans. | amunder orders to
make no marks on you, but at the least tonfoolery I'Il feed you sand until you choke."

Conrad asked, "You all right, mlord?"
"No tal king," Robin, the guard, told them "You are to keep your nouths shut."
"I"'mall right," said Duncan. "So is Andrew. | don't see Meg."

"She's over toward the left, not far fromDaniel. They have himtied up between two trees."

"I said no tal king," Robin screaned, taking a quick step forward, brandishing a rusty
cl aynore.

"Easy," Einer cautioned him "The Reaver said no marks.
Robin pull ed back, let the claynore fall to his side.
"Mlord," said Conrad, "it seens we face great peril."
"l am sure we do," said Duncan

The manuscript was still where it had blown, tangled in the tiny shrub, held there by the
pressure of the w nd.

15

There was sonething stirring in the clunmp of willows at the outer edge of the grove. Duncan
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sat bolt upright, staring at the spot where he had seen the stirring, or thought that he had seen
it. Watching intently, he could not be sure. A fox, he thought, although it seened unlikely that a
fox would creep in so close. O perhaps sone other aninal, sonme small roamer of the night, out to
find a meal.

The clunmp of tangled willows screened the Reaver's canp. Through the interlacing branches
Duncan could see the flare of fire. Earlier the night had been loud with the shouting, the
| aughter and the singing of the nen about the fire, but as the night wore on, the noise had
qui et ed down.

The noon had risen earlier and now stood hal fway up the eastern sky. The keening he had heard
before still cane intermttently and he now was certain that the sound cane from sonewhere in the
fen.

Hs wists were sore fromstraining against the ropes in the hope that he could | oosen them
m ght even slip themoff. But he no | onger strained against them for there was no give to them
and he was convinced that there was no way of working free of them

There had to be a way to escape, he told hinmself, there sinply had to be. For hours he had
racked his brains to find the way. A sharp stone, perhaps, against which he could scrape his
bonds, abrading them finally cutting through them or damagi ng them so nuch they could then be
broken. But there seened to be no stones, only sand nixed with a little |loamand clay. By
intricate contortions he probably could slide his bound hands beneath his runp, double up his
knees and thus be able to reverse the position of his hands, pulling themunder and over his |egs,
getting themin front of him where he could get at the rope that bound themwith his teeth. But
that, he knew, would be inpossible with the two guards watching. As a matter of fact, he was not
sure at all that it could be done. O it was possible that if he could cram to Conrad, either he
could chew through Conrad's bonds or Conrad chew through his--nore than |ikely Conrad chew t hrough
his, for Conrad had bigger teeth and a stronger jaw. But that, too, would be inpossible with Einer
and Robi n wat chi ng.

He built up fantasies of rescue--of Snoopy coning back and being able to sneak up and cut the
bonds of one of them who could then engage the guards while Snoopy went on with the freeing of
the others; of Ghost coming in and then streaking off for help, for any kind of help; of D ane
pl umreti ng down astride her griffin, armed with her battle axe; even of the WIld Huntsman and his
pack of baying dogs, forsaking his eternal chase across the sky and rushing in to hel p. But none
of this, he knew, was about to happen

The chances were that there'd be no escape or rescue, and when norning cane... But he refused
to think of that, he shut his mind toit. It was the sort of prospect a man could not plan
agai nst. Thinking of it in those small chinks of tinme when he could not block his thinking of it,
he adnmitted that it was unlikely he could stand up, in any decent sort of way, against the
torture. And the worst of it, he thought, was that he had nothing he could tell the Reaver that
woul d forestall the torture.

For there was no treasure, there had been no thought of treasure. He wondered how the Reaver
had picked up the idea they nmight be after treasure. Al though, cone to think of it, that would be
al rost automatic for a man of the Reaver's stripe. Ascribing his own notives and expectations to
other men, it would not be unusual for the Reaver to sniff out the scent of treasure or the drive
toward a treasure in anyone he net.

Tiny had quit his struggling sone tine before, although he had kept it up for a I ong while,
and now lay quietly on his side. For a long tine Conrad had not stirred; knowi ng Conrad, Duncan
t hought, he ni ght have gone to sl eep. Andrew hung against his tree, |linp, the ropes supporting
him Fromthe Reaver's canp cane nuted sounds of revelry, although nore subdued than they had been
in the evening.

The manuscript still was entangled in the | ow growi ng shrub, the wind still fluttering the
edges of its pages. Duncan ached to nmake sone effort to conceal or hide it, but feared that any
effort he mght make to do so would call attention to it

The guards had not been relieved and were getting restless. Quietly they had talked it over
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bet ween thensel ves, wondering aloud if the Reaver might have forgotten to send out their
repl acenents.

Wth some surprise, Duncan realized that he was hungry and thirsty. Thirst he could
under stand, but the hunger puzzled him Surely a nman in his position, facing what he faced, should
not think of hunger

How many days, he wondered, since he and Conrad had | eft Standi sh House? It seened hal f of
forever, but when he counted back it was only five or six, although he could not be sure. Sonehow,
when he thought of them the days got tangled up. So little time, he thought, to get into so rmuch
trouble; so nuch time to have gone so short a distance on their journey.

Robin said to Einer, loudly enough for Duncan to catch the words, "They shoul d have sent
sonmeone | ong ago to take our place. Probably, by this time, the lot of themare besotted on the
wi ne that was given for all of us. And us not with a taste of it."

"I would not mind a cup of it," said Einer. "It is seldomthat we have wine. | had been
| ooking forward to it. For nmonths we have drunk nothing but ale until it lies sour upon the
st omach. "

"I have a nind," said Robin, "to go and get a gourd of it for us. In a nonent |'d be back."
"The Reaver would take the ears off you if you left your post."

"The Reaver, whatever else you may say of him" protested Robin, "is a reasonable nan and not
one to exact undue suffering fromhis men. If | went and spoke to himof it, he mght send out
sonmeone to take our place. He's sinply forgotten how I ong he's had us out here.™

"But the prisoners!"”

"Not a one of themhas stirred in the Iast hour. There's naught to fear fromthem"

"I still don't like the sound of it," said Einer
"I'mgoing to get that wine," said Robin. "It's not fair to keep us out here while they lie
guzzling. 1'll be back in the shake of a wee lanb's tail. They all may be so sodden they'll| take

no notice of me."

"If there's any wine left."

"There should be. There were three casks of it."
"Well, if you're determined, then. But hurry. | still think it is a foolish thing to do."
"I'"l'l be right back," said Robin.

He wheel ed about and di sappeared, noving hurriedly, blotted from Duncan's sight by the clunp
of willows.

W ne, thought Duncan. Who coul d they have encountered who woul d give them w ne?

A faint rustling cane fromthe willows. The fox, or whatever it mght be, was still there, or
had conme back agai n.

Ei ner, who nust have heard the rustling, started to turn, but the figure that rose out of the
willows nmoved too fast for him An armwent around his throat and netal flashed briefly before it
di sappeared with a thud, sinking into Elner's chest. The guard straightened nonmentarily, gurgling,
then slunmped and fell, to Iie huddled on the sand. One foot jerked spasnodically, kicking at the
earth.

The man who had risen fromthe willows ran toward Duncan and knelt beside him In the |ight of
the nmoon, Duncan caught a glinpse of his face.

"Cedric!" he whispered.
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"As | told you once before," Cedric whispered back, "a small stroke here and there."

The knife in his hand sliced through the bonds that held Duncan's hands, then he turned to the
feet and slashed the rope that held the ankles. He thrust the knife toward Duncan

"Here," he said, "take this. You'll have need of it."
The ol d bee master rose and started for the wll ows.
"Wait, man!" whispered Duncan. "Stay and go with us. If the Reaver finds you out..."

"Nay. My bees. The bees still have need of ne. They would be |l ost wthout nme. And no one will
notice. They all lie as if dead, badly in their cups."”

Duncan surged to his feet. His | egs seened dead beneath him nunmb from bei ng bound so | ong.
A d Cedric was already gone, vanishing in the willows.

Duncan ran to Conrad, pushed at himso he could reach his arns.
"What goes on, m|ord?"

"Quiet," Duncan whispered.

He cut the cords that bound Conrad's arns and handed himthe knife.

"Free your legs," he said, "then cut |oose the others. The second guard is com ng back. |"']I
take care of him"

Conrad grabbed the knife. "Thank dear God," he said.

As he ran toward the willows, Duncan could hear the shuffling tread of Robin returning,
floundering through the sand. Duncan stooped to scoop up the claynore that Einer had dropped. It
was an awkward, heavy weapon that did not fit his fist. Hs nunbed fingers had some difficulty
grasping it, but finally he managed to get a good grip on it.

Robi n began tal king to Einer even before he rounded the willows. "I took an unbroached cask of
it," he crowed triunphantly. "No one noticed. Or | don't think they did. Al of themare
sl obbered. "

He grunted, shifting the cask fromone shoulder to the other. "W have enough to |last out the
night," he said. "Mdre than enough to last the night. There'll be sone |eft over we can wash our
feet inif we feel the urge."”

He came around the corner of the clunp of willows, and Duncan stepped swiftly forward. The
stroke had no finesse, no fanciness, no swordsmanship. He sinply crashed the edge of the claynore
down on the top of Robin's head. The skull split with the sound of a ripe nmelon popping; the rusty
iron stopped only when it reached the breast bone. The violence of the iron striking the heavy
bone set up a vibration that nade Duncan's forearmtingle. Robin made no sound. He fell like a
tree before an axe. The cask hit the ground and bounced, rolling for a ways, its contents sl opping
init.

Duncan bent over the body, reached for the hilt of Robin's blade and jerked it free. Then he
ran for the manuscript, and with the two weapons tucked beneath his arnmpit, held by the pressure
of his arm he picked up the manuscript, folded it once, unneatly, and thrust it inside his shirt,
where it lay against his skin.

Andrew was free, staggering about on unsteady |egs, and so al so was Meg. Conrad was bendi ng
over Tiny, carefully cutting the cords that held the big dog's jaws together. Duncan ran for
Dani el , roped between two trees. As he approached, the horse shied away. Duncan spoke to him
softly. "It's all right, Daniel. Take it easy, boy." He slashed at the ropes and as they cane
free, the horse lunged forward, then stood trenmbling. Beauty, already freed, trotted up, dragging
the rope that had been her halter
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Conrad was noving toward Duncan, and Duncan held out one of the claynobres toward him Conrad
rai sed his hand to show he had his club. "They left it Iying there beside ne." Duncan tossed one
of the claynores to one side.

"What the hell's the matter with Andrew?" he asked. The hermt was stunbling about, |ooking at
t he ground.

Duncan hurried to him grasped himby the arm "Cone on," he said. "W nust get out of here."

"My staff,"” gasped Andrew. "I rust find my staff.”

He made a sudden lurch forward. "Ah, there it is," he said.
He grabbed it up and thunped it on the ground.

"Where to, nmilord?" asked Conrad.

"Back into the hills. We'Il have a better chance there."

Conrad sprinted forward, snatched up Meg, threw her on Daniel's back. "Hang on tight," he
said. "Stay |ow so a branch doesn't scrape you off. You'll have to cling with all your might, for
you haven't got a saddle. | don't even know where the goddanm saddle is."

16

They halted in the clearing on the top of the rocky ridge where they had stopped the night
before to watch the WId Huntsman careen across the sky. The moon was low in the west and a few
birds were beginning to stir and twitter in the woods bel ow them Meg slid off Daniel, gratefu
for the halt, and Andrew sat down on a small boul der

"They're all beat out, the both of them" Duncan told Conrad. "Maybe we should hole in here
and wait to see what happens.™

Conrad | ooked around. "Good place," he said. "W could get our backs agai nst those rocks and
hold them of f, should they cone upon us. Better than being caught out in the woods."

He held out his wists for Duncan to see. They still carried ugly red welts fromthe bonds and
the skin was abraded and bl eeding. "I notice yours are the sane," he said.

"They tied us tight," said Duncan. "If it hadn't been for Cedric..."
"He shoul d have cone along with us. If the Reaver finds himout..."

"Maybe he won't find himout. Al of themwere dead drunk. Sonmeone had given themthree casks
of wine. And of course, they'd have to try to drink it up. W in the world would have given them
Wi ne?"

"Maybe they found it. In one of the burned honesteads."

"No. Einer, or was it Robin, said soneone had given it to them™

"You asked O d Cedric to come along with us?"

"That's right. He said he couldn't. That his bees had need of him"

"Chost didn't show up last night."

"Maybe he did and saw what had happened and went tearing off to try to | ocate Snoopy."

"Had he cone down, he would have scared the Jesus out of those two guards. They'd have Iit

out .
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Duncan shook his head. "What good would it have done? Even so, Ghost could have done nothing
to cut us |oose."

"Yes," said Conrad, "maybe that is it. Maybe he did show up and then left again. But what do
we do now, m | ord?"

"We'll talk it over, think about it," Duncan said. "I don't know quite yet what we should do
Maybe find a place to hole up until the situation clears a bit."

"I'f it clears."

"W have to do sonething. W have no food, no blankets. Nothing. And the Reaver took the
wi zard's anulet."”

"Smal | |oss,"” said Conrad. "Just a pretty bauble.”

"It may be nore than that," said Duncan. "It may be a powerful talisnman. It nmay have provi ded
us protection. W were able to escape the enchantnent, we defeated the hairless ones wth ease,
the werewol ves turned tail and ran. It may have been the amul et that brought all these things
about . "

"It gave us no protection fromthe Reaver."

"That is right," said Duncan. "It did not help us against the Reaver. But | amsure it hel ped
us with the others."

Andrew rose from his boul der and canme over to where they were standing.

"I know," he said, "what you nust think of ne. There was no tine for it to be done before, but
now t hat we have a breathing space perhaps you may want to castigate nme for the dereliction of ny
duty. I was the one who should have kept the watch. You left nme on guard agai nst any seem ng
danger. But | dozed. | caught a catnap, | amsure of that. That nust have been the manner in which
they came upon us, with nme nodding while | should have been a-watch."

"So that is how it cane about,"” runbled Conrad. "I had wondered briefly on it, but had no tine
to think any further. So you were fast asleep. Wiy should you have needed sl eep? You slept all the
ni ght before, slunped in Daniel's saddle."

"That is true, of course,” said Andrew. "But it was not restful sleep. It was not the kind of
sl eep you judged it to be. Dozing was nore like it. Not sound and solid sleep. Al though | do not
of fer that as an extenuation of ny failing. It all comes of a certain weakness in me, a weakness
of the body. My nind may tell the body to perform but the body fails. I amof not such stuff as
martyrs may be made."

"And you al so," said Conrad, "have a nouth that keeps running on."

"Think no further on it," Duncan said. "To each of us our weaknesses. In the end, it turned
out all right."

"I shall endeavor," Andrew said, "to reconpense for nmy failure in this instance. | shall try
the harder to do ny bounden duty as a soldier of the Lord. Henceforth, | swear to you, you may
depend upon nme in all surety.™

"I'f it would make you feel any better," Conrad said, "I would be delighted to kick you in the
runp. That mi ght ease your conscience, which seens to be so sorely snmarting."

"I'f you truly would, sir," said Andrew eagerly, "naking certain that it is a lusty kick, with
no power in it held back in consideration of me as a conpanion of the road."

He turned around and bent over, hiking up his robe to present his bare and scrawny bottom

"Stop this buffoonery,” snapped Duncan. "It is ill behavior in a soldier of the Lord to
present his bony ass to his boon conpani ons. Let down your robe and straighten, like a nman. Sir
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Hermit, henceforth | shall expect nore propriety of you."
Andrew | et down his robe and strai ghtened up

Conrad said to Duncan, "It nmight have been better, mlord, if you had allowed nme. There rnust
be sonething done to stiffen up his spine and make a better soldier of him And anyhow, a swft
kick in the stern never yet has failed to help a nal efactor.™

Duncan held up his hand for silence. "Listen," he said. "Quiet, all of you, and listen."

Faintly, fromfar away, cane the sound of shouting and of screanms. At tinmes the sounds gai ned
sonewhat in volunme and at other times shrank to no nmore than a whisper in the w nd.

"Fromthe strand,"” said Conrad. "It is fromthe direction of the strand."

They listened further. The distant and nmuffled yelling and scream ng kept on. For a tinme it
seenmed to stop and then it took up again and finally it did stop and there was nothing to be
hear d.

"The Reaver's nen," said Conrad. "They met up with soneone.”
"Perhaps the hairless ones," said Andrew.

They stood for long nonments listening, but nothing further happened. The first |ight of the
sun was flushing the east and the birds were chirping in the woods bel ow t hem

"We should know," said Conrad. "If the fight, if that is what it was, has swept themfromthe
strand, then we could use it safely and nake our way through these cursed hills without all the
| abor that it would be to clinb them"

"Let me go," said Andrew. "I shall be very careful. | shall not let themsee ne. Let ne,
pl ease, to disclose to you ny newfound resolution to be a trustworthy menber of this conpany.”

"No," said Duncan. "No, we stay here. We do not nove fromhere. W have no way of know ng what
m ght have happened. And should they come against us, here at |east we have a chance to nmake a
stand agai nst them™

Meg chirped at Duncan's el bow. "Then, dear sir, please let nme be the one," she said.
"Certainly, if they should cone agai nst us you could spare ny feeble strength. But | can go and
bring back to you a report of what happened with all the shouting and the yelling."

"You?" asked Conrad. "You can barely craw about. Al this time with us, you' ve ridden to
preserve your little strength.”

"I can nanage it," protested Meg. "I can go through the underbrush like a scuttling spider. |
can use what little magic | still may have left in ne. | can get there and back, bringing word."

Conrad | ooked at Duncan questioningly.
"Maybe, " said Duncan. "Maybe she could do it. Is it, Meg, sonething that you want to do?"
"Littl e enough | have done," said Meg. "So far |'ve been no nore than a burden to you."

"We do need to know," said Duncan. "W could sit on this hilltop for days, not knowing. It is
i mportant that we know. But we can't split up our small force to send another one of us to scout
the situation."

"If only Ghost were here," said Conrad.
"Ghost isn't here," said Duncan.
"Then | may go," said Meg.

Duncan nodded and she swiftly scuttled down the hill. For a tine they stood and watched her as
she darted through the trees, but finally she was | ost fromview
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Duncan wal ked back to a group of stone slabs that at one tinme had broken off and fallen from
the rocky ridge. Choosing one of the slabs, he sat down upon it. Conrad seated hinself on one side
of himand Andrew on the other. Silently, the three of themsat in a row. Tiny cane anbling around
the mass of broken slabs and | ay down ponderously in front of Conrad. Down the slope Daniel and
Beauty cropped at a patch of scanty grass.

So here they were, thought Duncan, sitting side by side on a slab of riven stone in a
godf orsaken wi | derness, three adventurers and about as sorry a lot as ever could be found.

H s belly ached with hunger, but he did not nention it to the others, for w thout a doubt,
they were hungry, too, and there was no sense talking of it. Before the day was over, certainly by
tonorrow, they would have to find sone food. Tiny might be able to pull down a deer if one was to
be found, but thinking back on it, Duncan renenbered that they had seen no deer nor any other gane
except occasional rabbits. Tiny could catch rabbits and did, for his own eating, but probably
woul d not be able to catch enough of themto provide food for everyone. Probably there were roots
and berries and ot her provender in the woods that could ease their hunger, but he would not know
where to | ook or what to choose, and be doubted that any of the others did. Perhaps Meg could be
of help. As a witch, she might have know edge of the food provided by the woods, for she would
have been concerned with finding certain materials that went into her potions.

He thought of what they'd do next and of the way ahead, and found that he was shudderi ng away
fromit. They had made little progress so far, and in making the little that they had, they had
run into a lot of trouble. Now they would be traveling without Wil fert's anul et and without it,
the trouble nmight get worse. The anulet, he was convinced, had hel ped themwi th the hairl ess ones,
t he enchantment and the werewol ves, and yet, cone to think of it, he knew that he was wong. The
anul et could not have been of help with the hairless ones, for it was not until after their
encounter with themthat he had acquired it. Al though that, he thought, m ght have been sinply
happenstance. Certainly the anmul et nust have been sone protection agai nst the enchantnent and the
wer ewol ves. Perhaps the victory over the hairless ones could be explai ned by sonething el se--
per haps by Diane and her griffin. The hairless ones, until the |last noment, probably had not
expected to face Diane and the griffin along with the rest of them Yes, he said to hinself,
thinking foggily, that nust be the explanation.

And yet, with the amulet or without it, he knew he would go on, by whatever neans, under no
matter what Kkind of circunstances. He had no choice; he had fought out the issue that night when
he'd lain in the hermit's cave. The long history of his heritage made no other decision possible
And when he went on, the others would go with hi m-Conrad, because the two of themwere close to
bei ng brothers, Andrew because of the nmad obsession with being a soldier of the Lord. And Meg?
There was no reason for Meg to continue with them no advantage for her to gain, but he was sure
she woul d.

The sun had clinbed far up the sky and there was a drowsiness in the air--a soft, warm
drowsi ness. Duncan found hinsel f nodding, half asleep. He pulled hinmself erect, drew in great
breaths of air to force hinself back to wakefulness, and in a few m nutes' time was noddi ng once
again. H's body ached and his wists were sore fromthe chafing of the bonds. Hi s gut was an enpty
howl of hunger. He craved sleep. If he could only go to sleep, he thought, nmaybe when he woke the
soreness and the ache, perhaps even the sharpness of the hunger, would be gone. But he coul d not
go to sleep, he nmust not sleep. Not now. Not yet. Later there would conme a tine for sleep

Besi de him Conrad cane to his feet, staring down the slope. He took a half-step forward, as if
unsure of hinself, then he said, "There she is."

Duncan forced hinmsel f upright and stared down the slope with Conrad. Andrew did not stir. He
was doubl ed over, hands grasping his staff, his head alnmost to his knees, fast asleep

At the edge of the forest below them Duncan saw a faint novenent. Then, as he watched, he saw
that it was Meg. She was toiling up the hill, bent over, alnpbst crawling. She fell and struggled
to her feet and cane on again, noving slowy and tortuously.

Conrad was running down the hill. When he reached her he lifted her, cradling her in his arns,
| eaping up the hill with her. Carefully he laid her down in front of Duncan. Wen she struggled to
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sit erect, he helped her, lifting her into a sitting position
She | ooked up at themw th beady eyes. Her jaws worked and a harsh sound cane out of them
"Dead," she said.
"Dead?" asked Duncan. "The Reaver's men?"
"All of them" she whispered in harsh tones. "Laid out on the strand."
"Al'l of then"

"Al'l of them Dead and bl oody."

17

The wind off the fen fluttered the rags that clothed some of the hunped figures lying on the
sand--not all of them for it was apparent that some of the dead were hairl ess ones, and they had
no rags to flutter. Huge bl ack birds perched upon the corpses or hopped angrily about anong them
and there were other birds as well, although they were not noticeable at first, little birds of
the forest and the strand that hopped or ran about, pecking with their vicious little beaks at
norsels scattered on the ground or at the pools of black, coagul ated blood that |ay puddled on the
sand. The bodies lay within a small area, as if the Reaver's band had cone together to present a
solid front to the massed attack, which nust have come on them fromthree sides, giving them no
way to escape except into the fen, which would have been death itself. Luggage and saddl ebags,
pots and pans, bl ankets, pieces of clothing, drinking mugs, and weapons | ay scattered all about.
The canpfire still snoldered feebly, sending up thin threads of tenuous, finespun snoke. Far up
the strand a half dozen horses stood with shot hips and hangi ng heads. There was no sign of the
rest of the horses; by now they could be wi dely scattered.

Against a tunbled pile of firewood lay carel essly stacked saddl es, saddl e bl ankets and ot her
har nesses.

Duncan st opped when he canme around the clunp of willows, and the others stopped with him
staring at the scene of carnage. Looking at the grotesque scattering of bodies, Duncan felt the
bitter taste of bile rising in his throat and hoped he would not vonmit, for that would be a
di sgraceful thing to do. Although he had read in the history scrolls at Standish House the lurid,
spine-chilling accounts of battles and the sonmber, black descriptions of their aftermath, this was
the first time he had seen at firsthand the butchery of conbat.

It was strange, he thought, that it should affect himso. He had felt nothing like this in the
garden skirmish with the hairless ones or in beating off the werewl ves. Only a few hours ago he
had cl eaved the skull of the unsuspecting Robin, and it had been no nore than a detail, a
necessary job that nust be done in the struggle for survival. But this was different. There was
not hi ng personal about this. He was not involved. This was death on a fairly nassive scale, the
evi dence of death and the violence that had brought it on this short stretch of ground between the
flatness of the fen and the sharply rising ground.

Here lay the nmen, he told hinself, who had threatened violence and torture to hinself and the
others with him and, staring at the small patch of crunpled bodies, he tried to tell hinself that
he was glad this had happened to them that it freed himof his fear, that it mght even be, in
some way, a product of his hatred of them but he found, surprisingly, that he could not hate the
dead.

It was not that he had never known human death before. He had first met it when he was ten or
so, when O d Wells had cone to his chanber, where he was hiding, and taken himto that great room
where his grandfather lay dying. The rest of the famly had been there, but he had seen no face
clearly except for the hawklike face of the old man who |ay upon the bed. Thick, tall lighted
tapers stood at the four corners of the bed, as if the old man who lay there m ght have already
died, the flickering Iight of the tapers doing little to beat back the gl oomof death. H s Gace
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had stood beside the bed, draped in his brilliant yet sonber robes of office, nuttering Latin
prayers for the solace and the benediction of the dying man. But it had been his grandfather he
had wat ched, the only one he had really seen, a frail old body surnounted by the fierceness of the
hawkl i ke face.

And yet despite the desperate fierceness of the face, a shell-like nman, a man nade out of wax,
a waxen replica of a man already gone.

Conrad touched his arm "Mlord," he said.

"Yes," said Duncan. "I amsorry. | was thinking."

They wal ked forward sl owly, tranping ponderously, and at their approach the | arge bl ack
scavengers, squawking in outrage at this disturbance of their feast, spread their ragged w ngs and
punped themmightily to lift their heavy bodies. The smaller birds waited for a tine in an attenpt
to brazen out the intrusion, and then they, too, flew away in a blizzard of whirring w ngs.

White and enpty faces, some of themwith the eyes already plucked out of them by the ravenous
birds, stared unconprehendingly at them here and there fromthe heap of tangl ed bodies.

"The thing that we now nust do," said Conrad, "is find what they have taken from us--your
sword, the anulet on which you place so nuch trust, Daniel's saddles, our blankets, sonme food for
us to eat. And then we can | eave this place behind us, thankful that it all is done."

Duncan stopped and Conrad went anbling on, circumavigating the area of the dead. Meg scuttled
about, hunped over, resenbling in certain ways the scavengers that had flown away, snatching up
items that she found lying on the ground. Andrew stood a little way in the rear, |eaning pensively
on his staff, his peaked face peering out frombeneath the cowl. Tiny trotted at Conrad's heels,
snarling softly at the tangled dead.

"Mlord," said Conrad. "Please cone, nmlord."

Duncan hastened around the heap of dead to reach Conrad's side. He | ooked down at the body
i ndi cated by Conrad's pointing finger. The eyes in the body's head came open and | ooked up at him

"The Reaver," said Conrad. "The son-of-a-bitch still lives. Shall | finish hinf"

"There's no need to finish him" said Duncan. "He's not |eaving here. His last hour is upon

him"
The Reaver's nmouth worked and words cane dribbling out.
"Standi sh," he said. "So we neet again."

"Under sonewhat different circunstances than the last tinme. You were about to skin ne."

"They betrayed ne, Standish." The words ran out and the Reaver closed his eyes. Then the words
took up again, but the eyes stayed closed. "They said for me to kill you, but I did not kill you."

"And I'mto feel great charity because of that?"

"They used nme, Standish. They used ne to kill you. They had no stomach for the job
t hensel ves. "

"Who are the 'they' that you tal k about?"

The eyes canme open again, staring up at Duncan. "You'll tell me sonething true?" the Reaver
asked. "You'll swear it on the Cross?"
"For a dead man, yes. I'Il swear it on the Cross.”

"I's there any treasure? Was there ever any treasure?"

"There is no treasure,”" Duncan said. "There never was a treasure."
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The Reaver closed his eyes again. "That's all | needed. | sinply had to know. Now you can | et
that great |out who stands beside you..."

Conrad lifted up his club

Duncan shook his head at him

"There's no need," he said. "There is nothing to be gained."
"Except the satisfaction."

"There'd be," said Duncan, "no satisfactioninit."

Andrew had noved up to stand beside them "Some |ast words should be said,” he told Duncan
softly. "Last rites for the dying. I am not equi pped nor enpowered to do it. But surely sone snall
words. .."

The Reaver opened his eyes again, but they did not stay open. The lids sinply fluttered, then
went shut again.

"CGet that sanctinoni ous bastard out of here," he nuttered, his words so |low they could

scarcely be heard.
"You're not welcome,"” Conrad said to Andrew.

"One | ast nercy," whispered the Reaver

"Yes, what is it, Reaver?"

"Bash in ny goddam head."

"I would not think of doing it," said Conrad.
"I lie among ny dead. Help ne die."

"You'll die soon enough," Conrad told him

Andrew dropped his staff, snatched at the club in Conrad's hand, wested it fromhim The club
went up, canme down.

Conrad stared in astonishnment at his enpty hand.
"A final word?" asked Duncan. "This is your last rite?"

"I gave himnercy," Andrew said, handing back the club

18

They canped sone distance up the strand, out of sight of the huddl ed dead. N ght had cl osed
down and from across the fen cane the far-off keening. The wi nd-blown firelight flickered,
reaching to the upsurge of the soaring cliffs, to the rimof the far, flat fen

The fen was a fearsone place, Duncan told hinmself, sitting by the fire, fearsone in its far-
reaching flatness, in its enpty loneliness, a stretch of watery wilderness that reached as far as
one coul d see--not a lake, nor yet a nmarsh, but a place of many little ponds and sl uggi sh streans,
separated with rank-growing small groves of willows and other water-Iloving shrubs and trees.
Dropped in the middle of it, a man would be hard put to find his way safely out.

Conrad, sitting across the fire from Duncan, said, "W canme out of it well, mlord. W not
only saved our necks, but got back all of our bel ongi ngs--your sword, the amul et--plus some other
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wel cone pl under. "
"I"'msorry about Od Cedric," Duncan said.

"We should have stayed to bury him" said Andrew. "If not the others, at |east Cedric. He
deserved that rmuch fromus."

"W woul d have done himno great favor," Conrad told the hernit. "No matter how deep we ni ght
have dug his grave, the wolves would have himout of it in a day or two."

"It was getting late," said Duncan. "W had only a couple of hours till dark. | wanted to be
well up the strand before the sun had set."

CGhost came floating in. He hovered between them and the fen

"Well, finally," said Andrew, considerably disgusted. "Were have you been all this tinme? W
have been in trouble..."

"In trouble I knew you were," said Ghost. "I came back | ast night and glinpsed the trouble you
were in. | did not show nyself, for immaterial as | am | knew that |, all by nyself, could be of
no help at all. So imediately I went off in search of Snoopy or perhaps of others of his kind,

hopi ng to sumtmon themto provide what aid they could. But | could not find them.."

"That Snoopy!" Andrew said. "He is as worthless and as irresponsi ble as you are, yourself. |
tell you, he is not one to trust. No good will ever cone of him"

"He hel ped us the other night," said Duncan. "At the Jesus of the Hlls. He warned us to get
out of there. He showed us the way."

"Well, every now and then," conceded the hermt, "he may be of sone small hel p. Wen the
notion strikes him But he's no one to depend on. You'll break your neck if you depend on him
There's a deep sense of mischief in him™"

"I am happy to report,"” said Ghost, "that there is no present danger. Watever hairless ones
there may be still about are well beyond the hills, on the other side of them"

"The hairl ess ones were here this norning," Conrad said. "They did in the Reaver."
"That | know," said CGhost. "But they did not linger. They now are far away."

"The Reaver and his nmen nmay have been hiding in the rift," said Duncan. "That may be why no
one saw them You are sure the hairless ones are not hiding in the rift?"

"Sure | am" said Ghost. "I just cane fromthere. The sel fsanme thought had occurred to ne. |
am straight fromthere. | traveled its entire length." He shuddered. "A terrifying place," he
sai d.

"Beyond it," said Duncan, "there should be a castle. That is what Snoopy said."

"What once had been a castle. Aruin now, no nore. The stones have fallen in. It's no better
than a mound. Trees grow out of it and nosses cover it."

Meg, crouched in a place of her own beside the fire, away fromthe rest of them was nuttering
to hersel f. She had picked up some pebbles and seened to be playing sone sort of gane with them

"You are casting runes," said Andrew, distaste in his voice. "Wat do they tell you? Wat do
you see for us?"

"Trouble,” said the witch. "New trouble. Geat trouble.” Duncan said, "W've had our trouble
ol d grandnother. W have had our share of it."

"No one has his share of it," said Meg. "It's not equally divided. Sone know not hi ng but
travail and trouble, others none at all."
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"Can you tell us what shape it may take?" asked Conrad. "So we can be ready when it strikes."
"The runes do not tell ne that nuch. Only that trouble lies on the road ahead."

"A fake you are," said Andrew. "It all is fakery. Those are not runes you have. They are no
nmore than pebbl es. Runes are stones that have certain magi c marks upon them™

"That's unkind of you to say," Duncan told the hernmit. "W nust think the wonman knows her

art.

"Well spoke," said Meg, "and | thank you, sire. One who knows the art can pick up any stone
and it will serve the purpose. The secret lies not in the stone at all, but in the know edge of
the thrower."

"One thing you nmay tell ne," Duncan said. "I think that you might know. Wat is this keening
we hear fromoff the fen? It has the sound of sorrowin it."

"It is sorrow," said Meg. "It is sorrow for the world. For all life upon this Earth. For nen
and everything that now exists or that existed before there were any nen."

"You speak sacrilege,” said Andrew. "I've heard this sonewhere before, not too | ong ago, and
then | did not speak of it. But now | speak of it. The Book tells us there was no |life before nen,
that all life was created on the selfsane day. In Genesis, it is witten ..."

Duncan interrupted him "Softly, ny friend," he said. "There are sonme great doctors, students
of the rocks, who think otherwi se. They have found inprints on the stones..."

"Also | have heard of that,"
sophistry.”

said Andrew wathfully. "I place no credence init. It all is

"Each man to his own belief," said Duncan. "We will not argue it." He said to Meg, "Sorrow,
you say. From whom or whence cones this sorrow?"

"I do not know," said Meg. "That is hidden fromnme. What | do know is that in many places in
the world there cone these sounds of sorrow. Desolate places, lonely and forsaken places. A
wai ling for the world."

Duncan sat and listened to the wailing for the world. It seenmed to cone from sone distant
pl ace, not necessarily fromthe fen, although it cane across the fen--perhaps, he thought, from
sonme secret place where the miseries and the di sappointnments of the world cane to a comon focus.
A wailing for all the events that could have been, but did not conme to be, for the crusade that
never got off to a decent start, |eaving Jerusalemstill in the hands of infidels; for the Iberian
shi ps that never clove the ocean waves to those ports and the unknown | ands that still were
waiting for them for the Europe that still lay stagnant, plowing its worn-out soils with the
pl ows that had been used for centuries, with the peasantry, for the nost part, still huddling in
dark and noi some hovels; with pools of paganismstill remaining, some of themalnmost within the
shadow of the magnificence of churches that had been reared up, with Christian sweat and prayer,
to proclaimthe glory of the Lord.

An evil force, Hs Gace had said, that battened and fattened on mankind' s nisery, that noved
upon strategic crisis points to guarantee continuation of the msery. That Evil in the past had
struck in many places, at strategic points, and now it had struck in Britain. What factors were
there that mght nake Britain a strategic place to strike? Britain, through all history, had been
a place of quiet, a backwater of the world, where there m ght be | ocal squabbling and sone snal |
clash of arns, but an area that had never |ooned large in the consideration of the world.

"Fair sir," said Ghost, noving over to him "I believe |I have not done too badly. | have been
faithful in ny scouting. | have ever told you truth."

"You have been l|oyal," said Duncan, "although |I do not understand your loyalty. There is no
reason in the world you should be loyal to ne."

"You told ne once, however, that you would not invite ne to go along with you, although you
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said you saw no way that you could stop ne going. It was not a remark, | know, that was neant to
be unki nd, but ever since it has rankled in my breast."

"And what do you think that | should say?" asked Duncan. "That given another chance, | would
have invited you? I don't know if | can say that, although | can say sonething else. | amglad you
chose to cone along."

"You truly nean that, sir?"

"I nost sincerely nmean it, Ghost."

"Then," said Ghost, "I shall continue with a lighter heart. Wen would you estinmate, sir, we
will arrive in Oxenford? | amvery anxious to hunt out a reverend doctor there and di scuss ny case
with him"

"At the rate that we've been going, we may never get there."

"You cannot nean that, sir.

"No, | suppose | don't. Soneday we will be in Oxenford.

But even as he said it he wondered if they would. They had covered, so far, not too many
nmles, and if they took too nmuch |onger, Bishop Wse might well be dead before the manuscri pt
could be placed into his hands. And should the good bi shop not be there, their journey would have
been a foolish errand at the best.

It would hel p, he thought, if they could only know the | ocation of the Horde of Harriers. They
must be sonewhere in northern Britain, perhaps in congregation for that strange procedure that
woul d bring about their rejuvenation. It certainly nmust now be tinme, he thought, for the procedure
to begin, for surely they had carved out to its fullest extent that area of desol ation designed to
protect themfromany interference. It nmight be, he thought, that the Harriers had thrown
roadbl ocks in his path for the sinple reason that he was inadvertently heading straight for their
congregation, thereby posing that possibility of interference they nust guard against. If it could
only be known where they were, he and his band could swing wi de around them and the Harriers then
m ght | et them be

He t hought back once again along the trail that they had travel ed, hoping by doing this to
pi ck up sone clue that would be useful in planning their further progress. But in thinking back
along their trail, he thought again of Diane and her griffin. And try as hard as he mght to see
her sinmply as an incident of their travel, his m nd hung back and clung to the nenory of her. He
tried to rebuild her in his mind, to re-create the nmenory that he held of her, but he found that
he was unable to acconplish this. Al that remained was the nenory of the axe that she had carried
and the griffin she had ridden. What color was her hair? He was astonished to find that he did not
know. What col or were her eyes? Again he could not say. And the shape of her face, he found, now
had quite escaped him Thinking back, he realized that he had thought of her, had even watched for
her, every day since they first had met--which had been just a few days earlier, but which seened,
for sone reason, to be nuch longer ago than it was in actuality.

Why, he wondered, was he so obsessed with her--not knowing in his own nind that he was
obsessed with her, but still thinking of her, in idle nmoments, each day since he had seen her

"Mlord," said Conrad, "a fog is beginning to roll in. W nust keep sharp watch tonight."

What Conrad said was true. In the last few mnutes, a fog had risen fromthe fen high into the
air and now was creeping in toward them Fromthe fen still came, sonewhat nuffled by the rising,
t hi ckeni ng fog, the keening sound--the wailing for the world.

19

They reached the end of the strand when the sun was well down the western sky, and entered the
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rift. It was a narrow cleft between two towering walls of rock, as if sonmetime in the far past a
giant, wi elding a heavy sword, had cleft the nmountain in a single stroke. Blow ng sand fromthe
strand had drifted for a short distance into the rift, Iying in ripples and | ow dunes, pocked by
the tracks of nen and horses, probably made by the Reaver's band. But within a few rods the sand
ended and the bottomof the rift was a solid rock. For a short stretch it would be as level as a
floor, then would be rough and broken for a time, often al nost bl ocked by slabs of stone that in
the past peeled off the rocky walls and tunbled down into the bottomof the cleft. There was no
veget ati on--no bl ade of grass, no small shrubs or trees rooted desperately to the walls of solid
rock. A steady, relentless wind funneled through the rift, noving fromthe fen. H gh in the chasm
the rushing winds how ed and wail ed, at tines shrinking to a whisper, at others rising to a shril
and dol eful | anmentation.

They took up automatically the order of march they had used since starting fromthe vill age--
Tiny | eading, but staying nuch closer than he had in open country, with Conrad foll ow ng, behind
Conrad, Beauty and the hermit, going in single file now, for often there was not roomfor themto
wal k side by side. Behind the two of them cane Duncan, with Daniel close upon his heels, Mg
huddl ed on the horse's back, clutching the saddle to guard against a nisstep that m ght be brought
upon Dani el by the uneven footing.

The rift lay in deep twilight. Only for a few noments during the day, when the sun was
directly overhead, did any sunlight ever reach the floor. The upper portions of the eastern wal
were |lighted by the sun, but as the day went on, the shadow crept higher up the wall, with the
slice of sunlight growing | ess and | ess and the shadow deepening in the |ower reaches of the rift.

Duncan had the feeling that they were walking in the bottomof a well, isolated fromthe world
outside, cut off fromall that mnight be happening there--cut off, perhaps, but not protected, for
the place, he knew, could be a trap

They had routinely taken up their accustoned order of march, and while that night have been
all right in nore open country, Duncan realized that it was wong here. Wth roomto naneuver
Daniel, bringing up the rear, could swi ng about to face any danger that m ght cone up behind him
Here he had little roomto maneuver; there were places on the trail where he woul d have been
unabl e to turn around. Duncan squeezed hi nself against the right hand wall of rock and when
Dani el , seeing himstop, also stopped, his master urged himahead. "It's all right, boy," he told
the horse. "I want to take up the rear." |f danger presented itself at the head of the march, he
told himself, Tiny and Conrad could hold it off until he could manage to join them

Stepping carefully, alnost daintily, Daniel wal ked past him his hairy body pressing Duncan
hard agai nst the rock wall. Duncan said to Meg, "Keep close watch ahead. |f anything appears to be
happeni ng up there, let ne know at once."

Overhead the wi nd npaned and screaned. Except for that, however, the only sounds were the ring
of Daniel's iron-shod hoofs against the rock, the pitter-patter clacking of Beauty's little hoofs
as she hurried al ong.

Pl oddi ng al ong behi nd Dani el, Duncan put his hand down to the belt pouch, which he had
retrieved and resewn onto his belt, felt beneath his fingers the yielding crackle of the
manuscript. Shifting his hand down, he encountered the small bulk of Wilfert's anulet, recovered
fromthe Reaver's pocket. At the feel of it he felt reassured. Something had operated to bring
them safely through all the dangers they had faced, and he felt certain that it could not have
been happenstance alone. Could it have been the anmulet? Mght it not, through the years that it
had lain in Wilfert's tonb, have reinforced its magic, as a good brandy m ght acquire better
flavor and bouquet from agi ng? But nagic or not, he told hinself, potent or weak, he felt the
better for having it again.

Time went on and the shadow crept slowy up the left wall of the rock. There was no sign that
the rift was conmng to an end; no daylight | oonmed ahead. They perforce were going at a slow rate,
but by this tinme they should be nearing the end. What was it Snoopy had said, only five mles or
so? Although, as Andrew insisted, one probably could not place nmuch reliance upon anything that
the goblin said. If the goblin were anywhere close to right, even at their slow rate they should
have covered the distance by this time. For a nonment Duncan entertai ned the fantasy that the rift
woul d never end; that there was a magic laid upon it that would keep it going on forever; that
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they woul d never reach the end of it.

For considerable tine it had seened to himthat the sounds nade by the wind in the upper part
of the chasm had been changi ng, becomnming no | onger nerely the sound of w nd, but the sound of
voices, as if a congress of damed souls night be screeching and shrieking, yelling back and forth
in unintelligible words.

A lull cane in the wind and the sound ceased and for a long nonment all was deathly quiet. To
Duncan it seened that the silence was nore terrifying than the how ing and the shrieking. The
hoof beat s of Daniel and Beauty rang out sharp and clear, |like the beating of a drum by which they
mar ched to an unknown, but a certain doom

Again the wind took up and the voices cane once nore, if they were voices and not his
i magi nati on. And now above the shrieks of fear and the screans of agony one voice booned out,
drowning all the others. The voice kept saying, "Holy! Holy! Holy!" the one word repeated over and
over again, each repetition of it enbodying an ecstatic and terrifying fervor. At tinmes it seened
to Duncan that the one word was quite clear, and at other tinmes he could not be entirely certain
of it, although a nonent | ater he would be convinced that he had heard the word correctly. But
whet her clear or uncertain, it carried in it that unsettling, alnost enbarrassing fervor of
euphoric rapture--the kind of rapture to which a condemed soul night give expression should it
suddenly and unexpectedly be raised fromthe torture of Purgatory to the very gates of Heaven.

Duncan put his hands to his ears to shut out the sound of that joyous paean, and when he took
them away a few nonments later, Conrad was shouting up ahead.

"Light!" he was yelling. "I can see light. W are conmng to the end."

Staring fixedly ahead, Duncan could see no |ight, although that was not greatly to be wondered
at, for here the trail was exceptionally narrow and Daniel's big body filled the nost of it,
bl ocking his view But in a short while he could distinguish a faint glimrer that nade the walls
of stone a little brighter. The ecstatic voice still was shouting "Holy! Holy! Holy!" but as the
light grew stronger, the sound lost its strength and sone of its ecstasy and finally faded out
entirely. The shrieking of the wind came to be no nore than a nunble and the dammed soul s grew
silent and ahead he could see a glinpse of the green and pl easant |and that Snoopy had told them
of .

It was, in all truth, a green and pleasant |land, a wi de sweep of valley backdropped by the
hills through which they had come. Before themlay the ruins of the castle agai nst which they had
been warned by the goblin.

The castle was little nore than the nound that Ghost had described. Two crunbling turrets
still stood guard at each end of it, but between the turrets, the stone lay heaped in an untidy
pile, the rough edges of the fallen stones rounded and nodified by weather. But the thing that
caught Duncan's attention was the well-spaced standing stones, no |onger upright, but canting at
various angles. At one tine, it was apparent, the entire castle had been surrounded and fenced in
by a circle of massive stones of the kind that one might see, or so it was said, at Stonehenge and
on a smaller scale in many other places. But this circle was larger than the one at Stonehenge, if
traveler's tales could be credited, perhaps a great deal larger, for this castle circle once had
encl osed many acres. In an earlier day, Duncan thought, it nust have been an inpressive sight, but

now, |ike the castle, it was considerably dismantled. The lintel stones, with the slow canting of
the uprights, had fallen fromtheir places and lay half buried on the surface, or, not falling
entirely free, still lay with one end propped agai nst a standi ng stone.

The sun was no nore than a few m nutes above the western horizon, and shadows were | engthening
and growi ng deeper in the valley. Just beyond the castle ran a quiet river, unhurried in its flow,
with small flocks of ducks flying above it, and others floating on its surface. Behind hi m Duncan
could hear the subdued nunbl e of the wind blowi ng through the rift.

He wal ked forward to join Conrad. Tiny had trotted on ahead, quartering the slope of hillside
bel ow them nosing out the |and.

"I would say we should go down to the river and canp the night,"’
start, cone norning."

said Duncan. "Get an early
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Conrad nodded his agreenent. "It will be good," he said, "to have sone open | and. Now we can
make better tine."

"We need to," Duncan said. "W have wasted a lot of tine."

"I'f we could have caught sone of the Reaver's horses."

"We tried," said Duncan. "They were having none of us."

"We still can make good tinme," said Conrad. "W have good | egs."
"The hermt will hold us up."

"We could put himup with Meg on Daniel. That horse could carry both of them and never
notice."

"We'll see about it," said Duncan. "The hermt would raise hell. He wants to be the sane as
you and |."

"I'"ll grant himthat," said Conrad, "if he'd just keep up with us." They started down the
sl ope, the others trailing along behind them They had reached the bottom of the slope and started
out across the valley when Meg let out a shriek

They whirl ed about.

Filing out of the tinbered hill to the east of the rift cane a long rank of hairless ones, and
behi nd them | ooned a bank of fog, or what appeared to be fog, disturbed and agitated, as if sone
sort of commotion were taking place inside of it. Tendrils of it spurted out in front of the
rolling bank so that the slouching hairless ones seened to be wadi ng knee-deep through a patch of
ground nmist. In the broken rifts of the swirling fog could be caught occasional glinpses of
obscene nonstrosities--an inpression of teeth, of horns, of beaks, of glittering eyes.

Conrad sucked in his breath. "Mgic," he said.

The rest of the band was piling down the hill. They reached Duncan and Conrad and swung into
line to face the oncom ng hairless ones, who were backed by the roiling cloud of snoky fog.

"W make our stand here?" Conrad asked.

"W mght as well,’
down. "

said Duncan. "There's no place to retreat. If we ran, they'd pull us

"The ruins of the castle,"” suggested Conrad. "W could place the nound at our back. Here
they'll sweep around our flanks. They'll be down on us |ike wolves."

"There isn't tine to reach the castle,” Duncan said. "Besides, Snoopy warned us of the
castle."

Daniel was at his right hand, Andrew at his left, Beauty and Meg next, with Conrad and Tiny
anchoring the left.

"Meg, what are you doing here?" demanded Duncan. "Get out of here. Run for your life."

She cackled at him "I can bite and scratch,” she squealed. "I can kick. | can sumobn up sone
magi c. "

"A pox on your nagic," Andrew told her. "Those conming at us are the ones with magic."

The hairless ones came slowy down the hill with their |unbering gait, the clubs in their
ham i ke fists held ready. Behind themrolled the cloud of fog that now seened shot through wth
lightning bolts, flaring as it seethed. Wthin it | ooned horrific shapes, reveal ed nonentarily by
the lightning flares, then shut fromsight by the roiling of the fog.
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The last rays of the sun still touched the top of the hills to the north, but in the valley,
shadows were beginning to creep across the | and.

Duncan held his sword at ready and was pleased to find that there was no fear in him It was
usel ess, he told hinself, to attenpt to make a stand before such a force. The hairl ess ones woul d
strike themand for a nonent there would be a flurry of fighting, then the hairless ones and the
nmonstrosities comng on behind themwould roll over their thin |ine and that woul d be the end of
it. But what was a nman to do? Run, to be hunted down and dragged down, |ike a fleeing aninal?
Col | apse upon his knees and plead for nercy when he knew there would be no nercy? Sinply stand and
take death as it cane? No, by God, he told hinself, he'd fight and when it was all over, once it
all was known, there'd be no shane at Standi sh House.

For a nonent he renenbered, as clearly as if he stood before him that old nan at Standi sh
House, with his plunb-line upright body, his rugged face with the short clipped nustache, his gray
hair and the clear, honest grayness of his eyes. The kind of a man, Duncan knew, that a son could
never share.

He raised his sword as the forenost hairless one came toward him Another step, he told
hi nsel f. The hairl ess one took the other step, his club raised and al ready begi nning to cone down.
Duncan chopped with his blade. He felt, rather than saw, the striking into flesh. Then the
hairl ess one was falling and another took his place. The sword slashed out again, mssed the
stroke that he had intended, deflected by the club, but took off the club armjust above the
el bow. Beside him Daniel was screaming in battle rage, as only a fighting horse could scream
standing on his hind |l egs, striking out with his forelegs, crushing skulls, bowing over the
hairl ess ones as they | eaped at him To Duncan's left Andrew was tugging to free his staff from
the belly of one of the attackers. Another hairless one ained a club at himas he was tugging at
the staff, but before the club could strike Duncan brought his sword down, slicing open the throat
of the thing that held the club

Duncan | ost track of time. There was no past, no future, sinply a bl oodstained, straining
present in which he thrust and struck, as if somewhere back there soneone was lining up the
hairless ones for himto strike at, as if it were sone sort of silly gane, replacing the one that
went down with another that came charging in upon himto supply himw th another target for his
swordsmanship. It seenmed to himincredible that he could keep on, but he did keep on

Quite suddenly there was in front of himnot a hairless one, but a spitting, vicious fury that
was all claws and fangs, black as the deepest pit of night, oozing |oathsoneness, and in a flare
of blinding hatred, a hatred he had not felt against the hairless ones, he brought down the bl ade
upon it, hewing it in half.

Somret hing struck himfromone side and he | ost his bal ance, going over. As he scranbled to his
feet, he saw what had struck him A raging griffin, poised with beating wings over the swirling
cloud of fog, which was still streaked by lightning flashes, was reaching down w th grasping cl awns
and st abbi ng beak, slashing, claw ng, stabbing, rending the things that hid inside the cloud.
Leaning fromthe griffin's back, a woman clad in a |eather jacket, the red-gold glory of her hair
streaming in the battle wind, wielded a shining battle axe that was snmeared with the red of bl ood
and bl ack ichor such as had spouted fromthe body of the spitting fury Duncan had kill ed.

As Duncan surged to his feet he heard the thunder of hoofs coning fromabove him as if they
were riding down the sky, the sudden blaring of a hunting horn, and the deep bay of hunting dogs.

He took a step forward and stunbl ed again, com ng down with one knee across the fallen body of
the hermit. Ahead of hima hairless one was shanbling forward, rocking on his bowed |egs, heading
for Tiny, who was systematically tearing apart a horror that squeal ed and shrieked. Duncan | unged
to his feet, surged toward the hairless one. The point of his blade took it in the throat, and the
club, com ng down, thudded into the ground, falling short of Tiny.

Then the thunder of the hoofs and the deep hoarse baying of the hunting dogs seened to fil
the vall ey, and down out of the sky they came--black silhouettes of horse and rider and hunting
dogs--fog-draped shadows that still had some substantiality, and a howing wind came with them
that al most bl ew Duncan fromhis feet.
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The WId Huntsman and his pack swooped down to tear through the roiling bank of fog that
conceal ed the hideous shapes with the obscene teeth and beaks and tal ons, energed again, clinbing
in the sky, then wheeled to return

Atop the griffin, her high-lifted battle axe dripping blood and ichor, D ane shouted at
Duncan. "The castle! Run for your life. Run to the castle!"

Duncan turned to pick up Andrew, but the hermt was getting to his feet, using his staff to
pull hinmself erect. One side of his face was raw, the blood dripping fromhis w spy beard onto his
tattered robe.

"To the castle," Duncan shouted at him "Run. As fast as you can go."
Di ane still was shouting, "Everyone to the castle. It's your only chance."

Duncan reached for Daniel, grabbed him by the mane.

"Dani el, cone," he shout ed.

There were no | onger any of the hairless ones charging in upon them The fog bank lay in
tatters, the lightning fl ashes gone, and a mass of dark shapes were hopping and running, crawing
and wriggling up the hillside.

Duncan spun around to | ook for Conrad and saw himlinping toward the ruined castle, one hand
gripping the collar of a raging Tiny, dragging the dog along. Meg and Beauty were running a
footrace for the castle, Meg hobbling and wobbling in a frantic effort to keep pace with the
little burro. Andrew stunped al ong behind them angrily striking at the ground with his staff.

"Cone, Daniel,"” Duncan said and set off at a sw nging pace, the big horse follow ng.

Looki ng over his shoul der, Duncan saw the Huntsman and his pack in a sharp clinb up the sky.
He heard a swirl of |eathery wings and saw Diane and the griffin also heading for the castle

The canted standi ng stones were just ahead of himand as he ran toward them he wondered what
kind of safety might be offered by the castle. If the Evil forces and the remaining hairl ess ones
attacked again, and probably they would as soon as they had reassenbl ed, he and his band woul d
have to fight again. They would be fighting, this tine, with the castle nmound to protect their
backs, but even so, how long could they hope to stand agai nst such a force? It was sheer good | uck
they had nade the stand they had. Had it not been for the intervention of Diane and the Huntsman,
they now would all be dead. And the WId Huntsman, he wondered. Wiy had this wild rider of the
skies taken a hand in it? What interest could have brought himto it?

He | ooked qui ckly behind himand saw the irregular |lunps of the dead hairless ones lying in a
ragged row. The hairl ess ones and the other things as well--the spitting fury that he had sliced
in two, the squawling thing that Tiny had torn apart, and perhaps there were others of them too.

He passed between two of the standing stones, Daniel pacing at his side, and as he stepped
bet ween them the grass beneath his feet turned from unkenpt nmeadow grass to a well-kept, panpered
vel vet | awn.

Startled, he |ooked up and gasped at what he saw. The castle nound was gone. In its place
stood a splendid castle, a building out of fairyland, brand new and shining, stone steps |eading
up to a great front entrance that was agleamw th candlelight and with lights showing as well in
sone of the many w ndows.

The griffin stood hunped upon the lawn in front of himand Diane, in her |eather breeches and
her | eather jacket, her hair a golden glory in the fading light fromout the west, still carrying
the gory battle axe, was wal king across the |lawn toward hi m

She stopped a few feet fromhimand nade a little curtsy.
"Wl conme, " she said, "to the Castle of the Wzards."

Al'l the rest of themwere there, standing on the sweep of inmaculate |awn, their heads tilted
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up to stare at the castle, all of them nore than likely, as puzzled as he was.

He still was carrying the naked sword in his fist, and he lifted it, unthinking, to place it
in the scabbard, but D ane nade a notion to stop him

"Not," she said, "until you wipe it clean. Here." One hand went to her throat and pulled free
the white stock that she wore

"Use this," she said, holding it out to him

"But | would not want to..."

"Go ahead," she said. "I have plenty of others. This is an old one, anyhow."
"I could manage with sone grass."

She shook her head and he took fromher the length of fabric. It was fine of weave and sil ky
to the touch.

"Wth your permission, ma'am" he said.
Carefully he wi ped and polished the blade until there was not a fleck upon it.

"Gve the rag to nme," she said. Hesitantly, he handed the stained piece of cloth to her and

she, in turn, used it to clean the battle axe.

"I't was good sport," she said. "Good hunting."

He shrugged in bewilderment. "Yes, it turned out that way. We were in a bad way for a tine,
until you and the Huntsman showed up. Tell ne, what has the Huntsman to do with all of this? For
that matter, what have you? And this castle...'

"I"ve told you," she said. "This is the Castle of the Wzards. Once you pass the magic circle
you stand on enchanted ground.”

Conrad cane |inping up, followed by Tiny.
"What happened to you?" asked Duncan.

Conrad swung slowy around to show t he bl oody gash that ran fromthigh to knee. "Sonething
raked me. | think that thing, whatever it was, that Tiny tore apart. But you are all right,
mlord."

"Knocked down by a griffin's wing, that's all."
He put his hand up to his forehead and it cane away sticky with clotting bl ood.

"I"'msorry about that," said Diane. "At times Hubert tends to get a little anwkward. But it's
really not his fault. He is so old, you know." She said to Conrad, "You better had cone in. That
gash ..."

"I't will heal," said Conrad. "I have taken worse."

"There could be poison in it. There are unguents that will take care of that. |I'm well
school ed in salves and potions."

"My thanks," said Conrad, trying to be courtly, but not quite naking it.

d ancing back at the circle of standing stones, Duncan saw that now they were all in place and
correctly seated. Now there was no cant to them Lying squarely on top of them in their proper
pl aces, were the lintel stones. Al the stones, the lintels and the standing ones, were new and
white, shining faintly in the fading light, as if they had been carved only yesterday.

"I don't understand," he said to Diane. "The stones all standing, the castle new and shining,
this lawn, the stone benches on the |awn, the shrubs and trees, the little pools, the paths, al
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so neatly | andscaped. "

"It is an enchanted place," she said. "A special place. Qutside the nmagic circle it all seens
aruin, as it rightly should be, for it was raised many centuries ago. But once inside the circle
it is as it always has been since the day it was created. Here tine and the ravages of time are
hel d at bay. At one time many powerful w zards |ived here and they possessed great secrets. They
could hold the world and tine at arms length. They could..."

"At one tine, you said. And now?"

“"Now one wi zard still lives here. He is the |ast of them™

He started to ask another question, but clanped shut his nouth before the words canme out.
She | aughed a nerry laugh at him "You were about to ask about nyself."

"I have no right, mlady."

"I don't mind telling you. | have w zard bl ood."

"You a wi zard?"

She shook her head. "No. | have tried to be. | wanted to be. | have found |'"'mnot. Wil fert.
You renmenber that | asked of Wil fert."

"Yes, | do renenber."

She said, "Wilfert was nmy great-grandfather. But we stand here tal ki ng when we shoul d be goi ng
in. Your big conrade needs sonething on that wound. And there may be other injuries. You have a
scratch upon your head. All of you, | suppose, are half starved."

Conrad brightened visibly. "I could do with food," he said. "And a little drink should you
have it. Fighting's thirsty work."

"You nmust excuse him" Duncan said. "He has no shane at all."

"W have no staff," said Diane. "Not a single servant. There was a day when the castle did
have servants everywhere, when there were people here who m ght have need of servants. But now
there really is little need of themand it is hard to find the kind of faithful servitors that one
woul d want. There is not a great deal to do. The preparati on of food, the naking of beds, such
smal | chores as that. The enchantnent takes care of all the rest.”

"I'n a rough fashion, mlady," said Conrad, "milord and | can cook, and | suppose old Meg as
well. The hernit | don't know about. At best he is a sinmple soul."

"Well, get along," said Diane. "The larder is well stocked. It always is well stocked. W'l
not go hungry."

Wth Duncan on one side of her, Conrad on the other, she led the way toward the long flight of
broad, wide steps that went up to the castle's entrance. Meg fell in behind them

"W'll find neat for the dog," said Diane. "The lawn will provide good pasturage for the horse
and burro."

"We thank you, mlady," Duncan said. "Your hospitality is above and beyond all courtesy. What
you did in hel ping us today..."

"The hel p was rmutual ,"” she said. "You did as nuch for us as | and Hubert did for you. You
lured the Evil out and struck a m ghty bl ow agai nst them You nade them smart. Cuthbert will be
pl eased. It is sonething he woul d have done hinself had he not been so old and feeble and so very
much al one. You see, | amthe only one he has. Al his old conrades are gone."

" Cut hbert ?"
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"He is the wizard that | spoke of. The last of a mighty band of w zards. But now all the rest
are gone and he has | ost nmuch of his forner power because of the loss of his conpanions, although
he woul d deny that should it be nmentioned. I amvery careful not to nmention it."

"You say he is old and sick. | did not know .."

"W zards are not supernatural beings," said Diane. "Certainly you know that. They are nerely
men of great knowl edge in certain arcane subjects and therefore able to acconplish many wondrous
things, but they are not imune to the conmon ills and woes of mankind. | had nmeant to cone back
to the church and village where we first met, but when | returned | found Cuthbert very ill and
have remai ned here since, nursing him"

"And how i s he now?"

"Much better, thank you. It's his own fault, perhaps. Wen | |eave he forgets to eat. He gets
so busy that he forgets to eat. O d as he is, he needs proper nourishment."

They came to the foot of the long stairs and began to clinb them Halfway up, Duncan | ooked
back and saw that outside the circle of standing stones stood a heavy growth of trees.

"Those trees were not there before," he said.

"What trees?" Di ane asked.
"The trees outside the circle."

"You don't understand," she said. "Fromthis place you see everything the way it was when the
castle was created. At the tine it cane into being this land was wi | derness, with only a fewwld
tribes or occasional hunters following the few paths that ran across it."

They continued their clinb and finally cane to the great entrance, which led into a large
room a sort of reception hall, thought Duncan. The floor was of well-fitted, colorful flagstone,
and fromit ran up several other short stone staircases leading to other parts of the castle.
Candel abra set in the walls flared with thick waxen candles, lending a soft light to the hail

In the center of the hall stood a six-foot colum of stone, three feet through, and at the
si ght of what crouched atop it, Duncan and all the others stopped short in their tracks.

"Come on," said Diane inpatiently. "It is only Scratch. There is no need to fear him | assure
you he's quite tane and harm ess.”

Slowy they went forward, the creature on top of the columm watching themintently. The
creature spoke to them "Only Scratch, she says, and she speaks right, as she always does, for she
is a very truthful and even a kindly person. You see before you, either for your pity or your
contenpt, a denon straight fromthe pits of Hell."

"He al ways dranatizes," said D ane. "He stops all who visit to tell his story to them There's
no one now, of course, who can judge how true it is, but he has rmuch to tell. Gve himthe
opportunity and he'll talk an arm off you."

"But what is he?" asked Duncan

"He is what he told you, a denpn out of Hell. He has served as doorkeeper here for al npbst as
Il ong as the castle has existed."

"That is what they designate ne," said Scratch, "but | keep no door. | am chained here to this
colum as a subject for ridicule by humans, who nore often than not make great sport of ne.
Rather, it seens to me, | should be an object of deep pity, the nost unfortunate of creatures, a

runaway fromny place of origin, but not a true resident of this palace of opulence and glory.
Gaze upon ne, please, and see if | tell you wong. See ny crunpled horn, observe the hunp upon ny
back, the clubfoot that |I carry, my crippled hands, clenched and held as in a vise by arthritis,
the result of the foul and danmp and chilly climate of this npbst barbarous of countries.”

"Scratch, shut up," Diane said sharply.
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"And pl ease," said Scratch, "look upon nmy tail which, along with his horns, is the pride of
any dermon. Look upon it and tell nme if it seens a thing of pride. Broken in three places and never
set properly, although the setting of it would have been as child' s play for any conpetent
chirurgeon. "

"Scratch," said Diane, "I command you to be silent. Stop this endless chatter. Qur guests have
no interest in you."

Al'l that Scratch had said of hinself, Duncan saw, was true. The last third of his tail took
the formof an amazing zigzag, as if it had been broken and no attenpt nmde to reset the bones, or
if an attenpt had been nmade, it had been very badly done. H's |left foot was clubbed, at | east
three times as large as it should have been, and with a ni sshapen hoof enclosing the mal formation
Above the clubfoot a long chain was riveted, hanging in a loop to the floor, the other end of it
set into a heavy nmetal staple sunk into the stone. An unsightly hunmp rode his shoul der bl ades,
forcing the upper half of his body into an awkward forward thrust. The left horn atop his head was
perfectly forned, short, but stout, the other horn distorted and grown to greater size, ridged
with ugly winkles I'ike the markings on a clamshell, and bent close against his forehead. H's
outt hrust hands were tw sted and bent, the fingers convul sively half closed.

Conrad noved closer to the colum, reached up to touch one of the crippled hands. "You poor
son-of -a-bitch," said Conrad.

Di ane spoke coldly. "Let us proceed. He is no one to waste your pity on."

20

First Diane adnministered to the wounds, smearing salve on Conrad's gash, swabbing off Andrew s
abraded face and rubbi ng soot hing unguent on it, cleaning out the small cut on Duncan's head. Meg,
who had conme through w thout a scratch upon her, sat in a chair too high for her, with her feet
dangling off the floor, cackling as she recalled her part in the battle.

"Faith," she said, "the old girl knew what she was about. | got well down to the ground, well
out of all harmis way. | killed no single one of them for |I had not the strength to do it, but I
di scormpded them | found a stout branch that had fallen froma thorn tree and from where |
crouched upon the ground, | cracked themin the shins. They did not know what hit them and
whacked with all the strength | had in ny scrawmmy arm But | nade them hop and flinch, and as they
hopped and flinched, mlord snote themwith his blade or the hermt speared themwth his staff."”

"Always in the gut," said Andrew proudly. "The gut is a soft place and easily penetrated with
a deternmined bl ow "

"I don't know how you managed it," said Diane. "I got there as quickly as | could, but..."

"Qur arns were strong," said Conrad sanctinoniously, "because our cause was just."

The doctoring over, they explored the |larder and found a haunch of beef, well roasted, a |arge
| oaf of wheaten bread, a wheel of cheese, a platter of fried fow left over fromthe day before, a
smal |l pigeon pie, a keg half full of pickled herring, and a basket of juicy pears.

"Cut hbert, when he does not forget to eat," said Diane, "is a trencherman of note. He likes
good food and, too often, far too nmuch of it. He is no stranger to the gout."

Now t hey sat around the table in the kitchen, where Di ane had done her doctoring, the
medi cati ons pushed to one end of the table, the food set on the other

"I must beg your pardon," Diane said, "for serving you in such a lowy place, but the dining
roomis far too splendid. It makes ne a bit self-conscious. It is too splendid a roomfor ny taste
and, | would suppose, for yours as well. Also, once the neal is done, there is nuch china and
silver to be washed and dried and put away again. It is too nmuch work."
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"Cut hbert?" asked Duncan. "You have spoken of himoften. When will we be able to talk with
hin? O will we?"

"Most certainly," said Diane, "but not tonight. There was a tine when he would sit up half the
ni ght, working at his desk, but of |late years he has taken to going to his bed at the com ng of
first dusk. The man is old and needs his rest. And now suppose you tell ne all that's happened
since the day | first met you in the orchard. There have been runors, of course, of the things
that you have done, but you know how runors are. Not to be relied upon."

"Not hing great," said Duncan. "W have, it seens, stunbled fromone disaster to another, but
each tine have nanaged to escape by the skin of our teeth."

They told her, chimng in on the story by turns, while she sat listening intently, her head
bent forward, the flare of the candl es nmaki ng another flane of her shining hair. One thing Duncan
did not tell her, and the others did not think to, or noticing that he had onitted it, nade no
mention of it--and that was about the finding of the anulet in Wilfert's tonb.

Wat chi ng her as she |istened, Duncan debated whether he should go back along the story's trai
and tell her of the anulet, but in the end he refrained fromdoing so. Certainly, he knew, it was
a thing that would greatly interest her, and perhaps she had a right to know-nopst surely had the
right to know if Wilfert truly had been kin of hers, as she had said.

Finally, when the story was all done, she asked of Wilfert. "You remenber that | was seeking
him" she said, "or rather, sone word of him for he nust have |ong since been dead. You, Sir
Hernit, before we were interrupted by the hairless ones, seermed to indicate that you knew of him
For sonme reason you did not explain, you appeared to be greatly distressed.”

Andrew | ifted his head, |ooking across the table at the sternness of Duncan's face.

"Only, milady," he said snoothly, "that | had heard of him knew that he was buried in the
village cenetery. My distress was that the village had regarded himas a saintly nan. It was a
shock to learn that he had been, instead, a w zard."

"You were outraged to learn that he was a wi zard and no holy nan?"

"Mlady," said Andrew, "I and the people of nmy village were only sinple fol k. Perhaps even
i gnorant fol k. W did not know of wi zards. W had thought..."

"I can guess what you had thought," said Diane. "And it seens that | renenber you saying that
he was placed in a tonb, that the village built a tonb for himbecause he was thought a saintly
man. "

"That is right," said Andrew, "but an oak fell and shattered it. In some great storm
per haps. "

"There is a story, perhaps no nore than a | egend, that he carried with hima piece of wondrous
magi c. Had you ever heard of that?"

"No ma'am | don't recall | ever had.”
"I imagine not," said Diane. "He would have kept it secret. | suppose it nowis lost. Ch, the
pity of it!"

"Way the pity, nma' an?" asked Conrad.

"The | egend says that it was designed as a weird against the Horde of Evil, known in these
parts as the Harriers."

"And, " said Duncan, "you hoped to recover it."

"Yes," she said, "that had been ny hope. There nowis need of it.

Duncan felt the others | ooking at him
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"Even had you found it," he said, "it mght be of little value. One would have to know how to
put it to nost effective use."
"No, | think not. I think the mere possession of it would be quite sufficient. The magic rests

in the talisman itself, not in the user of it."

"Per haps you should search the tonb," said Conrad, skating on thin ice.

"Perhaps," said Diane. "I had thought of that. | had neant to go back again. But after the
incident in the garden plot with the hairless ones, | had the frantic feeling that Cuthbert needed
me, so | flewdirectly here. |I found that he did indeed have need of ne. | have nursed himever
since."

She nade a notion with her hands. "Although | doubt the searching of the tonb would be of any
use. Even had the talisman been buried with him which it might not have been, when the oak fel
upon the tonmb its contents would have been reveal ed to anyone who night want to investigate.
Certainly there would have been in the village those with a ghoulish tw st of mind. Undoubtedly,
had it been there, it would have been filched | ong since."

"What you say may well be true," said Andrew, "but of this talisman you speak of | have never
heard. "

"A tonb robber," said D ane, "would not reveal hinself."
"l suppose not," Andrew said.

No one was watching himany nore, Duncan saw. The deed had been done. Rightly or wongly, the
lie had been told. To the man, they had backed himin his secrecy. O themall, only Meg had said
not hi ng and she, he knew, would not go against the rest of them Hs fingers itched to go to the
pouch at his side, touch the slight bulge of the amulet to assure hinself that it still was there.
But he fought successfully against doing it.

Tiny, who had gul ped down a generous hel ping fromthe roast, earlier had been |ying, asleep or
hal f - asl eep, in one corner of the kitchen, but now, Duncan noted, he was gone. Mre than likely he
had gone out exploring. The castle had a | ot of nooks and crannies that he could snoop in.

"There is one thing that intrigues ne," Duncan said to Diane. "I asked you earlier, but you
had no chance to answer. It concerns the Huntsman. Wiy shoul d he get hinself involved?"

"He hates the Evil," Diane told him "As do many of the others of us. The Little Fol k--you'll
find few of them who have any liking for the Evil. Basically they thensel ves are not evil; only
different. There are certain naturally evil beings, of course, |ike the werewlves, the ghouls,

the vanpires, and others who would willingly align thenselves with the Harriers, holding themin
hi gh regard and believing that they may be one with them But the Little Folk are decent people
and so is the Huntsnan."

"I have wondered," Duncan said, "if he could have been watching us all the tine. W saw hima
few nights ago and | amcertain, at an earlier tinme, | heard himin the sky."

"He coul d have been.™
"But why should he bother with us?"

"He is a free spirit, the Huntsman. | know very little about him although | net himbriefly a
few years ago. He originated, | believe, in the Germanies, but | can't be sure of that. Muybe
sonetine in the past he nay have wi tnessed sone of the ravages brought about by the Harriers and
has been wat chi ng them ever since."

"A crusader for the right?"
"No, |I'd scarcely call himthat."

"In any case," said Andrew, "we are appreciative of the part he played today."

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (100 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:34 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

"This Evil," said Duncan. "I wonder what it really is."
"Cuthbert, if you asked, probably could tell you much better than | can," said D ane.

"Qur archbishop at the abbey back hone suggested that the creatures nay feed on the misery of
the world and that they will go to any lengths to keep that nisery going."

"I have heard that," Diane said, "but Cuthbert is an expert on the Evil. He has spent |ong
years in the study of it. He has at hand rmuch docunentation bearing on it. He's the one to ask
about it."

"Wiuld he be willing to discuss it with us? Many experts grow sonewhat jeal ous of the body of
know edge they have acquired."

"Yes, | think he will."

A burst of savage barking cane fromfar away. Conrad | eaped to his feet. "That's Tiny," he
said. "I'lIl take care of him There are times when he hasn't got good sense."

Turning, he ran out the door and the others pelted after him "Sic'em boy!" yelled Meg.
"No, not that," snapped Conrad. "Don't encourage him"

They ran down a hall and across the nagnificent dining hall, com ng out on the circular
corridor that fronted on the huge reception hall

There they sighted Tiny. He was in front of the denobn's colum, his rear thrust high into the
air, his front feet thrust out on the floor, his nmuzzle resting on them His tail was waving
frantically in good fun, and every now and then he lifted his head fromhis paws to unl oose a half-
pl ayful , hal f-savage barking at the crouching Scratch

Conrad went clattering down the staircase to the hall. "Tiny, cut it out," he yelled. "Tiny,
you damm fool. Leave O d Scratch al one."

The denon sang out at himin protest. "Not Od Scratch. That is another denon entirely. That
is the fullfledged Devil. To call nme Scratch was a play on words. The ones who finally trapped and
caught ne woul d guffaw and roll upon the floor in laughter when they called ne Scratch. For
reasons that | do not entirely understand, it was a great joke to them But they called ne Young
Scratch, to distinguish nme, you understand, fromthe other one. But finally it becane sinply
Scratch and that | have been ever since. Wich is not an appellation that | enjoy overnuch, but
since | have been stuck with it all these years | nust live by it."

Conrad strode across the floor to Tiny, grabbed himby the collar and hauled himto his feet.
"Shane on you," he said. "Here he is, chained to this stone, while you are running free. You
shoul d be ashaned. "

Tiny fawned on Conrad, but he did not | ook ashaned.

Duncan, coning up behind Conrad, said to Scratch, "You seemto be all right. Did he try to
har m you?"

"Not in the least," said the demon. "He was only engaged in sone doggish fun. | did not mnd
at all. He had no intent to hurt ne, nor, | believe, to even frighten ne. In his doggish nind, he
only played a game with ne."

"That's generous of you," said Duncan
"Why, thank you, sir. It is very decent of you to say so."

"And by the way," asked Duncan, "is it true, as you said, that you are a denon fromthe very
pits of Hell? And if that is so, how come you here?"

"That is a long story and a sad one," said Scratch. "Someday, when you have the tine, | wll
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relate to you the whole of it. | was an apprentice denon, you rust understand, assigned to the

ant echanbers of the Infernal Regions to learn my vocations. But, | fear, | did very badly at it.
So to speak, | was all thunmbs. | never did get anything quite right. | suppose | never really got
into the spirit of the job. I was always in the doghouse. Constantly | was reprimanded for ny | ack
of honest zeal ."

"Maybe you were not cut out to be a denon."

"That may well be. But being a denon, | had little choice. There were few other occupations
that were open to me. | would have you believe that at all tines | did nmy valiant best."

"So what happened?"

"Why, | ran away. | couldn't take it any longer. One day | just cut out. And do you know, sir
and this was the unkindest cut of all--1 don't believe they made any great effort to run ne down
and haul ne back."

"Except for the chain, you have good treatnent here?"

"Except for the chain, | would say so. | know that | am somewhat better treated here than a
human woul d be treated should he find hinself in Hell."

21

Cut hbert lay propped up in bed by two pillows placed atop one anot her agai nst the headboard.
He wore a nightcap of startling red and a nightgown with ruffles at the throat and wists. He was
a sunken man. His eyes were sunken deep beneath white, bushy eyebrows, the cap com ng down so far
upon his forehead that it seenmed to rest upon the eyebrows. Hi s face was sunken so that his
cheekbones coul d be seen, the skin drawn tightly over them his nose stabbing out |ike a beak, the
mout h a furrow between the stabbing nose and outjutting chin. Hi s chest was sunken, his shoul ders
rising above it in their bony knobbiness. Beneath the coverlet his stomach was so flat and sunken
that the pelvic bones stood out, meking twi n hunps beneath the bedcl ot hes.

He cackl ed at Duncan, then spoke in a raspy voice, "So. Diane tells me you snote them hip and
thigh. That's the way to do it. That's the one | anguage that they understand."

"My band and I," said Duncan. "I did not do it all alone."

"You' |l see the others of themlater,” Diane told the wizard. "They are a notley group.”
She said to Duncan, "You do not nmind if | call thema notley group?”
"l suppose you could call themthat," said Duncan, not too well pleased.

"You told me of them" Cuthbert said to Diane. "A dog and horse and also a little burro. Il
want to see them too."

"The dog, perhaps," said Diane. "Certainly not the horse."

"I want to see the entire tribe of them" insisted Cuthbert. "I want to gaze upon this little
band that smote them hip and thigh. By gad, it does ne good to know there are such still in the
I and. Not running squealing fromthem but standing up to them"

"The horse and burro woul d have trouble getting here," protested Diane. "All those stairs."
"Then I'Il go and see them™

"You know, sire, you nust not exert yourself."

He grunbled at her with nmunbling words. He said to Duncan, "This is what happens when a man

grows old. You can't exert yourself. You can't walk to the water closet. You nust squat upon a pot
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to pee. You nust nove slowy and you nmust remain in bed. You nust eat soft foods because your gut
wi Il not handl e honest neat. You rmust be sparing with the wine. You nmust do not a single thing
that you may enjoy, but many that you don't."

"In a short while," said Duncan, "it would be ny hope and prayer that you'll again be doing
all the things you npst enjoy. But you nust take what care you can..."

"You're in league with her," Cuthbert accused him "Everyone is in |league with her. She can
twi st a strong nman about her little finger. Look at her, the hussy, all that golden hair and the
way she bats her eyes.”

"You know, sire," said Diane sharply, "that | never bat ny eyes. And if your behavi or does not
i mprove considerably | shall cook you up a ness of greens and feed themto you for supper. And see
you eat them too."

"You see," Cuthbert said to Duncan. "A man hasn't got a chance. Especially should he grow ol d.
Take care you do not advance beyond the age of thirty. And now suppose you tell ne about your
little band and this great battle."”

"We woul d not have survived the battle," Duncan said, "had it not been for D ane and her
griffin and the WIld Huntsman..."

"Ah, the Huntsman--a stout fellow, that one. | well renmenber the tine..." He speared Duncan
with a sharp glance. "Don't tell nme you're the Huntsman. A close relative, perhaps, but surely not
the Huntsman. You can't fool me with your tales. | know the Huntsman. You can't pal myourself
of f..."

"Sire," said Diane, "I told you of this gentlenman. He's not the Huntsman nor did he claimto

be. You're inmagining again. Duncan Standish is the scion of a great house in the north."

"Yes, yes," said Cuthbert, "now |l do recall. The Standish, you say. The Standish, yes, | have
heard of them If you are of that house, what are you doing here? Why did you not tarry in the
safety of the north, behind the castle walls?"

"I go with nessages to Oxenford," said Duncan

"Oxenford? Oxenford. Yes, | know of Oxenford. A great company of distinguished schol ars.
have friends in Oxenford."

He | et his head drop back on the pillow and cl osed his eyes. Duncan | ooked questioningly at
D ane and she signal ed patience.

After a time the wizard stirred on the pillows, opened his eyes and hauled hinmself into a nore
upri ght position. He | ooked at Duncan

"You're still here," he said. "I thought you nmight have left. You sat throughout ny nap. You
must excuse nme, sir. Unaccountably, at times, | fall into these little naps."

"You feel better now, sire?"

"Yes, much better now. Diane told nme you had a question for ne."

"It's about the Horde of Evil. My archbishop told ne..."

"And what archbi shop nmight that be?"

"Hi s Grace of Standi sh Abbey."

"A fuddy-duddy," said the wi zard. "A blathering fuddy-duddy. Do you not agree?"

"At times | have thought himso."

"And what does he say of the Horde of Evil?"
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"Very little, sire. He knows not what it is. He believes it feeds on human misery and that the
devast ati ons, which come at regular intervals, nmay be periods when it rejuvenates itself."

"You woul d have nme tell you what the Evil is?"
"If you know, sire."

"OfF course | know. What do you think I and ny band of now dead brethren have been doing al
these years? The answer, of course, is that we have been performing many tasks and di ggi ng deep
for truth. In the course of our work we have not ignored the Evil. What would you know of it?"

"What it is, sire. Where it came from Were did it start?"

"It came here fromthe stars," the wizard said. "This we do know. Wiy it canme we are not
certain. It may have been driven fromthe stars by a stronger force against which it could not
stand. O it may have run so ranpant in its rapacity anong the stars that there was nothing left
for it to feed upon and so, rather than face starvation, it sought out another world and by pure
chance, or perhaps not so nmuch by chance, came upon this poor world of ours, where it found the
teeming life that could provide the misery that it needed to feed upon and grow. Apparently it has
done well here. Wth the weight of this world's msery it has increased in strength and nunbers
with the passing of each century. If sonething is not done soon it will swallow all the life of
Earth and then, perhaps, be forced to go again anmong the stars to seek anot her world.

"I't came here an untold tine ago. OF the years that it's been here, we have no neasure. Wen
man arose, with his greater capacity for nisery--a greater capacity than our friends, the beasts,
al t hough they, too, can suffer misery--it began to reap a richer harvest and in consequence has
waxed the fatter, and now there seens but little prospect that it can be stopped or stood against.
That is why | treasure so greatly the stand you nade against it, the evidence that there are nmen
who still will stand fast against it, with no fear in their hearts.”

"But you are wong," said Duncan. "I did have fear."
"And yet you stood."

"Sire, there was nothing else to do. W had no place to run."

"You're a truthful man," the wi zard said. "It takes a truthful man, and a courageous one, to
confess the fear within him But, then, you are a puissant warrior."

"That |'mnot," said Duncan. "Trained in arns, of course, but until this journey |I had never
drawn a blade in anger. Rather, | ama farmer. |I'mnuch nore interested in growi ng better beef and
mutton, raising better crops..."

"It is well," said Cuthbert. "Britain, and the world, has need of farnmers such as you. Mre
need, perhaps, than for those who can wield a m ghty blade. And yet, also, you are proficient with
the bl ade. "

He said to Diane, "Geens, you say. | will not eat your greens. Greens and pottage and
sonetines gruel, that is all you ever feed me." He said to Duncan, "How can you expect a nan to
keep up his strength with such hog slop as that?"

Duncan said, "It nay be that your stomach..."

"What does a nminx |ike her know of a grown nan's stomach? Meat, that's what | need. Good red
meat, not done to a crisp, but pink throughout and with bl ood upon the trencher."

"I fed you neat," Diane renminded him "and you threwit up."

"Badly cooked," he said. "Very badly cooked. Gve ne a properly cooked haunch of beef or a
saddl e of nutton and..."

H's mnd seened to junp. He said to Duncan, "You asked ne anot her question. Wiat was it, now?"

"I had anot her question. Several other questions. But | had not asked themyet. M
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ar chbi shop. . ."'
"So, we're back to that old woman of a churchnman once again."”

"He said that the devastations the Evil causes may be for the purpose of rejuvenation, setting
up an area where there will be no interference in their rejuvenati on procedure. That there they
grow in strength, and perhaps in nunbers, so they'll be ready for nore centuries of their evil-
doi ng. "

"I"ve heard the theory," said the wizard, "and in certain instances there may be sone truth in
it, although it seens nore likely that the devastations serve another purpose, probably designed
to bl ock devel opments that might, in the long run, inprove the |ot of mankind.

"In this instance, in this present devastation, | amcertain that the devastation is not for
rejuvenation if, in fact, it ever is. This time the Evil is running very scared. It is frightened
of sonmething that will happen. It is gathering its forces to prevent the happening. And yet, for
sonme reason, the Evil appears very much confused, uncertain of itself, as if sone unforeseen event
had conme about that nmakes all its planning go for naught.

"I was pleased, to tell you the truth, when the devastation started in this area, for now, I
told nyself, it would be easier to study it at firsthand rather than fromold records and the
observations of others, who nmay not have been as accurate in what they had witten down as mni ght
be desirable. Here was the chance of a lifetime for such a one as I, but | was hanpered greatly by
the lack of trusty associates. | told nyself, however, that | could do the work alone, for | had
many years of experience in such a labor. So | worked onit..."

"You worked too hard," said Diane. "That's what's the natter with you now. "

The wizard's mind junped. "W were tal ki ng about the Huntsman," he said. "Do you know he once
spent a week with us? There were several of us then and sonetimes we'd have guests of a slow
weekend. But the Huntsman was no invited guest. He dropped in. He came riding in one evening on
his horse and with all those dogs of his. They landed in the big dining roomyou saw, where we
were just finishing a well-cooked neal. The dogs junped up on the sideboard and nade off with a
platter of partridge, a ham and a venison pot roast, and fought one another up and down the hal
for each one's fair share of it, while those of us at table sat petrified with the gaucherie of
it. The Huntsman, meantime, hoisted a small keg of beer to drink directly fromthe bung-hol e,
pouring it directly down his throat and | swear you could hear the glugging of it when it hit his
stomach. Al though after that first onslaught it all got straightened out and we had a jolly week
of it, with those dogs eating us out of house and honme and the Huntsman drinking us out of house
and hone. But we didn't nmind too much, for the Huntsman told us tales that thereafter, for a full
year's time, we recited to one another, savoring them again."

"You nust have had good times in those days," said Duncan, saying the first thing that cane to
m nd.

"Ch, we did," the wizard said. "You nust ask ne about that night when a band of drunken rogues
brought the denmon to us. Having tired of himthensel ves, and | ooking to get rid of him they
thought it a splendid joke to bring himas a gift to us. By the way, you have net the denon, have
you not ?"

"Yes, | have," said Duncan

"As denons go," the wi zard said, "he is not a bad sort. He clains he has not a single vicious
bone in his body and while 1'd not go so far as that..."

"Sire," said Diane, in a gentle voice, "you were tal king about the Horde of Evil."
Cut hbert seemed sonewhat surpri sed.
"Were we?" he asked. "Is that what we were tal ki ng of ?"

"I believe it was," said Duncan
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"As | was saying," said the wizard. "Or was | saying it? | just cannot renenber. But, anyhow,
I think it likely that nost people have no real idea of how a congress of w zards live. | would
i mgi ne they mght equate a wizard's castle with a nonastery where the little nonks wind their
silent ways through mazes of doctrinal theology, clutching their ragged little souls close within
their breasts, scarcely daring to breathe for fear they will draw into their lungs a whiff of
heresy. O they might think of a castle such as this as a place of hidden trapdoors, with sinister
figures, black draped and cow ed, hiding around corners or anbushed behind the w ndow drapes, with
sinister winds whistling down the corridors and hi deous odors billowi ng fromthaunmaturgic
| aboratories. It is, of course, nothing like unto either one of these. Wile this place nowis
qui et fromlack of occupants, there was a day when it was a gl eesone place, jocular and | aughter
| oving. For we made a jovial group when we put our work aside. W worked hard, it is true, for the
tasks we set ourselves were not easy ones, but we also knew how to spend nmerry hours together

Lying here, | can call the roll of those old conmpanions. There were Caewlin and Arthur,
Aet hel behrt and Raedwal d. Eadwi ne and Wil fert--and | can think of themall nobst kindly, but for
Wil fert | feel renorseful pangs, for while what we did was necessary, it still was a hard and sad

action to be taken. W turned himout the gate..."
"Sire," said Diane, "you have forgotten that Wilfert was kin of mne."

"Yes, yes," said Cuthbert. "I forget again and nmy tongue runs on. It seens to nme that lately |
do much forgetting." He made a thunb at Diane and said to Duncan, "That is quite correct. Wzard
bl ood runs in her veins, or perhaps you already know. Mayhaps she has told you..."

"Yes, she had," said Duncan

The wi zard lay quietly on the pillows and it seened the talk had ended, but again he stirred
and spoke.

"Yes, Wil fert," he said. "He was |ike unto a brother to ne. But when the decision cane to be
made, | sided with the others."”

He fell into a silence and then again he spoke. "Arrogance," he said. "Yes, it was his
arrogance. He set hinmself against the rest of us. He set his know edge and his skills against our
skills and know edge. We told himthat he wasted tine, that there was no power in his talismn
and yet, setting at naught our opinions and our friendships, he insisted that it had great power.
He said it was our jealousy that spoke. W tried to reason with him W talked to himlike
brothers who held great |ove of him But he'd not listen to us, stubbornly he stood agai nst us
all. Granted that this talisman of his was a thing of beauty, in nore ways than one, since he was
a magni ficent craftsman, a skilled worker in the arcane, but it takes nore than beauty..."

"You are sure of that?" asked D ane.

"My dear, | amsure of it. A petty power, perhaps. He clainmed that this silly talisman of his
could be used to go against the Horde of Evil and that was pure insanity. A nere petty power, is
all. Certainly nothing that could be used against the Evil."

"How is it," Diane asked, "that you never spoke to ne of this before? You knew | was seeking
word of him that |I hoped to find the talisman.”

"Way should | cause you pain?" the wizard asked. "I would not have said it now, but in ny
silliness and weakness, it slipped out of me. | would not willingly have spoken, for | knew how
|l oyal you were to him O to his nenory. For | suppose he nowis dead. |I think you told nme that."

"Yes, for a century or nore. | found where he was buried. In the village just beyond the

hills. The last years of his life he posed as a saintly man. The village would have run himout if
they'd known he was a wi zard."

The old man's eyes were nmisted. A tear went running down one wasted cheek

He waved a hand at them "Leave ne now," he said. "Go. Leave ne with ny grief."
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22

He had a problem Duncan told hinself, and the fact he had a problemworried hima lot. He
shoul d not have this kind of problem-it was not in his nature to follow a course that would
result in such a problem All his |ife he had been frank and forthright, saying exactly what he
t hought, hol ding back no truth, telling no lies. And this was worse than a sinple lie; this was
di shonesty.

The amul et --perhaps the talisman, for that was how Cut hbert had described it--did not bel ong
to him It belonged to Diane, and every fiber in himcried out for himto hand it back to her. It
had been constructed by her great-grandfather and should be passed on to her. And yet he had said
not hi ng about having it, had set the course for the rest of his band to say nothing of it, either

Cut hbert had said it had no power, that its fabrication had been a failure. And yet Wil fert,
D ane's great-grandfather, had been willing to accept bani shment fromthe congress of w zards
rather than adnmit that it had no power.

It was because of the nagging feeling, alnmobst a conviction, that it did have a very potent
power, he knew, that he had acted as he had. For if the talisman had any kind of power at all,
could afford its bearer even the slightest protection, then, he told hinmself, he had a greater
need of it than had anyone. Not he, of course, but the manuscript--for that was the crux of it,
the manuscript. He nmust get it to Oxenford and there was nothing that he could ignore, nothing at
all, that would help himget it there.

It was not for hinself alone that he, who had never been di shonest, now was dealing in
di shonesty. In the library back at Standish House His Grace had said that in the nmanuscript |ay
manki nd' s greatest hope--perhaps the one | ast hope remaining. If that were true, and Duncan had no
doubt it was, then dishonesty was a trivial price to pay to get the witings of that unknown
foll ower of Jesus into the hands of Bishop W se.

And yet Duncan did not like it. He felt, somehow, unclean. Unworthy and unclean, fouled with
deceit and shiftiness, skulduggery and trickery.

VWhat was right? As he thought of it, the line between right and wong becane blurred and
sneared, and it never had been that way before with him He had al ways known, instinctively,
wi t hout being told, what was right and what was wong. There had been no blurring, there had been
no smear. But his prior decisions in this regard, he realized, had always dealt with sinple
consi derations in which there had been no conplicating factor. But here there was a conplicating
factor that, in no way, he could quite fit into place

He sat on the bottom step of the great stone stairway that led up to the castle's entrance. In
front of himswept the verdant greenness that ran fromwhere he sat to the edge of the sweeping
circle of standing stones ringing in the castle's park. Through the park ran curving paths and
wal kways paved with bricks. Spotted about the smpothness of the | awn were stone benches, pools,
and spouting fountains, rose-covered bowers, flowering gardens, and clunps of shrubs and trees set
tastefully in the great green expanse of grass.

It was a beautiful place, he thought--not a place of natural beauty, but a place of artificia
beauty, made so, not perhaps by man, as would be the case in other castle parks and gardens, but
by the wi zardry of a congress of men skilled in bringing about events that stood beyond the
nat ur al

There was in it a peace and restful ness that he would not have thought possible in the domain
of wizardry. And yet, he told hinself, it would have been wong for himto think so, for w zards
were not necessarily evil nmen, although there had been sone, if history told true, who had turned

to evil. The tenptation to evil, he realized, would al ways have been present anobng nmen who hel d
such | arge-scale powers as they, but that did not mean evil was inherent in them perhaps only a
snmall fraction of themhad ever turned to evil. Their powers were great because of the know edge

that they held and this might be, he told hinmself, why w zards were in such bad repute. The
general popul ace, the great mass of conmmon nen, viewed all great power and all extensive know edge
wi th suspicion; they viewed with suspicion anything they could not understand, and the know edge
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hel d by w zards was uni magi nably beyond the understandi ng of the rest of mankind.

Down near the standing stones, Conrad and Tiny were playing. Conrad was throwing a stick for
Tiny, and Tiny, beside hinself with joy, for there were not often times when he could play, went
racing after the stick when Conrad threwit, bringing it back in his nouth, ganboling and fri sking
in an ecstasy of fun that sonmehow did not fit in with the disposition of a war dog. To one side
st ood Dani el and Beauty, watching the play. Daniel, it seemed to Duncan, was | ooking on
di sdainfully, as if he recognized that such behavi or was beneath Tiny's dignity. Beauty, however,
did not seemto nmnd. At tinmes she cropped a nouthful of grass, but for the nbst part watched with
unconmon interest. Probably, Duncan thought, if Conrad were to throw a stick for her, she would
run and fetch it, too

A short distance from Dani el and Beauty, Hubert, Diane's griffin, was lying on the |awn, the
eagl e head held high, the long whip of a tail curled hal fway around his body as a cat would curl
its tall when lying down, the jutting, rounded Iion hips tawny agai nst the greenness of the grass.

Behi nd him Duncan heard a faint sound and turned his head. Di ane was com ng down the steps,
but a different Diane. She was clothed in a filmy, clinging gown that reached fromneck to toes,
belted at the waist. Leaf green it was, the pale yellowgreen of the first spring | eaves of the
willow tree. Her flane-colored hair al nost shouted agai nst the pale softness of the fabric.

Duncan canme swiftly to his feet. "Mlady," he said, "you are beautiful. Beautiful and
charm ng."

She | aughed lightly at him "I thank you, sir. Wo, | ask you, could be beautiful in
buckski ns?"

"Even then," he said, "you had a charm about you. But this--1 cannot tell you."

"It's not often,"” she said, "that | can dress like this, or have occasion to. But with a house
of guests, what other could | do?"

She sat down upon a step and he sat beside her

"I was watching Conrad and Tiny at their play," he said.

"They are a pair," she said.
"You have known them | ong?"

"Conrad and | since we were boys," he told her. "W were inseparable. And Tiny since he was a

pup.

"Meg is in the kitchen," she said, "cooking up a nmess of sauerkraut and pig knuckles. She says
it has been years since she has had her fill of such a dish. | wonder, do you like it?"

"Exceedingly," said Duncan. "And what of the hermt? |'ve not seen himall the day."

"He's wandering,"” said Diane. "All about the grounds. He stands, |eaning on his staff, staring
off at nothing. Your hermit is a troubled man."

"A befuddl ed man," said Duncan. "Unsure of hinself. Torn by many questions. He cannot quite
deternmne the condition of his soul. He tried for long, by various neans, to be a holy nman, and
now he has becone a soldier of the Lord and it's a profession he's uneasy at."

"Poor man," she said. "He has within hinmself so nuch good and no way to express it. And
Cut hbert? How did you like Cuthbert?"

"I npressive," Duncan said. "Athough, at tines, difficult to understand. Difficult to follow"
"He's senile," said Diane.

Duncan shot a qui ck astonished glance at her. "You are sure of that?" he asked.
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"Well, aren't you?" she asked, in turn. "A brilliant nmind, sharp and clever, but now dulled by
time and sickness. He cannot follow up his thoughts. At times he's irrational. | watch him
closely, lest he hurt hinmself."

"He did seemto have sone trouble."

"The last of a long line," she said, "that persisted over hundreds of years. Now all are gone
except for Cuthbert. They tried to keep the congress going, bringing in young apprentices, but it
never worked. There are few outstanding wi zards any nore. It takes a special kind of nan to be a
wi zard. A capacity to absorb vast anounts of arcane know edge and to work with it. Perhaps
sonmet hing nore than that. An instinct for wi zardry, perhaps. A distinctive turn of mnd. There may
be few people in the world today who have that turn of mnd."

"How about yoursel f?"

She shook her head. "Wbnen sel dom can acconplish w zardry. That turn of nind, perhaps. Not the
kind of mnd that a woman has. It nay have to be a man's nmind. The nind of the male ani mal may be
shaped and pointed in a slightly different direction than a woman's mind. | tried, of course, and
they let ne try, for while they were forced to banish Wilfert, they held a high respect for him
even in his banishment. He was the nbst acconplished wizard of themall. And while |I could grasp
sonme of the concepts, could performcertain little nagics, put together some of the nore sinple of
the mani pul ations, | was not cut out for wizardry. They did not tell ne this. Intine to cone they
woul d have had to tell ne, but | did not force themto. | realized it nyself, that | could never
be anything other than a poor apprentice w zard. And there's no roomin the world for inefficient
apprentices.”

"But you are a resident of the w zards' castle."

"A courtesy,"” she said. "A sincere and heartfelt courtesy. Because | have Wilfert's blood in
me. When ny parents died of a plague that swept the countryside, Cuthbert left the castle for the
first time in his life, for the only time, for he has not left it since, and clainmed me as a

descendant of his great, good friend who by that tine, | now know, had |ong since been dead. The
| ast of the w zards raised ne here and because | loved them| tried to |learn their skills, but
couldn't. Al this | tell you about Cuthbert coming to get ne, |I've been told, for | was then too

young to remenber it. Not only did they raise ne here and care for me, but they gave ne as well
old Hubert, who was Wil fert's griffin, left behind when ny great-grandfather had to | eave this
pl ace, for he could not take a griffin with him"

"The day will come when Cuthbert will die,"” said Duncan gently. "Wat about you then? WII| you
continue to stay on?"

"I don't know," she said. "I have seldomthought upon it. | have tried to keep fromthinking
onit. Wth Cuthbert gone, it would be lonely here. | don't know what |'d do. There'd be no pl ace
in the outside world for ne. | amnot used to it, would not know what to do, have had no chance to
know what one should do. And | could not for |ong keep hidden that | had wi zard blood in nme. The
outside world, | amafraid, would not take kindly to me if that were known."

"The world can be cruel,"” said Duncan. "I wish | could tell you that it isn't, but it is.

She | eaned toward him kissed himswiftly on the cheek. "The world can be kind," she said.
"You have been kind to ne. You have tal ked of my problemwi th a very gentle kindness."

"l thank you, milady," said Duncan gravely. "I thank you for your words. And for the kiss. it
was a lovely kiss."

"You make fun of nme," she said.

"Not at all, Diane. It is true gratitude, the nore grateful because | have done nothing to
deserve it."

"Cut hbert," she said, changing the subject abruptly, "has expressed a desire to see you."

"I't nust be soon," said Duncan. "W tarry here too |ong. W nust be on our way."
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She protested, somewhat flustered. "Wy so soon? You should take several days to rest. Al of
you need rest. You've had no easy tine."

"W've been held up,"” said Duncan, "by many m sadventures. By this time we should have been in
Oxenford. "

"Oxenford can wait," she argued.

"I"'msorry, mlady, but | don't believe it can."”

She rose swiftly to her feet. "I nust be going in to see how Cuthbert is. | cannot |eave him
| ong. "

"I"ll go with you," he said. "You said he wanted to see ne."

"Not now," she told him "I'lIl call you when he is ready for you."

23

As Duncan crossed the reception hail, Scratch, the denon, perched upon his pedestal, called

out to him

"Are you in a hurry, sire?" he asked. "Wuld you, perhaps, have a little tine to spare? If so,
it would be nmerciful of you to halt a while and chat. Despite all this nagnificence of stone and
fancy scrollwork, despite the elevated and exalted throne they have provided for me, there are
ti mes when the hours hang heavy on ny hands."

Duncan altered his course and wal ked toward Scratch's colum. "I have not a thing to do," he
said. "M stress Diane is gone to see how the wi zard fares and ny conpani ons apparently have
pursuits of their own. | would treasure a little time with you."

"Now, that is fine," the denon said. "Two nen with the selfsanme thought, a way in which to
pl easantly while away sone tine. But there's no need for you to stand there, getting a crick in
your neck fromstaring up at me. If you'd only help me down, we could sit on that stone bench a
step or two away. My chain is |long enough for me to reach it handily and with sone to spare.”

Duncan noved closer to the colum and reached up his hands. The denon | eaned forward and
Duncan grasped hi m about the wai st and hel ped hi m down.

"Except for this clubfoot of mne, which additionally is weighted down by the chain, | could
get down quite easily nyself," said Scratch. "In fact, | often do, but not in a manner that you
could call easily." He held out his arthritis-crippled hands. "And these don't help, either."

They wal ked to the bench and sat down, side by side. Scratch lifted his clubhoof and crossed
his knees. He jiggled the hoof up and down and the chain cl anked.

"I was explaining to you the other day," he said, "that nmy nane is Scratch--fornerly Young
Scratch, now sinply Scratch, but never Od Scratch, for that is the vulgar designation of H's
Ni bs, who runs the Infernal Operation. Since the nane has been given ne, | suppose | nust abide by
it, but I have never liked it. It is the kind of nane one m ght give a dog. Wy, even nilady's
griffin is given the honest name of Hubert, which is a far better nane than Scratch. Through the
years | have squatted on ny colum and have thought, ampbng nmany other things, of a name that 1'd
enjoy bearing. A nore suitable nanme, with nore dignity and a nore euphoni ous sound. | have paraded
hundreds of names through ny mind, taking nmy time, for | have all the tinme there is, weighing each
name as | think of it, twisting and turning it in my mind, so | can get a critical look at it from
every angle, rolling it around in my nouth to get the sound and feel of it. And after all these
years and all the examination, | think I have finally found a nane that would fit me well and that
I'd be proud to have. I'll wager you cannot guess what that name m ght be."
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"l have no faintest idea," said Duncan. "How could | have?"

"It is Walter," said Scratch triunphantly. "It is a splendid nanme. Do you not think it is? It
has a full round sound to it. It is a nane that is conplete of itself and not a bobtailed nane.
Al'though | amaware it could be shortened to Walt. If | had such a name | should frown upon its
shortening. It is not a fancy nane. It has no flair to it. It is a solid name, an honest nane,
fashioned to fit a solid and an honest nan."

"So that is how you spend your tine," said Duncan. "Thinking up a new nane for yourself. |
suppose it is as good a device as any to nmake the tinme go by."

"It is only one of many things | do," said Scratch. "I do a lot of imagining. | inmagine how it
m ght have been for nme had events gone differently. If | had worked out as an apprentice denon, if
| could have cut the nustard, by now | would be a senior denon or, just possibly, a junior devil
I would be nuch larger than I am now, although naybe there woul d not have been that much change in
size. | ama runt, you know, | have always been a runt. It may be that therein lies ny trouble.
Perhaps a runt is foreordained to failure, perhaps a runt never can make good. But even when |
know this, | still can keep on imagining. | can envision nyself as a senior denobn or a junior
devil, with a big paunch of a belly and hair upon nmy chest and a very dirty laugh. That's one
thing I never was able to achieve, that very nasty laugh that can chill a human's bl ood and
shrivel up his soul.'’

"You seemto me," said Duncan, "to be quite phil osophical about your plight. You have not
grown bitter. Many | esser ones woul d have grown bitter. And you do not whine for pity."

"What woul d be acconplished," asked Scratch, "should | rant or rave or whine? No one woul d
love me nore; in fact, they'd love me less. No one |oves a bellyacher. A though | do not know why
I talk of love, for there's no one who I oves nme. Who could | ove a denmon? There are those who may
feel some small pity of me, but pity is not love. What they nostly do is laugh at me--at ny
twisted tail, at ny clubhoof, at ny crunpled horn. And |aughter, my lord, is very hard to take. If
they'd only shrink fromne in horror, or even in disgust, |I'd be better satisfied. | could live
with that."

"I have not |aughed at you," said Duncan
not claiml |ove you."

nor have | felt overwhelmng pity for you. But 1l

"That is not expected," said Scratch. "I would have sone suspicion of a human who professed
love for ne. | then would | ook for notive."

"And well you might," said Duncan, "but since | have proclained no | ove of you and thus have
not attenpted to put you in nmy debt, could I ask an honest question?"

"I woul d be pleased to have you."

"Then what can you tell nme about the Horde of Evil? | would inmagine that in this castle, from
wi zard tal k, you may have heard sone nention of it."

"That | have. What is it you would know? Although it occurs to me you nmay know sonething of it
personally. | have been inforned that you and your band stood them off not too |ong ago."

"Only a small party of them nostly the hairl ess ones, although there were others. | don't
know how many of them or how many Kinds."

"The hairless ones," said Scratch, "if | correctly catch the nmeaning of your term are the
sl ogging infantry, the guards, the skirm shers who do the initial dirty work. In a certain sense
they are not true evil beings, not really of the Horde. Al they have is bone and nuscle. They
have little magic in them perhaps none at all."

"And the rest of then? | talked with one who'd seen these others. O told me that he had. He
tal ked of inps and denons and | doubt that he is right. He was only using names he knew, generic
nanes for evil. In our encounter outside the wall, | killed one of these others and Tiny killed
anot her and they were not inps or denons. | know not what they were."
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"You're quite right," said Scratch. "They are neither inps nor denmons. Inps and denons are of
this world and these other ones are not. You know, of course, that the Horde cane fromthe stars."”

"So |'ve been told," said Duncan

"They are the spawn of other places, other worlds, which | suspect are not |ike our world. So
it only stands to reason that the Evil they spawned is unlike the evil of the Earth. They cone in
i nconcei vabl e shapes and forms. The very alienness of themis sufficient to clot one's |ifeblood.
Their habits and their notives and their nodes of operation, | presunme, as well, would not conform
to the habits, the notives and the operations of an evil thing of Earth. In going up against them
you are encountering a sort of creature you can never have imagi ned, perhaps could not possibly
i magi ne. "
"Soneone told nme," Duncan said, "that they are no horde at all; they really are a swarm What
could be nmeant by that?"

"I do not really know," said Scratch. "I have, you nust understand, no real know edge of them
It's only what |'ve heard."

"I realize that. But about a swarm Prior to being told that they were nore |ike a swarmthan
horde, | had talked with a venerable bee naster and he tal ked of swarm ng bees. In this w se,
could there be sone connection?"

"There is one thing," said Scratch, "although it was a short conversation only that | chanced
to overhear. It might, just possibly, bear on this swarmng nmatter."

"Pl ease go on," said Duncan. "Tell ne what it was."

"At those tines," said Scratch, "when the Horde is in the process of devastating an area, in
the way it has devastated northern Britain, the nmenbers of the Horde at tinmes are prone to come
together, to forma sort of living mass. Perhaps like unto a swarm of bees. The ones who tal ked of
this, having heard of it froma few widely separated and isol ated observations, were very puzzl ed
by the reported action. At other tines, it appears, the individual nenbers of the Horde, when
there is no devastation going on, seemto work alone or in small parties, only a few of them
toget her. But when they are about a devastation, they do collect, or so observers say, into a
massi ve swarm . ."

"Now, wait a nminute," Duncan said. "I think there might be a clue to that. A learned nan told
me, not long ago, that they devastated an area to make thensel ves secure so they can engage in a
rejuvenati on process, a retreat of sorts, he said, as fathers of the church sonetines hold
retreats. Do you suppose...'

"You know," said Scratch excitedly, "you may have something there. | have never heard of their
rejuvenation rites. But that could well be it. A coming together of the entire comunity of Evil,
a close conming together, a personal contact, one to one, and fromthat contact they m ght gain an
unknown strength, a renewi ng of thenselves. Wiat do you think? It sounds reasonable to ne."

"That had been ny thought. I'mglad you share it with nme."
"That m ght explain the swarmng."

"I think it could. Although there are so nany factors, so many things of which we have no
under st andi ng and perhaps never wll."

"That is true," said Scratch, "but it's a good hypothesis. One that could be worked on. You
tal ked with Cuthbert. What had he to say of it?"

"We did not talk about the swarming. At the tine |I did not know of it and if he did, he did
not nmention it. | brought up the rejuvenation theory, but he seened to think little of it. He said
the Horde was frightened of something, probably was getting together to nove against it, but for
some reason had beconme confused. Tell nme sonmething, Scratch. If you were forced to take sides in
this matter, if there were no way in which you could avoid taking sides, which side would you
choose?"
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The denon jiggled his hoof up and down and the chain clanked. "This may sound strange to you,"

he said, "but if forced to take a stand I'd stand in with you humans. My heritage nmay be evil, but
it's a human evil, or at least an earthly evil. | could not stomach associating with an alien
evil. I'd not know them and they'd not know nme and |'d be unconfortable with them Evil may be
evil, but there are various kinds of it and they can't always conme together."

St eps sounded on the stairs com ng down fromthe balcony into the reception hail, and Duncan
| ooked around. Still dressed in her green gown, Diane seemed to be floating down the stairs. Only

the tappi ng of her sandals betrayed her wal ki ng.
Duncan got off the bench and Scratch al so clanbered off to stand stiffly beside him
"Scratch,"” asked Diane, "what are you doing off your pillar?"

"Ml ady," Duncan told her, "I asked himto come down and sit with nme. It was nore confortable
for me. That way | did not need to stand, craning up ny head to |l ook at him"

"Has he been pestering you?"

"Not at all,"” said Duncan. "W' ve had a pleasant talk."
"l suppose," said Scratch, "I'd best get up again."
"Wait a second," Duncan said, "and I'll lend you a hand." He reached down and hoi sted the

denon so he could catch hold with his crippled hands and scranble back atop the pillar
"I't was good talking with you,"” Duncan said. "Thanks for giving ne your tine."
"That is gracious of you, ny lord. W will talk again?"
"Most assuredly,"” said Duncan

The denon squatted atop the pillar and Duncan turned back to D ane. She was standing in the
entrance waiting for him

"I had thought," she said, "we might take a turn around the grounds. 1'd like to show themto

you.
"I'"d be delighted,"” said Duncan. "It is kind of you."
He offered her his armand they went down the stairs together
"How i s Cuthbert feeling?" Duncan asked.

She shook her head. "Not as well as yesterday. | amworried for him He seens so irrational
He's asleep now. | waited to cone down until he was asleep."

"Could ny visit with him.."

"Not at all,"” she said. "Hi s ailnent grows upon him It progresses day by day. Cccasionally he
has a good day, but not too often now. Apparently he has not been hinmself since | left to go in
search of Wilfert. | suppose | should not have left him but he said he'd be all right, that he

could get along wthout ne."
"You have great |ove of hinP"

"You nmust renenber, he has been a father to ne. Since the tine | was a babe. The two of us are
famly."

They reached the bottom of the stairs and now turned to the left to follow a path that led to
the back of the castle park. The lawn ran down to just short of the river, fenced in by the ring
of standi ng stones.

"You think, undoubtedly," she said, "that | amharsh with Scratch."
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"It seens to ne you might have been, a little. Certainly he has a right to come down off his
pillar and sit upon a bench.”

"But he pesters everyone," she said. "It is seldomnow that we have visitors, but in the ol den
days there were many who cane to the castle, and he always pestered them wanting to pass the tine
of day with them hanging onto themas |long as possible to engage themin his silly jabber
Cut hbert felt, and | think the others did as well, that he was an enbarrassnent."

"I can see how that m ght be," said Duncan, "but he really is all right. I"'mnot an authority
on denons, naturally, so |l can't..."

"Duncan. "
n Yes?ll

"Let's stop all this foolish chatter. There's sonething that | have to tell you, and if |
don't tell it to you now, I'll never have the strength to."

She had halted at the bending of the path, opposite a |arge clunp of birch and pine. He swung
about to confront her and saw that her face was drawn and white.

"There can't anything be that bad," he said, startled by the | ook of her.

"Yes, there can be," she told himtightly. "You renenber just an hour or so ago you said that
you must be |l eaving soon, and | said there was no hurry, that you should stay a while and rest."

"Yes, | renenber that."

"I should have told you then. But | couldn't tell you. | sinply couldn't say the words. | had
eave to try to find the courage."”

to
He started to speak, but she held up a hand to stop him

"I can't wait," she said. "There can be no further talk. | nust tell you now Duncan, it is
this: you can't |leave. You can never |eave this castle."

He stood stupid in the path, the words not sinking in, refusing to sink in.
"But that can't be," he said. "I don't..."

"I can't say it any plainer. There's no way for you to | eave. No one can help you |leave. It's
a part of the enchantment. There's no way to break it..."

"But you were just telling ne you had visitors. And you, yourself

"It takes magic," she told him "Your personal magic, not soneone else's magic. It takes an
arcane know edge that one hol ds oneself. The visitors have had that kind of know edge, that kind
of magic. Because of that, they could go where no others could. | have sonme of that know edge
nmysel f, also a special dispensation..."

"You mean because none of us has that know edge..." She nodded, tears in her eyes.
"And you can't help us? The wi zard can't help us?"

"No one can help. The ability nmust be yours."

Suddenly anger flared within him blinding him

"Goddam it, then," he yelled, "why did you tell us to run for the castle? You knew what woul d
happen. You knew we woul d be trapped. You knew. .."

He stopped in nmd-sentence, for he doubted she was hearing him She was weepi ng openly, head
bowed, arns hanging at her side. Just standing there, all alone, and weeping.
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She raised a tearstained face to | ook at him cringing away from him

"You woul d have been killed," she said. "W broke the Harrier line, but they'd have been back
again. It was only a nonentary battle lull. They'd have returned and hunted you down, like wild
animal s."

She reached out for him "You understand?" she cried. "Please do understand!"”

She took a step toward himand he put his arms around her, draw ng her close against him
hol di ng her tightly. She bowed her head agai nst him weeping convul sively, her body shaking with
t he sobs.

Her muffled voice said, "I lay awake |ast night, thinking of it. Whndering how | could have
done it, how!l'd ever tell you. | thought perhaps | could ask Cuthbert to tell you. But that
woul dn't have been right. | was the one who did it, | should be the one to tell you. And now I

have--and now | have..."

24

They sat in silence for a tine after Duncan had finished telling them-not so nmuch a shocked
silence as a benunbed sil ence.

Meg was the first to speak, attenpting to cast a cheerful light onit. "WelIl, | don't know,"
she said. "It's not too bad. There are a | ot worse places for an old bag such as Meg to |ive out
her final days."

They di sregarded her.

Finally Conrad stirred and said, "You say one has to have sone know edge of the arcane arts.
VWhat are the chances that we could acquire that know edge?”

"I'd say not too good," said Duncan. "I suspect it would have to be a detailed and specific
know edge, perhaps well backgrounded by even other know edge. Not all of us could |earn these
arts, perhaps not any of us. And who is there to teach us? Cuthbert is old and dying. Diane's
know edge is too small. | gather that it is not the know edge that she has, but a special
di spensation, that enables her to cone and go."

"l suppose that's right," said Conrad, "and, anyhow, it would take too long a time. W haven't
got that kind of time."

"No, we haven't," said Duncan. "Two dying men--a dying man here and anot her one at Oxenford."

"And what about Tiny? What about Dani el and Beauty? They could not be taught the arts. Even
could we go we couldn't |eave them behind. They're a part of us."

"Probably we could take themwi th us,"” Duncan said. "I don't know. There is Diane's griffin;
he can conme and go. Certainly he does not know the arts."

"Even if there is none to teach us," Andrew said, "there are books. | found the library this
nor ni ng. A huge room and tons of witing."

"It would take too | ong," objected Duncan. "We'd have to sift through heaps of scrolls and
m ght not recognize what we sought even should we find it. And there's no one to guide us in our
studies. There'd also be the problem of |anguage. Many of the books, | suspect, may be witten in
anci ent tongues that now are little known."

"For myself," said Andrew, "for ne, personally, this turn of events is no great tragedy. Quite
willingly, if there were no other considerations, | could settle down here, for it is a pleasant
place and |I could carry on ny profession here as well as el sewhere. But for the two of you I know
it is a matter of great inportance to get to Oxenford."
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Conrad pounded the ground with his club. "W have to get to Oxenford. There has to be a way.
I, for one, will not give up and say there is no way."
"Nor will 1," said Duncan

"I had a prenonition of this," Andrewtold them "O if not of this, of sonmething very wong.
When | saw the birds and the butterfly..."

"What the hell," asked Duncan, "have birds and butterflies got to do with it?"

"I'n the woods," said Andrew. "In the forest just beyond the standing stones. The birds sit
frozen in the branches, not noving, as if they m ght be dead, but they have a live |ook to them
And there was a butterfly, a little yellow butterfly sitting on a m | kweed pod. Not stirring, not
movi ng. You know the way a butterfly will sit, slowmy noving its wings up and down, not very nuch

but some motion to them This one did not nove at all. | watched for a long tine and it did not
move. | think | saw, although | could not be sure, a thin filmof dust upon it. As if it had been
there a long tinme and dust had collected onit. | think the woods are part of the enchantnent,

too, that time has stopped there except for the people--and Hubert. Everything else is exactly the
same as it was on the day this castle was created by enchantnent."

"The stoppage of time," said Duncan. "Yes, that could be it. The castle is brand new, so are

the standi ng stones. The chisel marks still fresh upon them as if they had been carved only
yest erday. "
"But outside," said Conrad, "in that world we left to walk into this world, the castle lies in

ruins, the stones have tunbled down. Tell nme, mlord, what do you think is going on?"
"I't's an enchantnment," said Meg. "A very potent one."

"W' ve beaten enchantnents before," said Conrad. "W beat the enchantnent that cane upon us as
we approached the strand."

"That was but a feeble spell," said Meg, "designed only to confuse us, to get us off the
track. Not a well-constructed spell, not carefully crafted as this one surely is."

Duncan knew t hat what she said was true. Despite all their whistling past the graveyard,
despite all of Conrad's bravado, the firm confidence they showed for one another's benefit, this
was an enchantnent they were not about to break

They sat crouched in a row on the bottomstep of the stairway that canme down fromthe
entrance. Before themran the nmeasured velvet of the Iawn. Daniel and Beauty were at the foot of
the park, near the standing stones, filling their bellies with succul ent grass. Hubert, the
griffin, still lay where he had been earlier in the day. G own stiff with age, he did not nove
around too nuch.

"Where's Tiny?" Duncan asked.
"The last | saw of him" said Conrad, "he was digging out a nouse. He's around somewhere."

So here they were, Duncan told hinself, caught in as pretty a nousetrap as anyone coul d want.
This way not only woul d the manuscript never get to Oxenford, but it would be |ost to mankind as
well. Al that would remain would be the two copies made at the abbey's scriptorium

H s father, at Standish House, and Hi s Grace, at the abbey, would wait for word of him and
Conrad, and there would be no word; there never would be word. They woul d have gone into the
Desol ated Land and that would be the last of them Although perhaps, just perhaps, there night be
a way for word to be gotten out. Diane could get out, could go out and return. At |east, should
she be willing, she could carry word to Standi sh House, perhaps carry the manuscript as well.

There still nmight be tine for sonmeone else to get to Oxenford with it. Not through the Desol at ed
Land, for that route had proved too dangerous; the chances of traversing it were slight. Despite
the swarming pirates, it mght be carried by ship. There still might be enough tinme left to pul

together a fleet of fighting ships, nmanned by nmen-at-arms, to get through the pirate packs.
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"Mlord," said Conrad.
"Yes, what is it?"
"A delicate matter."

"There are no delicate natters between you and ne. Speak up. Tell me what you were about to."

"The Horde," said Conrad, "does not want us to get to Oxenford--well, maybe not actually to
Oxenford, maybe they just don't want us to get anywhere. They've tried to block us at every turn.
And now perhaps we're bl ocked for good. They'll have no nore trouble fromus."

"That's true. But what's your point?"

"The Lady Di ane."

"\What about the Lady D ane?"

"Could she be in league with then? Is this but a clever trick?"

Duncan flushed in anger, opened his nouth to speak and then hel d back the words.

Andrew hurriedly said, "I think not. To me it is inconceivable. Twice she aided us in battle
She woul d not have done this had she been in | eague with them™

"I think you probably are right," said Conrad. "It's only that we nmust consider every angle."

In the silence that foll owed, Duncan's nind went back again to his half-fornmed plan to get the
manuscript to Oxenford by some other route. It wouldn't work, he knew. Diane, w thout question
could carry it to Standi sh House, could acquaint his father with what had happened to hi m and
Conrad, but it seemed hardly likely that the manuscript could be carried to Oxenford by sea. Hs
father and the archbi shop had given that possibility full consideration and apparently had deci ded
that it would be inpossible. It mght be that his father would decide to attenpt it by |land once
again, sending out a snmall arny of nen-at-arns, but that sort of venture, it seened to Duncan
woul d have little chance of success. The Reaver's band of thirty nmen or nore had been easily w ped
out. That his own small group had gotten as far as it had, he was convinced, was due only to the
protection afforded by the talisman.

O, wait a nonent, he told hinself. |If Diane could take the nmanuscript to Standi sh House, she
could take it just as easily to Oxenford. At Oxenford she could deliver it by hand to Bishop Wse
and wait to bring back the word.

But, thinking this, he knew that none of it was possible, knew that he had been doing no nore
than conjuring up fantasies in a desperate effort to find some solution to his problem

He coul d not hand over the manuscript to Diane--nor, perhaps, to any other. He could not give
it to soneone he could not trust and in this place, other than Conrad, whom could he trust? Di ane
had lured himand his party into this circle of enchantnent. And now she said that she was sorry,
had even wept in saying she was sorry. But expressions of sorrow cone easily, he told hinself, and
tears just as easily.

And that was not all. The nmanuscript had been given into his keeping and it nust stay that
way. He was the one who had sole responsibility for it; it was a sacred trust he could share with
no one else. In his mad groping for sone way out of his predicanent, he had forgotten, for the
monent, the holy vow he inplicitly had taken when Hi s G ace had handed hi mthe parchnent.

"Anot her thing," said Conrad. "Could the denobn help us? He might have a trick or two up his
sleeve. If we appealed to him if we were able to offer himthe paynent of setting himfree, if we
could..."

"Wth a denon |'Il not deal," snapped Andrew. "He is a filthy beast."

"To me," said Duncan, "he seens a decent chap."”
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"You cannot trust him" Andrew said. "He would play you false."

"You said we could not trust Snoopy either," Conrad rem nded him "Yet if we'd paid attention
to Snoopy, we'd not be where we are now. He warned us against the castle. He told us not to go
near it."

"Have it your own way," whined Andrew, "but |eave nme out of it. I'll have no traffic with a
denon out of Hell."

"He m ght have a way to help us."

"If he did, there'd be a price attached. Mark ny word, there'd be a price to pay."
"I'"d be prepared to pay the price," said Conrad.

"Not the kind he'd ask," said Andrew.

It was no good, Duncan told hinself. Scratch, decent chap though he m ght be--sonething of
whi ch they could not be certain--would not be able to help them Nor could anyone. Diane, if she
had been abl e, woul d have opened a path for them And if she were unable, so would be all the
others of them An enchantnent of this sort, he told hinself, if it were to have any val ue, would
have to be fool proof and tanper proof.

Despite all his daydream ng, all his w shful thinking, the matter now was closed, the venture
cancel |l ed out. They could not |eave the castle, the manuscript would not get to Oxenford, the one
| ast hope of mankind, as His Grace had ternmed it, now had flickered out.

He rose heavily to his feet and started up the stairway.
"\Where are you going, mlord?" Conrad asked.

Duncan didn't answer him for there was no answer. He had no idea where he night be going or
what m ght be his purpose. He had no thought at all. It was as if his nmind had been wi ped cl ean of
every thought he had. The only thing he knew was that sonehow he nust get away, although he did
not know from what. And even as he thought this, he knew that he woul d be unable to get away from
anyt hi ng.

He kept on plodding up the stairs.

He had al nost reached the entrance when he heard the scream-a ululating wail |aden with an
unsupportable terror, the kind of half screech, half howl a condemed soul might utter,
interspersed with squeals of stricken horror. The sound nailed himto the spot, petrified and
stupefied, terror-stricken by the horror of it.

The scream ng was com ng from sonmewhere inside the castle, and the first thought he had was of
Diane. But it was not Diane, he realized; the sound was too full-throated, too deep to be nmade by
a wonan. Cuthbert, he told hinself--it had to be the w zard.

Wth a superhuman effort he broke the chain of terror that held himin place, forced his | egs
to nmove, and went |eaping up the stairs. As he burst through the entrance into the hall, he saw
that it was Cuthbert. The old man was running al ong the bal cony above the hall. He wore the |ong
white nightgowmn with ruffles at the throat and wists, the flam ng red ni ghtcap askew upon his
head. H s hands were lifted high, as if raised in horror, and his face was so twisted it seened
scarcely human. From his foamfl ecked, frothing |ips issued a stream of screans and squeal s, and
then, in md-scream he went over the balustrade that closed in the balcony and spun in the air
cartwheel ing through the enptiness, his scream beconing one |oud, persistent screech that did not
end until he hit the floor. Then the screamcut off and he lay, a huddled, crunpled figure all in
white except for the red nightcap

Duncan rushed forward, and out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of Diane, still clad
in her filny gown of green, running down one of the staircases fromthe bal cony.

He reached Cuthbert and went to his knees beside him reaching out his hands to |ift the body,
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but stopping when he saw the rivulet of blood that came from beneath the shattered head to run
al ong the polished flagstones. Then, nore slowy, he reached out again and turned the body, saw
what had happened to the head and face and then let it roll back again to its original position

Di ane was racing toward him and, getting to his feet, he leaped to intercept her. He caught
her in his arns and held her while she beat at himwith her fists.

"Don't look," he told her sharply. "You don't want to |ook."
"But Cuthbert..."
"He is dead," said Duncan

Above himhe heard a creaking, and | ooking up, he saw that a part of the bal cony bal ustrade
was swayi ng. Even as he watched it came crashing down. Shards of shattered stone skittered across
the floor, and from sonmewhere within the castle's bowels cane a groani ng sound. Then one of the
pillars that stood along the wall of the reception hall tieing the hall and bal cony together
slowy, gracefully peeled itself off the wall and toppled, not with a rush, but settling slowy,
describing a polished arc, as if it were tired and Iying down to rest. It struck the floor with
vi ol ence despite its graceful fall and came apart, the broken debris flying out to roll across the
fl agst ones.

"Let's get out of here," yelled Conrad. "The whole danm place is beginning to fall down."

From deep within the castle cane the nmpani ng of strained and shifting masonry, the npans
punctuat ed by unseen crashes. Qut of the walls of the hall blocks of stone were com ng | oose and
moving, the entire wall withing as the bl ocks continued their shifting.

"Mlord!'" yelled Conrad. "Mlord, get a nove on, for the |love of God!"

Duncan noved as if in a dream heading for the entrance, dragging Diane with him Behind him
came thunderous crashes as the castle continued to collapse. Meg was scuttling out the entrance,
foll owed closely by Andrew. Conrad was hurrying toward Duncan, intent on graspi ng himand
propelling himto safety.

A baw ing voice rang through the hall
"Help nme!" the voice bawl ed. "Do not |eave ne here."
Duncan, still with a grip upon D ane, swung around to see where the voice came from

Scratch, the denon, had junped down off his pedestal and was on the floor, his back toward
them his hands upon the chain, |eaning backward, heels dug in, tugging futilely at the chain in
an effort to free it fromthe stone.

Duncan gave Diane a shove toward the entrance. "Run!" he shouted. "Don't | ook back, just run.

He | eaped for the denon and the chain, but Conrad got there first. He shoved the denon to one
side, wapped the chain around his fists, and reared back on his heels, throwing the weight of his
massi ve body against the staple fastened in the pillar. The links of the chain humed and whi ned
with the strain he put upon them but the staple held.

Duncan, noving in behind Conrad, also grasped the chain. "Now," he said. The two of themthrew
their weight against the staple but it did not stir.

"No way," gasped Conrad. "W can't pull it out."

"Hang on. Keep it taut," said Duncan. He stepped around Conrad to position hinself between
Conrad and the staple. He drew his sword and lifted it high above his head, then struck at the
chain with all his strength. Sparks flew as the bl ade's edge struck the iron, but the sword
ski dded al ong the length of chain and the links held. Duncan struck again and agai n sparks flew,
but the chain still stayed intact.

One wall of the reception hall was down and stones were falling fromthe ceiling, bouncing on
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the flagstones. Stone dust floated in the air, and the floor was covered with tiny bits of
fragmented masonry. Any ninute now, Duncan knew, the entire structure would collapse upon them

"Let the damm chain be," wailed the denon. "Cut off my hoof to free ne fromthe chain."

Conrad grunted at Duncan. "He's right,"” he said. "That's the only way. Cut off his goddam
foot."

Duncan spun around, ducked behi nd Conrad.

"Fall down," he yelled at Scratch. "Hold up the foot so | can nmake a cut at it."

Scratch sprawled full length on the floor and held up the clubhoof. Duncan rai sed his bl ade
for the stroke. Soneone joggled him He saw that it was Andrew

"Get out of the way," Duncan shouted at him "Gve ne room" But Andrew did not nove. His
staff was poi sed above his head and he brought it down in a vicious sweep. It struck the
outstretched chain and at the blow the chain shattered into bits, tiny shards of netal spew ng out
al ong the floor.

Still holding the staff in his right hand, Andrew reached down with his left, grabbing the
denon by the arm and headed for the entrance, dragging the freed Scratch al ong behi nd him

"Run for it!" yelled Conrad, and Duncan ran, with Conrad cl ose behind him Ahead of them
Andrew | oped along with surprising speed, still hauling along an outraged denon, who screaned to
be let |oose, that he could nake it by hinself. As they burst out the entrance and started down
the stairway, the reception hail caved in upon itself with a thunderous roar. Small fragnents of
broken stone went whizzing past them and a cloud of dust bel ched out of the entrance.

By this tinme Andrew had |l et go of Scratch, and the denon, despite his clubfoot, was scranbling
frantically down the stairs. On the lawmn at the foot of the stairs, Meg was kneeling with her arns
| ocked around Di ane's knees to keep her fromstruggling free. Behind Duncan and Conrad the castle
continued crashing in upon itself. The central tower had already fallen and the walls were
buckl i ng.

Reachi ng the foot of the stairs, Duncan ran to reach Diane. He grasped her arm
"You can't go back in," he said.
"Cut hbert," she said. "Cuthbert."

"She tried to break away and go back," said Meg. "I had to hold her. | had to seize violently
upon her. She al npst got away."

"It's all right now," said Duncan. "All of us are out."
He grasped Di ane by both shoul ders, shook her.

"It's all over now," he told her. "W can't help him W never could have hel ped him He died
when he hit the floor."

Dani el and Beauty were at the foot of the park, standing beside one another, staring up toward
them watching the crunbling of the castle. Tiny was loping up the park toward them his ears laid
back, his tail standing out behind him Hubert, the griffin, did not seemto be about.

Scratch hobbl ed over to confront Andrew. He stood before him his head tilted up to | ook at
hi m

"I thank you, reverend father,"
have. "

he said, "for freeing me. That is a truly mracul ous staff you

Andrew made a choki ng sound, as if he had swall owed sonmething that tasted very bad. H s face
twisted in disgust and he had the | ook of a man who, any mnute now, mght fall down dead.
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"It was not death | feared," said Scratch. "I doubt | would have died. It was sonething worse
than death. Death is sonething that holds no fear for me, for | doubt 1'll ever die. In atruly
horrible way, | suppose | amimortal. But if the castle had crashed down upon ne, |I'd have been

i mprisoned there until the very stones should rot away with tine and..."

Andrew made a croaki ng sound and swng his arm as if to banish the denon forever fromhis
si ght.

"Leave ne al one," he npaned. "Begone, foul dermon, fromme. | want no sight of you again."
"You do not even want ny thanks?"
"Least of all | want your thanks. | want nothing of you. Forgetfulness is all | ask fromyou."

"But Andrew," said Conrad, walking up to him "all this poor creature tries to do is express
his gratitude. It is not neet you take such an attitude toward him Denmon he nay be, but surely
you must agree it is to his credit to feel gratitude. And he says right--you have a mracle of a
staff. Why had you not told us before it held such puissant power?"

"Begone!" howl ed Andrew. "All of you begone. | want not to have you gaze upon nme. | do not
wi sh you to be the witnesses to my shane."

He turned about and started wal ki ng down the park. Conrad nade as if to follow him but Duncan
signed himto desist.

"But there's sonething wong with him" protested Conrad.

"In time he'll let us know," said Duncan. "Now all he wishes is to be |left alone. Gve the man
sone tine."

Di ane pulled herself away from Duncan and | ooked at himw th | evel eyes.

"I"'mall right now," she said. "It nowis at an end. | know what happened. Wth the death of
the final w zard, the enchantment now is ending."

The sun had been shining brightly, only hal fway down the western sky, but now it seened to be
getting dark and the sun was gone.

The crashes fromthe castle were fewer, and in the deepening dark it no | onger was a castle,
but a heap of rubble, with only two towers still standing. A faint haze of white stone dust stil
coul d be seen hangi ng over the shattered nmasonry.

Conrad plucked at Duncan's sleeve. "Look, the standing stones,"” he said. Duncan | ooked toward
the foot of the park and saw that the standi ng stones were no | onger standing as they had been
Many of themwere canted at an angle and the lintels had fallen off them

He turned back to stare at the castle and in the noonlight (the nmoonlight!) he sawit as a
mound--saw it as he first had seen it when they'd cone out of the chasmw th the windy voice in
the upper reaches of its walls chanting, "Holy! Holy! Holy!"

"So it ends," said D ane, her voice small and soft. "The |ast wi zard is dead and the
enchant nent gone. The castle a nound, as it has been for centuries.”

"There are fires," said Conrad, and, indeed, there were, many little canpfires gleaning in the
dark on the hillside between the nobunded castle and the hills.

"The Horde?" the denpon asked. "VWiting there for us?"
"I think it unlikely," said Duncan. "The Horde woul d have no need of fires."
"More than likely," Conrad said, "it is Snoopy and his gang."

Duncan said to Scratch, "There's no need for you to stay. W placed no price upon the freeing
of you. We have no claimupon you. If there's sonewhere you want to go..."
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"You mean you do not want ne?"

"It's not that," said Duncan. "Should you want to stay with us, you're wel cone."

"I thought, perhaps, the hermit. He is not happy with ne. Al though | cannot understand..."
"He's only dramati zing," said Conrad. "Showing off a little. He'll get over it."

"I have nowhere else to go," said Scratch. "I have no other friends. | can, nmayhaps, be of
some small service to you. | can fetch and carry."”

"Stay, then," said Duncan. "Qur conpany becones nore diverse as we proceed upon the journey.
We can make room for a denon."

The ground beneath his feet, Duncan realized, no | onger had the even snoot hness of a lawn. It
was rough and hunpy, covered by wild grasses and | ow growi ng ground cover that rasped, as he
noved, against his boots. Somewhere, off in the distance, an oW was hooting, and in the hills
above the castle mund a wolf how ed nournfully.

The noonlight was bright, the nmoon a night or two fromfullness, and to the south he caught a
glinpse of the river, shining like a mrror

Saved again, he thought, jerked out of the jaws of disaster by the nost unlikely of events,
the castle's enchantment broken by the death of the |ast of those who had held it together
Cut hbert had committed suicide, whether intentionally or in a fit of insanity, there was no way of
knowi ng. But it had been suicide. He had hurled hinself fromthe balcony to the floor bel ow

Di ane noved close to himand he put an arm about her, held her tightly. She | eaned her head
upon hi s shoul der

"I amsorry,"” he said. "Sorry that it happened this way."

"I should have known," she said. "I should have realized that one day Cuthbert would be gone
and the castle gone with him | guess | did know, way back in ny nmnd, but I didn't allow nyself
to even think of it."

He stood, holding her closely, trying to give her the little confort that he could, | ooking
out beyond the canted standing stones to the fires that blazed al ong the sl ope.

"There nust be a lot of themout there," he said. "Snoopy told us he'd collect an arny."
"Duncan, " asked Di ane, "have you seen Hubert anywhere?"
"No, | haven't. He must be around. He was out there just a while ago with Dani el and Beauty."

She shook her head against his shoulder. "I don't think so. | think I've lost him too. He was
one with the castle. He'd been here so long."

"As soon as it is light,'
is over."

said Duncan, "we'll look for him He may wander in before the night

"There's soneone coning," Conrad said.
"I don't see anyone."

"Just the other side of the standing stones. Snoopy, nore than likely. | think we should go
out to neet them They won't want to pass beyond the stones. They know sonet hing's happened, but
they can't know quite what."

"There's no danger now," said D ane.
"They'd not know that," Conrad said.

Conrad started down the slope and the rest of themfollowed. They passed between the standing
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stones and now it could be seen that a band of half a dozen little figures stood there waiting for
t hem

One of them stepped forward, and Snoopy's voice spoke to themin a scolding tone. "I warned

you," he said. "Wiy can't you pay attention? | warned you to shun the castle nmound."

25

Snoopy knelt on the ground beside the fire and swept an area clear of litter with his hand.
"Watch closely," he said. "I'll draw a map to show you the situation."

Duncan, standing to one side, bent over to stare at the snooth place on the ground,
renenbering how the goblin had drawn a map for themthat first day they'd net in the chapel of the
church.

Snoopy picked up a stick, stabbed a hole into the ground. "W are here," he said. He drew a
ragged line along the map's northern edge. "There are the hills,"” he said. To the south he drew a
snaky line. "That's the river." To the west he nmade a sweeping line, running south, then turning
west and | ooping to the north.

"The fen," said Conrad.
Snoopy bobbed his head. "The fen."

He ran the stick along the line that represented the hills, curved it east, nmade a tight |oop
and continued south of the snaky line that was the river.

"The Horde," he said, "is stretched out along that |ine. They have us hedged in north and east
and south. Mstly hairless ones, with some of the other Horde nmenbers nixed in. They have us
backed against the fen."

"Any chance of breaking through?" asked Conrad,

Snoopy shrugged. "W haven't tried. Anytinme we want to, we can. W can filter out, a few here,
a few there. They won't even try to stop us. W're not the ones they want. It is you they want.
They |l ost you here; they know you couldn't have gotten out of this pocket. Perhaps they think you
may be hiding in the nound. If that's the case, they tell thenselves, the tine will cone when you
nmust nmove out. They know you'll have to surface sonmetime and then they'll have you. And you can't
filter out as we can."

"You mean," said Duncan, "that they've just been sitting there and you' ve been just sitting
her e?"

"Not entirely,"” said Snoopy. "Not us just sitting here, | nmean. W' ve got dozens of magics set
out for them foolish little traps that will not really hold them but that can hanper and confuse
them slow up any progress they m ght nake. Sone of the traps are mean as sin. They know they're
there and don't want to tangle with themuntil they have to. If they start to nove anywhere al ong
their line, we'll know "

"You're sticking out your necks for us," said Duncan. "We had not intended that you shoul d
hel p us, of course. W were glad of the help you gave us. But we never expected this."

"As | told you," Snoopy said, "we can back off anytime we want to. There's no overwhel m ng
danger for us. You're the ones who are in danger."

"How many of your people do you have here?"
"A few hundred. Maybe a thousand."

"I wouldn't have dreaned you could get together that many. You told us the Little Fol k have
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smal |l | ove of humans."

"I also told you, if you recall, that we have less |ove of the Horde. Once the word got
started that here was a small band of hunmans marching into the face of the Horde, the news ran on
all sides like wildfire. Day after day our people came flocking in, singly and in little bands.
will not try to deceive you. My people will not fight to the death for you. Actually they have but
little stomach for fighting. They've never been a warrior people. But they'll do what they can."

"For which," said Duncan, "they have our gratitude."

"If you'd only pay attention to what we tell you," said Snoopy, testily, "you would be better

off. 1 told you, specifically, to stay away fromthe castle nmound. Don't go near it, | told you.
From what you've told ne, it was only by incredible human |uck that you won free of it." He shook
his head. "I do not understand this hunan capacity for |uck. Qur people never have that kind of
| uck. "

"We had but little choice," Conrad pointed out. "If we'd not sought refuge in the castle, we'd

have been nmassacred."”

"I'f you could have gotten across the river..."

"There was no possibility of that,’
They were re-formng even as we ran.”

sai d Duncan. "The Horde contingent would have run us down.

"From what we found on the field of battle,
t hem "

Snoopy said, "you weaked a deal of danmge on

"Only for a tine," said Conrad. "We could not have held. Even as it stood, Di ane and the
Hunt sman saved us. The unexpected viol ence of their attack..."

Snoopy nodded his head enphatically. "Yes, | know 1 know"

"This time," Duncan promised, "we'll pay a closer attention to you. We'll follow your counsel
What do you suggest ?"

The goblin rocked back and sat upon his heels. "Not a thing," he said. "I have no
suggestions. "

"You mean nothing at all? No plan at all?"

"I"ve thought it over well," said Snoopy. "So have the rest of us. W held a council on it. W
spoke for long, we thought extrenmely hard. We have nothing to offer. W fear your goose is
cooked. "

Duncan turned his head to | ook at Conrad.
"W'll find a way mlord," said Conrad.

"Yes, of course,"” said Duncan, wondering as he said it if this mght be sonme ghastly joke the
Little Folk were playing on them A joke or just the brutal truth?

"I'n the nmeantinme," said Snoopy, "we'll do what we can for you. We've already found a bl anket
for the Lady Diane to shield her fromthe cold, for that flinsy gown she wore was no protection
what soever. W thout the bl anket she would have frozen before the night was over."

Duncan strai ghtened up fromthe position he had assuned to study Snhoopy's map. The fire was
burni ng high. Dani el and Beauty were standi ng compani onably together, heads hangi ng, across the
fire fromhim Tiny lay curled up, half asleep, not far from Conrad. Around the fire sat and
crouched a nunber of the Little People--goblins, gnones, elves, sprites and pixies--but the only
one he recogni zed was Nan, the banshee. She sat huddled close to the fire, her w ngs wapped
neatly about her. Her eyes, so black they seenmed to be polished gens shining in the firelight,
peered out from beneath a shock of disordered, coal -black hair.

He tried to read the faces, but could not nmake themout. If there was friendliness, he failed
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to see it. Nor did he see hatred. They sinply sat there, staring, waiting. Mre than likely
wat chi ng, he told hinself, to see what the hunans were about to do.

"These lines that hemus in," Conrad said to Snoopy. "Surely they cannot be nade up of the
entire Horde."

"No," said Snoopy. "The nain Horde is across the fen, west of the fen, noving northward up its
shore."

"Closing us in fromthe west."
"Perhaps not. Chost has been keeping watch on them"
"Chost has been working with you? Where is he now?"

Snoopy waved a hand. "Qut there sonmewhere, watching. He and Nan have been our eyes. They've
kept us well infornmed. | had hoped that there m ght be other banshees. They woul d have been
useful. But Nan is the only one who cane. You can't count on them They're an ugly lot."

"You said that the main Horde may not be bl ocking us on the west. How is that?"

"Chost thinks that tonorrow or the next day they'll nove farther north, |eaving the west bank
directly across fromus, free. But why are you so interested? You could not hope to cross the fen
No one in his right mnd would try to cross the fen. It is mud and swanp and water and shifting
sands. There are places where there is no bottomto it, and you can't know, until you come upon
them where those pits nay be. One spot may be solid footing, but the next one is nuck that seizes
you and hol ds you. Once he sets foot into the fen, one has no chance of coning out alive."

"We'll see,"” said Conrad. "If that's the only hope, we'll try it."

"I'f Hubert is still around," said Duncan, "D ane could go out on patrol with Ghost and Nan
That woul d give us one nore set of eyes."

"Hubert ?"

"Diane's griffin. He was not around after the castle fell."

"We'll look for himtonorrow, " Snoopy said.
“I"'mafraid," said Diane, "that he'll not be found."
"Neverthel ess, we'll look," Snhoopy promised. "We'll try to make up as well for all you lost."

"W | ost everything," said Conrad. "Bl ankets, cooking utensils, food."

"I't will be no problem" said the goblin. "Sonme of our people right now are working on a set
of buckskins for mlady. The gown she wears is useless for this sort of life."

"It's kind of you," said Diane. "One thing else | beg of you. A weapon.”
"A weapon?"
"I lost nmy battle axe."

"I don't know about a battle axe,"” said Snoopy. "But perhaps sonething el se--a bl ade,
per haps. "

"A sword?"
"Yes, a sword. | think | know of one I can lay ny hands upon."
"It would be gracious of you."

Snoopy grunbled. "I don't know what's the use of all of this. You' re caught within a trap. To
my way of thinking, there is no way to get out of it. \Wen the Horde decides to nove in, they'l
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squeeze you |like a bunch of grapes."

Duncan | ooked around the canmpfire circle. All the Little People crouched there were bobbing
their heads in agreement w th Snoopy.

"l never saw such a bunch of quitters in all ny life," said Conrad scornfully. "Hell, you're
ready to give up without even trying. Wiy don't you all take off? W'Il get along w thout you."

He turned and wal ked out into the darkness.

"You nust excuse ny friend," Duncan told those huddled at the fire. "He is not one to accept
defeat with any grace."

Just beyond the fire a figure noved furtively out of the trees, stood there for a nonent, then
scuttl ed back again. Duncan hurried in his direction and stopped at the edge of the grove from
whi ch the figure had energed

He called softly, "Andrew, where are you? What is wong with you?"
"What do you want with ne?" asked Andrew in a pettish voice.

"I want to talk with you. You've been acting like a spoiled child. W have to get to the
bottomof it."

Duncan wal ked a few steps into the grove. Andrew noved out from behind a tree. Duncan came up
to him stood facing him

"Qut withit," he said. "Wat is chewing on you?"
"You know what's chewi ng on ne."
"Yes, | think | may. Let us talk about it."

The firelight did not reach the spot where they stood, and all that Duncan could see of the
hermt was the white blob of his face, but in the faintness of the |light he could read no
expressi on.

"You renenber that night we talked in ny cell,"” said Andrew. "I told you how !l had tried hard
to be a hermt. About how ! tried to read the early fathers of the Church. About how for hours on
end | sat staring at a candle flanme, and how none of it seened to be of any use at all. | think I
told you | was a failure as a hermt, that my early hope to be at least a slightly holy man had
conme to nothing. | probably told you that | was poor tinmber for a hermit, that | was not cut out
to be a holy man. | amsure | told you all of this and perhaps a great deal nore. For | was sore
of heart and had been for sonme tine. It is no easy nmatter for a man to spend the greater part of
his life at his profession and in the end to know that he has failed, that all his tine and effort
have gone for naught, that all his hopes and dreans have vani shed with the w nd."

"Yes, | renmenber some of it," said Duncan. "I think, in telling it now, you have enbellished
it abit. I think that having felt yourself a failure as a hermt, you then junped at the
slightest chance to beconme a soldier of the Lord. And if that is what you really are, although I'm
not too sure of the proper definition, you have done rather well at it. You have no occasion to be
out here now sulking in the branbles."

"But you do not understand.”
"Pl ease enlighten ne," said Duncan dryly.

"Don't you see that all the staring at the candles paid off in the end? The candl e busi ness,
and perhaps some of the other things | did. Perhaps the fact that | willingly took the road as a
soldier of the Lord. I'mnot sure that | ama holy man--1 would not be so brash as to claim| am
It mght be sacrilegious to even hint | am But | do have powers | did not have before, powers
that | had no suspicion that | had. My staff..."

"So that is it," said Duncan. "Your staff broke the denon's chain. Broke it after a full bl ow
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of my sword did nothing but strike a shower of sparks fromit."

"You know, if you'll but admt it," Andrew said, "that the staff itself could not have fazed
the chain. You know that the answer nust be either that the staff itself suddenly has acquired a
magi ¢, or that the nan who wielded it..."

"Yes, | do agree," said Duncan. "You nust have certain holy powers for the staff to acconplish
what it did. But, for God's sake, nan, you should be glad you have."

"But don't you see?" wailed Andrew. "Don't you truly see ny predi canent?"
"I'mafraid this entire thing escapes ne."

"The first manifestation of my power resulted in the freeing of a denbn. Can't you understand
how that tears me up inside? That I, a holy man, if a holy man | am should use this power, for
the first tinme, mind you, to free a nortal enemy of Holy Mther Church?"

"I don't know about that," said Duncan. "Scratch does not appear to be a bad sort. A denon,
sure, but a nost unsuccessful denmon, unable to performeven the sinple tasks of an apprentice inp.
Because of that he ran away fromHell. And to denonstrate how little he was mi ssed, what a poor
stick of a demon he had turned out to be, the Devil and his mnions did not turn a hand to haul
hi m back to his tasks in Hell."

"You have tried to put a good face on it, ny lord," said Andrew, "and | thank you for your
consi deration. You're an unconmon kindly man. But the fact rermains that a black mark has been
i nscri bed against ne."

"There are no black marks," said Duncan with some irritation. "This is about as silly an idea
as | have ever heard. There's no one sitting somewhere, inscribing black marks agai nst you or
anyone el se."

"Upon ny soul ," said Andrew, "there is such a mark. No one el se may know, but | know. There is
no way for me to wipe it out. There is no eraser that will obliterate it. I'lIl carry it to ny
death and, mayhaps, beyond ny death."

"Tell me one thing," said Duncan. "It has puzzled nme. Wy, seeing that the sword had fail ed,
did you wield the staff? Did you have sone sort of prenonition, sonme sort of inner light..."

"No, | did not," said Andrew. "I was carried away, is all. Sonehow or other, | don't know why,
| wanted to get into the act. You and Conrad were doing what you could and | felt, | suppose,
al though at the tine I was not aware of it, that | should do what | could."

"You mean that when you dealt such a mighty blowwith that staff of yours that you were trying
to help the denon?"

"I don't know," said Andrew. "I never thought of it in that way. But | suppose | was trying to
help him And, realizing that, nmy soul is wung the harder. Wiy should | try to help a denon? Wy
should I lift a finger for hin®"

Duncan put out a hand and grasped the hermit's scrawny shoul der, squeezed it hard. "You are a
good nman, Andrew. Better than you know. "

"How i s that?" asked Andrew. "How does hel ping a denon make ne a good man? | woul d have

thought it made nme worse. That's the entire trouble. | gave aid to a minion out of Hell, with the
reek of sul phur still upon him"

"One," said Duncan, "that had forsaken Hell. That turned his back upon it, renouncing it.
Per haps for the wong reasons, but still renouncing it. Even as you and | renounce it. He is on
our side. Don't you understand that? He stands now with us. One with the mark of evil still upon

hi m but now he stands with us."
"I don't know," said Andrew doubtfully. "I'd have to think on that. 1'd have to work it out."

"Come back to the fire with nme," said Duncan. "Sit by the fire and be confortable while you
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work at it. Get sonme warnth into those shivering bones of yours, sone food into your belly."

"Conme to think of it," said Andrew, "I am hungry. Meg was cooking up a ness of sauerkraut and
pig's knuckles. | could taste them just thinking of them It has been years since | have eaten
kraut and knuckl es. "

"The Little Folk can't offer you kraut and knuckles, but there is a venison stew that is
nonst rous good. There's enough of it left, I"'msure, to nore than fill your gut."

"If you think it would be all right,"” said Andrew. "If they'd make room for nme.

"They' || wel conme you,
exactly true, but it was a small untruth and it could do no harm "So cone al ong.
arm around the hermt's shoul der and together they wal ked back to the fire.

Duncan assured him "They've been asking after you." VWhich was not
' Duncan put an

"I"'mnot yet clear in nmind," warned Andrew, stubborn to the last. "There is nuch to puzzle

out .

"Take your tine," said Duncan. "You'll get it straightened out. You'll have the tine to mul
it over."

Duncan escorted himacross the cleared area around the fire at which he'd tal ked with Snoopy.
Di ane and Nan were sitting together and he took himover to them

"Here's a hungry nman,"” he said to Nan. "Could there still remain a bow of stew?"

"Mre than a bow ," said the banshee. "Mre than even he can eat, hungry as he | ooks." She
said to Andrew, "Sit down close to the blaze. | will get it for you."

"Thank you, ma'am" said Andrew.

Duncan swung about and | ooked for Conrad, but was unable to |ocate him Nor could he find
Snoopy anong the scattered Little People.

The noon had nmoved well up in the sky. It nust be al nost mdnight, Duncan told hinself. Wthin
a short tinme all of them should be settling down to get sonme sleep, for they'd need to be up by
dawn. What they'd do he had no idea, but as quickly as possible they had to have a course of
action planned. Conrad, he thought, m ght have turned up sone new piece of information, and it was
i mportant that he see himsoon

It was just possible that Conrad had wandered over to another fire. Purposefully he set out
for the nearest one. He had gone only a couple of hundred feet or so when soneone hissed at him
fromthe darkness of a clunp of bushes. Swiftly he swung around, his hand going to the sword hilt.

"Who's there?" he chall enged. "Show yourself."
A deeper shadow detached itself fromthe bushes. Moonlight shimrered on the crunpled horn.
"Scratch, what are you doi ng here?" Duncan asked.

"Waiting for you,’
down so we can talk."

the denon said. "I have a thing to tell you. Quietly. Not too |oud. Squat

Duncan squatted to face the dunpy little figure. The denon | eaned forward pai nfully, head
thrust forward by the hunp upon his back

"I have been listening," he said. "You are in trouble."

"I't's nothing new," Duncan told him "W always are in trouble."
"But this tinme facing powerful forces on all sides of you."
"That is true."

"No way to escape?"
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"So the Little People tell us. W do not take their word entirely.
"There is a way across the fen," said Scratch

What was goi ng on? What was Scratch attenpting to do here? Shut up in the castle for
centuries, how woul d he know about the fen?

"You do not believe nme," said the denon.
"It's hard to. How coul d you know?"
"I told you once that soneday | would tell you of mnmy adventures. W never got around to it."

"You did tell me that. |I'd be delighted to hear the tale you have to tell. But not now. |'m
| ooki ng for Conrad."

"Not all of it now, " said Scratch. "Just a part of it. You nust know that once | fled from
Hell the word got around in human circles there was a denon | oose--a fugitive demon from whom t he
protection of Ad Scratch had been wi thdrawn, fair game for anyone who could [ ay hands upon him |
was hunted mercil essly.

"That's how | cane to know about the fen. At this very place, the south end of the fen, | hid
for several years; until | felt that | was safe, that everyone had forgotten nme, that the trai
had grown cold and the hunt been given up. So | came out of the fen and, wouldn't you know it,
al nost i mmedi ately was gobbl ed up."

"But the fen is death," said Duncan. "Or so we have been told."
"If one knows the way..."
"And you know t he way?"

"A water sprite showed me. A grunpy little sprite, but he took pity on ne. One nust be
careful, but it can be done. There are certain |andmarks ..."

"I't's been a long tinme since you've been in the fen. Landmarks can change."
"Not these. There are certain islands.”
"I sl ands change. They can shift or sink."

"The hills cone down to the fen and stop. But a part of them very ancient parts of them
still remain, rmuch worn down and | ower than the hills. These are the islands that | speak of. They
stand solid through the ages. Al rock, they cannot sink. Rock |edges run underwater between them
connecting them The | edges are what you follow to get across the fen. They are covered by water
and just by |ooking, you cannot see them One nust know. "

"Deep water?"
"Up to ny neck in places. No deeper."
"All the way across? To the western shore?"

"That is right, ny lord. A hidden ridge of rock, a part of the ancient hills, but there are
tricky places."

"You' d recogni ze the tricky places?"
"I amsure | can. | have a good nenory."
"You woul d | ead us, show us the way?"

"Honored sir," said Scratch, "I owe you a debt | had never hoped | could repay. Show ng you
across the fen would be only partial paynent. But if you would accept..."
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"W do accept," said Duncan. "If events so order thenselves..."
"Event s?"

"It may be the main Horde of Harriers will block our way. They are noving up the west bank of
the fen. If they should continue nmoving north, as they were when | ast seen, then, with your help,
we can cross the fen and be clear of them"

"There is one thing else."
"Yes?"

"At the western edge of the fen stands a massive island, nmuch larger than the others. It is
guarded by dragons."

"Why dragons?"

"The island,"” said Scratch, "is a wailing place. The Place of Wailing for the Wrld."

26

D ane, Meg, and Nan were sitting together by the fire, alittle apart fromthe others, when
Duncan returned, trailed by the linping, lurching Scratch. A short distance off, Andrew was
stretched out on the ground, covered by a sheepskin, fast asleep and snoring. A long, slender fold
of black velvet lay on Diane's |ap

Meg cackl ed at Duncan. "You should see what Di ane has. You should see what Snoopy gave her."
She gestured at the fold of velvet.

Duncan turned to | ook at Diane. Her eyes were sparkling in the firelight and she sniled at
him Carefully she unfolded the velvet to reveal what lay within it

The naked bl ade shone with a hundred fiery highlights and a nest of inset jewels glinted in
the hilt.

"I told him" she said, "that it was too magnificent for ne, but he insisted that | take it."
"It is splendid,"” Duncan said.

"The goblins have guarded it for years," said Nan, "as a sacred treasure. Never, in their
wi | dest dreans, did they ever think they'd find a human they would want to give it to." She
shrugged. "OF course it is far too massive for a goblin or any other of our kind to ever think of
wi el di ng. "

Duncan went down on his knees in front of Diane, reached out to touch the bl ade.
"May | ?" he asked.
She nodded at him

The steel beneath his fingers was cold and smooth. He ran his fingers along its length in
sonet hing that was close to a caress

"Duncan," Diane said in a hushed voice, "Duncan, |I'mafraid."
"Afrai d?"

"Afraid | know what it is. Snoopy didn't tell ne.

"Then," said Duncan, "I don't think you should ask."
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He picked up one end of the velvet and folded it back to cover the sword.

"Cover it," he said. "It is a precious thing. It should not be exposed to the danp night air.
Snug it safe and tight."

He said to Meg, "There is sonething | should ask you. Some days ago you told us about the
wailing for the world. You told us very little. Can you tell us nore of it?"

"No nmore than | told you then, ny lord. W spoke of it when we heard the keening fromthe

fen.

"You said there were several such wailing places, probably w dely separated. You seened to
think one of the wailing places was |ocated in the fen."

"So it has been told."
"Who is it that does the wailing?"

"Wirren, mny lord. Who else would wail in this world of ours? It is the wonmen who have cause for
wai ling."

"Do you have a name for these wailing wonmen?"

Meg wrinkled up her face, trying to remenber. "I believe there is a name for them ny lord,
but | don't think I've ever heard it."

"And you," Duncan said to Nan. "You banshees are wailers."
"Wiilers, yes," said Nan, "but not for the entire world. W have trouble enough to wail for
t hose who need it nost."

"Perhaps the entire world stands in need of wailing, of a crying out against its misery."

"You may be right," the banshee told him "but we wail at home, on the Iand we know, for the
wi dow | eft alone, for the hungry children, for the needy old, for those bereft by death. There is
so much to wail over that we can take care of only those we know. W crouch outside the |onely
cottage that is overrun by grief and need and we cry out agai nst those who have occasioned the
grief and need and we..."

"Yes, | understand," said Duncan. "You know nothing of the wailing for the world?"
"Only what the witch has told you."

A soft step sounded behi nd Duncan, someone noving lightly. "What is this about the wailing?"
Snoopy asked. Duncan sw vel ed around to face the approaching goblin. "The denon says there is a
wailing in the fen."

"The denon's right," the goblin said. "I have heard it often. But what has that to do with
us?"

"Scratch tells me the fen can be crossed. He clains he knows the way."

Snoopy puckered up his face. "I doubt that," he said. "It has always been told the fen is
i npassabl e. "

"But you do not know for sure?"

"I do not know for sure. No one has ever been fool enough to try. No one ever puts a boat upon
its waters, for there are lurking dangers there that rise up to seize one."

"Then," said Duncan, "l ook upon a fool. | amabout to try."

"You'll be swallowed up," said Snoopy.
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"We' || be swallowed up in any case. You say the Horde pens us in. That |eaves the fen the only
way to go."

"Wth the nmain body of the Horde on the western shore?"

"You told nme Ghost had reported they were noving north. If they continue to nove north, if
they nmove far enough to the north, the way will be clear."

"The ones surrounding us are beginning to nove in," said Snoopy. "A closing of the net. There
is sone nmovenent fromthe east. They've tripped sone of our magic traps.”

"Then all the nore reason," said Duncan, "for trying the fen. And as quickly as we can."

"I'f the forces surrounding us know that you are here, and nost certainly they nust for
otherw se there woul d be no novenent, then surely the nain body on the fen's western bank al so
must know. "

"But the Horde on the western bank can have no idea we will try to cross the fen."

Snoopy threw up his hands in disgust. "Go on," he grow ed. "Do what you wish. You will in any
case. You do not listen to ne. You have never listened to ne."

"I'"'msorry," Duncan said. "You offer no alternatives. The fen does offer an alternative.
have decided | will go. The denpbn will go with me to point the way. Conrad, | amsure, will come
al ong. "

"And so will I," Diane said softly. She said to Snoopy, "You spoke of buckskins for ne. Wen
will they be ready? | cannot essay the fen in such dress as this."

"By first morning light," said Snoopy. "CQur people have been working all the night."

"W can't leave by norning light,’
search for the griffin nust be made."

said Duncan, "although | would |ike to. Before we | eave a

"There has been searching in the night," said Snoopy. "He has not been found. At the first
hint of dawn the area will be swept again. W have slight hope of finding him He was tied too
closely for too long to the wizards and the castle. He was old and worn out with |ong service and
may not have wi shed to survive the castle. It is unlikely he would have survived with the fina
wi zard gone. MIlady, | think, shares our beliefs."

"Yes, | do," said D ane. "But wthout Hubert | still will go."

"You could ride Daniel," Duncan said.

"No. Daniel is your horse. He's too acconplished a war-horse to be hindered by a rider save
that he and the rider fight as one. In all the encounters on this journey you have never ridden
him The two of you have fought side by side. That is as it should be."

"I will go with you," said Nan. "The fen holds no terrors for me, since | can fly above it,
al t hough haltingly and with no grace at all, flapping |ike a crow Perhaps | can be of sonme help
in spying out the land."

"And since | started this adventure with you," Snoopy said, "you cannot |eave ne out."

"There is no need," said Duncan. "You have little faith in what is proposed and certainly you
should stay here to direct your people.”

"There is no need of ny direction,” Snoopy told him "In truth, | never have directed them
simply sent out a call for their gathering. And they came, as if to a picnic, for the adventure
they mght find. But they are not ones who will face up to great danger. Rather, being w se
people, all of them they run fromdanger. To tell the honest truth, they're beginning to scatter
now. By the time you are gone, they will be as well."

"Then, in good conmon sense, why don't you scatter with then? W thank you for the thought of
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going with us, but it is beyond..."

Snoopy broke in with a fine display of rage. "You would deprive nme of a feat of which | can
talk for years, with all the others of themsitting about to listen, intent on every word as it
drops fromoff ny lips? The life of the Little Folk, as you are wont to call us in your
patroni zing manner, is a boring life. W have but few occasions to performfeats of derring-do.
Few of us ever have the chance of beconing even nminor heroes. It was different in those days
bef ore you hunmans cane and pushed us off our land. The | and was then our own and we played out
upon it our little dramas and our silly conedies, but now we can do none of this, for we have not
the room and hal fway through are certain to run into some stupid, loutish human who remninds us of
our present poor estate and thereby robs us of what little fun we're having."

"Well, all right, then," said Duncan, "if that's the way it is. We'll|l value your conpany.
Al t hough | nust warn you that somewhere along the way we may neet with dragons.”

"I give that for dragons,"” said Snoopy, snapping his fingers.

Twi gs snapped in the darkness and Conrad cane blundering into the firelit circle. He made a
thunb, pointing into the air above him

"See who |'ve found," he said.
They all | ooked up and saw that it was Ghost, who floated down to mngle with them

"I had given you up, ny lord," he said to Duncan. "I searched and searched for you, but there
wasn't any trace. But even as | searched | held true to the task I had been assigned. | watched
the Horde, in its many various parts, and | acking anyone to whom | could report, since you were
gone, | passed ny know edge on to Snoopy. He was as puzzled as | was as to what could have
happened to you, but he had suspicions that your di sappearance had sonmething to do with the castle
nmound and this has now been confirned by Conrad, whom| was delighted to stunble on just a while
ago and..."

"Hold up," said Duncan, "hold up. There's word | want from you."

"And I, ny lord, have word to give you. But first |I rnust ask, for mne own peace of mind, if
you still intend, despite the many interruptions, to continue on to Oxenford. | still retain the
hope of getting there for, as you know, | have many troubl esone questions to ask the w se ones

there. Troubl esonme questions for ne, perhaps, but | hope not for them It is ny npst earnest dream
they can give ne answers that will set ne nore at ease."

"Yes," said Duncan, "we do intend to continue on to Oxenford. But now ny question. Wat about
that part of the Horde traveling up the west bank of the fen?"

"They continue north,"” said CGhost. "They' ve picked up speed. They are traveling faster now "
"And show no sign of stopping?"
"There is no sign of their slackening their pace. They continue |ungi ng onward."

"That settles it," said Duncan, with sone satisfaction. "W start tonbrrow, as soon as we are
able."

27

At the first paling of the eastern sky, they searched for Hubert. They swept the grounds
surroundi ng the castle mound and the stretch of river neadows below and to every side of the
castle without finding a trace of the griffin. There were, now, fewer of the Little People than
there had been the night before, but those who were left aided in the search with a will. Once the
search was done, they disappeared, drifting off with no one able to mark their going. Al that
remai ned to show they had ever been there were a dozen snol dering, dying canpfires spread out on
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t he sl ope above the castle nmound.

Duncan and Conrad pulled their snmall force together and started out, heading for the fen. To
the north | oonmed the great nmass of the hill through which Duncan and his band had passed, its
western end cut off sharply where it met the fen. To the south the river wound lazily through the
mar shy meadows.

The band travel ed spread out now rather than in a columm, through open | and broken here and
there by small groves of trees and sparse woodl and, the space between covered by | ow ground cover
and patches of hazel. The norning, which had dawned cl ear and bright, became di smal as heavy
cl ouds noved in fromthe west, not covering the sun, but dinming it so that it becanme little nore
than a pale circle of light.

Less than an hour after starting, they heard the first faint sound of wailing. Subdued by
di stance, it still was clear, a far lament of |oneliness with an overtone of hopel essness, as if
the cause of wailing would never go away, but woul d endure forever

Wal ki ng besi de Duncan, Di ane shivered at the sound of it.
"It goes through one," she said. "It cuts nme like a knife."
"You' ve never heard it before?" he asked.

"Yes, of course, at tinmes. But fromfar off and | paid no attention to it. There are al ways
funny noi ses conming off the fen. | had no idea what it was and..."

"But the wi zards woul d have known."

"Knowi ng, they might have told ne. Except when | went to search for Wilfert, | seldomleft the
castle. In many ways, although | was not aware of it, | lived a protected life."

"Protected? You, a warrior maid..."

"Don't mistake ne," she said. "I amno forlorn waif, no dansel in distress. | rode on certain
forays and | learned the art of arnms. And that remi nds me, there's sonething | nust thank you for
You believed with ne in the bl ade."

She carried it naked in her hand, for there was no scabbard for it. She cut a small figure
with it and it flashed even in the faint sunlight.

"It is a good piece of steel," he said.

"And that is all?"

"Snoopy told you nothing. You should ask no further."
"But there was a sword lost |long ago and..."

"There have been many swords and nmany of themlost."
"Al'l right," she said. "That's the way we | eave it?"

"I think it's for the best," said Duncan

They had been breasting the uplift of a Iong and gentle swale and now they canme to the top of
it, all of them bunched together and staring toward the west, where they could see the thin faint
bl ueness of the fen. At the bottomof the uplift lay a long thin strip of forest |ying between
them and the fen, running fromthe cut-off mass of the northern range of hills as far south as
they coul d see.

Scratch edged up to Duncan, tugging at his jacket for attention
"Scratch, what do you want?" asked Duncan

"The woods."

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (134 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:34 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

"What about the woods?"

"I't wasn't there before. | renenber fromthe tine that | was here. There wasn't any woods. The
Il and ran snooth down to the fen."

"But that was long ago," said Conrad. "A long, long tine ago."

"Several centuries," said Diane. "He's been chained in the castle for that long."

"I'n several centuries," said Duncan, "a woods coul d have grown up."

"Or he renenbers incorrectly,"” said Conrad

Andrew growl ed at them thunmping his staff on the ground. "Pay no attention," he said, "to

that inp of Satan. He is a troubl emaker."
"Meg, " asked Duncan, "do you know about this woods?"
"How coul d I ?" asked the witch. "I've not been here before."

"It looks all right to ne," said Conrad, "and | always amthe first to sniff out trouble. Just
an ordi nary woods."

"I can detect nothing wong with it," said Snoopy.

"I tell you," shrilled Scratch, "it was not there before."

"We' || proceed cautiously," said Conrad. "W'Il keep on the watch. To get to the fen, it is
quite clear that we nmust nake our way through the woods."

Duncan | ooked down at Scratch, who still was standing close beside him still with a hand upon
the jacket as if he neant to tug it once again. In the other hand he held a | ong-handled trident,
its three tines barbed and sharp

"Where did you get that?" asked Duncan

"I gave it to him" said Snoopy. "It belonged to a goblin that I know, but it is too heavy and
awkward for such as we to wield."

"Aving it to nme," said Scratch, "he remarked that it was appropriate to ne."

" Appropri at e?"
"Way, certainly," said Snoopy. "You are not up, ny lord, on your theology."
"What has all of this got to do with ny theol ogy?" asked Duncan

"I may be wong," Snoopy told him "but | thought it was an old tradition. | happened, not too
| ong ago, upon a scroll that | supposed, fromwhat | saw of it, nust have recorded Bible stories.
I did not take the time to puzzle out any of the barbarity of your witten | anguage, but | did
| ook at the pictures. Anong them | found a drawi ng, rather crudely done, show ng denobns, such as
this friend of ours, pitchforking a nunber of disconsolate humans into the flanes of Hell. The
instrunments the denons used to do the forking very nuch resenbled this trident that our present
denon holds. That is all | meant when | suggested that such a weapon might be appropriate to him"

Duncan grunted. "Let's be on our way," he said.

A faint path, seenmingly one that was not often travel ed, angled down the gentle slope toward
the woods. From a short distance off the edge of the woods seened quite ordinary. It seened in no
way different fromany other patch of woodl and. The trees were ancient, with a hoary | ook about
them thick through at the butt, quickly branching to forma heavy tangle of interl ocking
branches. The faint pathway they had been follow ng continued on into the thickness of the woods,
provi di ng enough cl earance through the tangle for a man to follow it with ease.
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"You're quite certain," Duncan asked Scratch, "that this woods was not here when you | ast saw
this place? Can you be absolutely sure this is the place you saw?"
Scratch lifted his clubfoot and scratched the other leg with the m sshapen hoof .
"I amfairly certain sure," he said. "I doubt | could be nistaken."

"In any case," Conrad pointed out, "we shall have to cross it if we are to reach the fen."

"That is true," said Duncan. "Conrad, | think you and Tiny should take the point, as you
al ways do. The narrowness of the path neans that we nmust go in single file. Diane and | will guard
the rear. Don't let Tiny get too far ahead of you."

Meg, who had been riding Daniel, slipped off his back.
"You'd better get back on," said Conrad. "W'IlIl be noving out."

"All the nore reason why | should not be in the way of a fighting horse,” said Meg. "I can
hobbl e by nyself through this snmall patch of woods."

"I'"ll walk beside her," said Andrew, "to help her on her way."

"Wy, thank you, kind sir," said Meg. "It is not often that an old bag such as | has offer of
an escort."

"Meg, " asked Duncan, "is there sonething wong? You woul d not encunber Daniel, you tell us. Is
it that..."
The wi tch shook her head. "Nothing wong at all, my lord. But these woods are close quarters.”

Duncan nmade a sign to Conrad, who noved out, wal king down the path, with Tiny stal king cl ose
ahead of him The others fell into Iine. D ane and Duncan brought up the rear, with the crippled
dermon linping painfully ahead of them using the reversed trident as a staff to help hinself
al ong.

The woods held a sonber sense, such as one woul d expect of a woods in autum, the sense of the
dying, drifting leaf, of the frost-shriveling of the little plants that grew on the forest floor.
But otherw se there seened to be nothing and that, thought Duncan, in itself was not wong, for
that was the way that it should be. Mst of the trees were oaks, although there were other
scattered kinds. The path, he told hinself, was the sort of trail that deer, over the years, m ght
beat out for thenselves, going in single file, stepping in one another's tracks. A hush hung over
everything. Not even a | eaf was rustling and that, Duncan thought, was strange, for there sel dom
was a tinme when | eaves did not do sone rustling. Even on the cal nest day, with no wind at all, in
an utter quietness, sonewhere in a woods a |eaf would rustle for no apparent reason. Fallen
| eaves, lying on the path, nuffled their footfalls and no one spoke a word. The hush of the woods
had i nposed a hush on the people who entered it.

As is the case with nost woodland trails, the path was a crooked one. It dodged between trees,
it wound around a fallen, noldering forest giant, it avoided |lichen-covered boulders, it clung to
the slightly higher ground, skirting the snall wet areas that lay on the forest floor--and in
doing all of this it wound a tw sted way.

Duncan, bringing up the rear, with Diane just ahead of him and ahead of her the |inping,
| urchi ng denon, stopped and turned hal fway around to view the path behind him For, unaccountably,
he felt an itching between his shoul der bl ades, the sort of feeling a receptive nan night have
from somet hi ng watching him But there was nothing. The path, the little that he could see of it,
was enpty, and there was no sign that any other might be near.

The feeling, he told hinself, came about fromthe al nost certain know edge that in a very
little time the entire area held by the Little Folk would be swarnming with the hairl ess ones and
other menmbers of the Horde, closing in to make their kill. The Little Folk, nore than likely, by
now had cleared the area. They had started sifting out before the night was over and by the tinme
he and his band had left, there had been none about--none but Snoopy, who now was marchi ng up
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there in front with Conrad, and Nan, who presumably was flying about to spy out whatever m ght be
happeni ng. The magic traps the Little Folk had set out might inpede the Horde for a tine, but
perhaps for only a few hours at the best. The traps, w cked and nean as sone of them mi ght be,
could not stand for |ong against the nore powerful and subtle nmagic of the Horde. In the fina
reckoning, all the traps would be little nore than ninor nui sances.

He put his hand to his belt pouch, felt the small, round hardness of Wil fert's talisman, the
yi el di ng softness of the manuscript, listening to its crackling rustle as he pressed his fingers
toit.

If only Scratch should be right, he told hinself--if they could cross the fen, if the main
body of the Horde kept noving northward up the west nmargin of the fen--then they still would have
a chance. Wth the south open for the run to Oxenford, there still would be a chance to carry out
the mssion. It was the only chance they had, he rem nded hinself. There were no alternatives.
There were no choi ces, no decisions to be nade.

Wth one | ast | ook down the enpty path behind him he turned about and hurried to catch up
with Diane. As he hurried along the path, he caught the first faint sound of wailing he had heard
since they'd entered the woods. It seened farther off than ever, a nere whisper of a sound, nuted
and broken up by the denseness of the trees.

Suddenly, ahead of him the heavy growth | essened, and he stepped out into a small clearing,
an alnost circular clearing, as if in sone tine |ong past a woodsnan had chopped down the trees
and hauled off the logs to make a cleared circle in the forest.

The rest of the band had stopped and were clustered in the center of the clearing. As Duncan
stepped smartly forward to join them he glanced around and it seened that the circle was hemred
in by larger and thicker trees than they had passed t hrough heretofore. The trunks of the trees
were huge and they grew al nost cheek by jow ; their massive interlocking branches, springing from
the trunks only a few feet above the ground, forned an inpenetrabl e hedge that held them | ocked
inside the circle.

He hurried up to Conrad. "Wat are we stopping for?" he asked. "Wy don't you continue on? W
have to reach the fen."

"There is no path," said Conrad. "A path cones into the clearing, but there is none | eading

out .

"And now," said Andrew, thunping his staff upon the ground with an exasperati on sumoned up to
mask his fear, "there's none coming in, as well."

Duncan spun around and | ooked back the way he'd cone and saw that Andrew was right. The trees,
sonmehow, had noved in and cl osed together to block out the path they had been foll ow ng.

"Wth a great deal of work," said Conrad, "we could wiggle our way through. But it would be
difficult for Daniel. He can't get down on his hands and knees and crawl as can the rest of us.

We' || have to do some chopping to nmake a way for him Even w thout the work of chopping, progress
will be slow"

Meg cane hobbling up. "It's witchery," she said, "and a npbst convincing witchery. Had it been
ot herw se than cunning, | would have snelled it out."

Snoopy junped up and down in rage, flapping his arms. "It's them doubl e-di pped-i n-damati on
gnones, " he howed. "I told themand told themno traps need be laid against the fen, for none of
the Horde was there. Concentrate, | told them on that stretch of ground north of the river

meadow. But they did not listen. Gionmes are arrogant and they never listen. They laid this
intricate trap to snare the Horde and now we're caught instead. Now the gnones are gone, scattered
like all the rest of them and they cannot be gotten to spring and free the trap."

"You are sure of that?" asked Duncan

"Sure of it | am
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"How can you be so sure?"

"Because | know the gnones. Cross-grained folk they are. And skilled in very conplex nmagic. No
ot her of our people could do the kind of work required to lay out a belt of forest and to..."

The sound of flapping wi ngs cut himshort and everyone | ooked up to see what was going on. It
was Nan, comi ng down in an awkward plunge, wings windnlling desperately to check her speed and to
mai ntai n her bal ance. She | anded sprawing, falling forward on her face. Once on her feet, she
lurched forward to neet them

"The Horde is comng in!" she shrilled. "The Horde is on the way! They're pouring down the
hill, nmoving toward the woods."

"Now what do we do?" yapped Andrew. "What do we do now?"
"We quit our blubbering," said Conrad gruffly, "and renenber we are soldiers of the Lord."

"I"'mno soldier of the Lord," yelled Scratch, "but if it cones to fighting, I'll fight by the
side of those who are. G ven the necessity, | can be a very dirty fighter."

"I just bet you can," said Meug.

"Let us hope," said Duncan, "that the nagic of the gnomes can work as effectively against the
Horde as it seens to work with us and..."

He stopped in m d-sentence, staring at the trees.
"My God," he whispered, "will you |look at that!"

There had been, he remenbered, nany years ago, a roving artist who had stopped at Standish
House for a bite of food and a night of shelter and wound up staying on for nonths, finally ending
up at the abbey, where he undoubtedly still was, working at the scriptorium draw ng sketches and
doi ng mniature paintings and ot her nonsensical conceits with which the nonks fancied up their
manuscripts and scrolls. As a boy, Duncan recall ed, he had spent nuch tinme with the artist, whose
name he had forgotten after all these years, hanging over the little desk on which he worked,
wat ching in fascination the nmagic lines of his pencil sketching scenes and peopl e unlike anypl ace
or anyone he had ever seen before. The sketch that had intrigued himthe nost, which the arti st
had gi ven him had depicted a group of trees that had somehow turned into rather frightening
people--trees with faces that had only a rough, but frightening, equivalence to the faces of
people, their |inbs becoming arms, their branches many-fingered grasping hands. Trees turned into
nonsters.

And now here, in this magic forest of the gnones, the trees were assum ng the gui se of
nmonsters just as those trees the artist sketched had. The trunks bore flabby faces: |oose-Iipped,
raveni ng nout hs, nost of themtoothless, although a few of them had fangs; bul bous, obscene noses
spraw i ng over half the face; ghoulish, spiteful eyes. Now there was a rustling of |eaves as the
i nbs and branches of the trees became the arns and hands of nonsters, sonme with fingers, some
with claws, sone with tentacles, and all of themwaving in a frenzy of sudden energy, reachi ng out
to grasp one, to claw one to his death.

They were henmed in by nonsters that were trees, or trees that were trying to be nonsters.

"Them sti nki ng gnones," raged Snoopy, "they have no decency at all. This nagic of theirs
cannot di stinguish between friend and foe."

From far away, apparently fromthe edge of the woods, back toward the slope they had
descended, canme nuffled screani ng

"That's the hairless ones,"” said Conrad. "They have reached the woods and net the trees."”

"O the trees," said Andrew. "The hairless ones did not strike ne as ones who woul d do rmuch
scream ng. "

"Meg, can you do anythi ng?" Duncan shouted at the witch. "Do you have the spells to overcone
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this magi c?"

Andrew strode forward toward the trees opposite their entry point into the circle, brandi shing
his staff at themand intoning Latin phrases, the nost atrocious Latin, Duncan told hinself, that
he had ever heard.

"Shut up!" Duncan yelled at him and to Meg, he said, "Is there any way that you can hel p?"

"I can but try," Meg told him "As |'ve explained before, ny powers are very feeble. My
wi tchery trappings all were taken fromne."

"Yes, | know," said Duncan. "You have told us that. Al the bat's blood, all the pol ecat dung,
all the rest of it. But there nmust lie within you a power that does not need these trappings."

He yelled at Andrew, "Desist fromthat silly blather. This is not a place where churchly
nmout hi ngs will do us any good."

Meg said in a small voice, "Perhaps the two of us together?" A faint tendril of fog cane
drifting through the trees at that point where they had entered the clearing.

Conrad cane up to stand beside Duncan and Di ane. "That fog," he said, "is the fog of the
Horde. You renenber, when we fought before the castle nound. It has the sane snell as it had then
They came at us in a rolling bank of fog and..."

"I don't renenber any snell," said Duncan

"Well, | do," said Conrad. "I have a sharper nose than you have."

"The Horde is trying to get through the woods," said Diane. "They may be held up for a while,
but perhaps not for |long. Snoopy told us none of the nmagic traps could really stop the Horde."

Snoopy said, "This one will hold a little longer than the others. Those crazy gnones really
put their heart into this one. Al their efforts put the one place it wasn't needed. If it hadn't
been for them we would have reached the fen by now "

"Maybe Meg can witch a path for us," said Conrad.

"Not with Andrew bel |l owi ng out that obnoxious Latin," said Duncan. "W'Ill have to shut him

up. "

Sonet hing very violent was taking place within that section of the woods through which they'd
cone. The trees were shaking furiously, their branches whipping all about. The nouths in the
trunks of the trees were opened wide as if to scream but no sound came out, although there were
ot her sounds--the crunch and swi sh of |ashing branches, sudden screanms and grunts.

"It's the hairless ones," said Conrad. "They are breaking through."
He shifted the club in his hand and took a quick step forward.

Over the top of the trees came a torn black rug, flapping furiously, plopping down toward
them Tw n heads reached out for them needle teeth rinmng the open nmouth, wi ngs with hooked
claws slashing at the air.

"Look out!" how ed Conr ad.

Di ane stepped swiftly to one side as the ragged rug hovered just above her. Her sword flashed
hi gh and came down like a blade of light. It struck the flapping wing and sheared it off. The
creature went |opsided, skidding through the air. Duncan's sword swung up to nmeet it. One of the
heads canme off and the remmi nder of the already shorn wing. The creature flopped to the ground.
Conrad brought his club down on the renai ning head and the thing skittered about the clearing,
twisting and turning, hopping in the air and sonersaulting like a chicken with its head | opped
of f.

Duncan saw that his blade was snmeared with the sticky black ichor he had seen when he'd killed
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the squalling, flapping thing in the fight at the castle nound.

He threw a quick glance skyward and saw that another of the flying rugs had cleared the trees
and hung above the clearing, but even as he saw it the rug veered of f, heading back across the
trees.

Meg and Andrew, he saw, were standing side by side, facing the opposite side of the clearing,
Andrew furiously shaking his staff and bawling out his Latin, while Meg waved her arns in
cabalistic gestures and cried out a high sing-song of words so twi sted and kinky that they seened
to Duncan, listening to them to be beyond the range of human tongue.

More fog was rolling into the clearing. Between the trees, |ow down agai nst the ground, cane a
poi nted head with a cruel beak, sinuous, like a snake, scuttling forward on little lizard' s feet.
The head reared up, surging fromside to side, as if seeking, rearing itself to strike. Diane
| eaped forward and the glistening blade came down in a long, smooth swing. The beaked head popped
into the air, fell to the ground and bounced, a flood of thick, blackish ichor pouring in a flood
fromthe severed neck. But the long, tw sting, snakelike body, propelled by its many little feet,
kept on coming out. As its forepart fell to the ground, the rest of it, energing fromthe trees,
piled upon itself.

The trees were whipping violently, as if beaten by a vicious wind, the nouths still open and
working in their silent scream ng, the branches swaying furiously, the hands naki ng grasping
nmotions. At times screans, often cut off abruptly, sounded fromthe depths of the woods. One gi ant
branch, with a dozen hands attached, heaved into the air. Gasped by the hands was the tw sting,
br oken body of a hairless one. Another hairless one staggered through the trees, going to its
knees, then rising swiftly, shuffling toward them a club gripped in its hand.

Duncan sprang forward to neet it, but Conrad was there before him Before the hairless one
could lift its club, Conrad ainmed a blow at it. The sound of a crunching skull sounded distinctly
and the hairless one staggered forward, falling, but behind it was another one and another and
anot her. The hairless ones had broken through the woods and were conming with a rush.

Duncan saw a lifted arm with a club poised in its fist, and swng his blade in instinctive
defense. The arm canme off and the falling club struck his left shoul der a glancing blow CQut of
the corner of his eye he saw Diane to one side and slightly behind him her sword flashing as it
struck. A hairless one cane at himand he skipped aside to dodge the swi nging club, caught the
charging eneny in the throat with his sword point. But there was still another one behind the one
that he had stabbed, and this tine, he knew, the club would find its mark before he could lift his
bl ade. And even as he thought this, two plunging, striking hoofs came across his shoul der, one of
them striking the hairless one squarely in the face. Daniel's body crashed into Duncan and he went
down on hands and knees, with the great horse's body | oom ng over him snorting with rage,
striking with his hoofs and teeth.

Conrad, he saw, also was on the ground, crawling, with his right armdangling linmply. Standing
on spraddl ed | egs above himwas a hairless one, with the club already lifted and starting to cone
down. Duncan |unged upright, hurling hinmself forward, but he knew he'd be too |ate. Before he
could intervene, the lifted club would cone thuddi ng down on Conrad's head. Qut of nowhere, a
dark, stout body was suddenly between Conrad and the hairless one, the trident thrusting upward,
propell ed by both hands and with all the power in Scratch's nuscul ar body. The tines caught the
hairl ess one squarely in the throat, just below the chin, driving deep, the full length of the
tines.

A bellow rang out--Andrew s voice--"A path! W have got a path!"

Duncan now was on his feet, his attention divided between Andrew s sudden bell ow and the
har pooned hairl ess one, which slowy tipped backward, its club fallen fromits hand, as Scratch
still clutched the trident's shaft, tugging furiously to disengage the tines. Just beyond Conrad,
Tiny | eaped fromthe body of a hairless one that he had downed, crouching for a new attack

For the nonent, it seened, there was nothing to attack. There were no nore hairl ess ones.
Rolling fog still poured fromout the forest and the trees still were thrashing furiously, but the
smal | band of hairless ones who had broken through now were Iying on the ground, either dead or
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dyi ng.
Andrew still continued shouting, "W have a path! W have a path!"
"Head for that path," yelled Duncan. "All of you. Get out of here."

He took a quick stride to one side, grasped Conrad around his massive body and heaved himto
his feet. Even as Duncan lifted him the big man still was scranbling wildly to retrieve his
fallen club. He grasped it in his left hand and staggered forward, his right armstill dangling at
his side. By main strength, Duncan awkwardly got himturned around.

"Andrew has a path," he told him "Get out there and followit." Tiny canme up, his face
wrinkl ed in doggish worry. He pushed hinself close against the tottering Conrad, trying to support
hi m

Scratch was there, too, dragging the trident with one hand, wedgi ng hinself between Tiny and
Conr ad.

"Here," he said to Conrad, "l|ean upon ny shoul der."
Duncan reached out and took the club from Conrad's hand.

"I'I'l carry this," he said. "Lean on the demon. He is stout and strong. He can give you help."
"I need no help," growl ed Conrad.

"The hell you don't," said Duncan

Conrad put his left hand on Scratch's shoul der, started hobbling away.

Duncan swung around. Diane, he saw, had hold of Daniel's forelock, was |eading the big horse
across the clearing, toward Andrew s path. Of to one side, Snoopy was racing toward the path,
driving Beauty before him

For one |ast | ook, Duncan swung around. The wood still was in violent comoption and the fog
still was seeping out of it. But conming out of it were no nore hairless ones, no nore snaky
creatures with cruel beaks.

They had to get out of there fast, he knew. The nmagic built into the forest by the gnones
m ght not hold nmuch longer, and once it failed the way woul d be open for the Horde to cone down
upon t hem

Gve us tinme, he prayed. Tine to get through the woods and to reach the fen

For once they reached the fen, they probably would be safe. Even if the hairl ess ones or
others of the Horde tried to follow them across the water, defense against them would be
relatively sinple.

He felt a hand upon his arm
"Cone on, Duncan," said Diane. "The others all are on the path."
Wordl essly he turned and foll owed her

The path was narrow, with only scant roomfor one person to push his way through. Dani el
Duncan t hought, m ght have some trouble.

Ahead of him he heard the others making their way down the path. Snoopy had said, in his
anger, he renenbered, that the stupid gnones had built a trap that could not distinguish between
friend and foe--and in this Snoopy had been wong. It had not yielded to the magic of the Horde,
but had paid attention to Meg's witchery and Andrew s how ed-out Latin

Slow y he backed down the path, watching behind him And as he backed the path closed in
behind him Trees materialized or shifted to block the way and heavy growth cl osed in
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He turned and said to Diane, "Let us run for it."

Ahead of them he saw open sky, and a nmonent |ater they burst fromthe woods. The others were
ahead of them running down the slope, Conrad loping in the rear, using his left hand to cradle
the useless right arm

Scratch ran ahead of all of them racing for the fen. At its edge, he halted for a nonent and
| ooked about, as if searching for a | andmark. Then he ran along its shore for a little way and
pl unged into the water, the others follow ng.

Wien they reached the shore, Diane and Duncan wal ked out into the water, which came barely to
their ankles. As they went farther, in places it becane deeper, but never nore than knee-deep
Ahead of themlay a small rocky island, and when the others reached it they clanbered over it and
di sappeared. A few minutes |ater Diane and Duncan reached the island, clinbing over the piled-up
rocks. On the other side they found the rest of them huddl ed out of sight--Daniel standing in the
wat er just beyond the island, effectively hidden by the tunbled rocks.

Scratch reached up and pulled themdown. "We'Ill hide here," he said. "if the Horde doesn't see
us, they probably will not try to venture out. They'll have no idea the fen can be crossed.”

They | ay behind the rocks and watched. The woods still existed, although fromtheir distance,
there was no sign of the commotion within it, except for tiny puffs of fog still issuing fromit.

Again they could hear the wailing. At times it was fairly clear and loud, at other tinmes
faded.

Snoopy canme crawling up the rocks to stretch hinself beside Duncan

"Those crazy gnonmes," he said, "built better than they knew. Even the witch could not detect
the magi ¢ of the woods. And they still are standing up."

Even as he spoke, the woods vani shed, disappearing in their entirety. The slope on which they
had stood lay quite bare except for a scattered band of hairless ones, and behind them ot her
creatures half obscured by fog.

The hairl ess ones noved down the slope, shambling along. At the edge of the fen they stopped,
staring across the water, then began running up and down the shore, |ike quartering dogs seeking
out a scent. After a tine they went back up the sl ope, wal king through the fog bank, which noved
to followthem In a little time they and the fog bank di sappeared over the crest of the slope and
did not reappear.

"We' || wait here until evening falls," said Scratch. "It won't be long. The sun is not far
fromdown. Then we'll nove out. It never gets quite dark out here. There is always sonme reflection
fromthe water.'

Conrad was sitting on a rock near the edge of the island, hunched over, hugging his injured
arm cl ose agai nst his body. Duncan nmade his way down to him

"Let me see that arm" he said.

"The damm thing hurts," said Conrad, "but | don't think it's broken. | can nmove it if | have
to, but it hurts when I do. A club caught ne, on the fleshy part of the arm just bel ow the
shoul der. "

The upper armwas so swollen that the skin was shiny. An angry red welt, beginning to change
to purple, covered the area fromthe shoulder to the el bow Duncan squeezed the armgently and
Conrad flinched.

"Easy there," he said.
Duncan took the elbowin his palm worked it slowy up and down.

"It's not broken," he said. "You're a lucky man."
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"He should have it in a sling," said Diane. "It's easier that way." She reached into the
pocket of her new buckskin jacket, brought out the filny green gown she'd worn.

"We can use this," she said.
Conrad | ooked at it. "I couldn't," he npaned. "If back hone, the word got out..."
"That's nonsense," she said. "O course you can."

Duncan laid the club beside Conrad. "Here's your club," he said. "Thanks," said Conrad. "I
woul d have hated to lose it. The best of wood, well seasoned. | spent hours shaping it."

Wrking swiftly, Diane fashioned a sling fromthe gown, eased it around the arm tied it at
t he shoul der.

She | aughed gaily. "A bit too much material," she said. "It'Il hang on you like a cape. But
you'll have to put up with that. | will not tear it up. There may be a tinme I'll need it."

Conrad grinned at her

"Everyone nust be hungry," he said. "Beauty's down there with Daniel. Someone should take off
her packs. W have sone food in there.”

"No cooking, though," said Duncan. "W can't show any snoke." Conrad grunted. "No wood to
burn, anyhow. The packs nust have somet hing we can choke down without cooking."

As eveni ng cane down Duncan and Di ane sat together on a boulder at the water's edge. They had
been silent for a tine. Finally D ane said, "Duncan, about that sword. The one that Snoopy gave
me. "

"Yes. What's wrong with it?"
"Not hing. Absolutely nothing. But it's strange.”
"It's unfamiliar to you."

"It's not that. It's--howdo | say this? It's as if soneone's helping ne. As if another arm
than mine is wielding it. As if soneone steps inside ne and helps nme handle it. Not that | haven't
control of it, for |I have. But as if soneone's hel ping."

"That's your inmagination."

She shook her head. "I don't think so. There was a sword that was thrown into a | ake..."
"That's enough," said Duncan sternly. "No nore fantasy. No nore."

"But Duncan, |'mafraid.”

He put an arm around her, held her close against him "It's all right,
all right.”

he said. "Everything' s

28

It was, Duncan told hinself, |ike walking through a painting, one of the blue paste
| andscapes with an overtone of faery that hung in one of the sitting roons at Standi sh House,
precious little canvases that had been painted so |l ong ago and hid away so | ong that no one now
could remenber who the artist might have been. Not nuch contrast in color, all executed in various
hues of blue, with the only other color a pale moon of rather sickly yellow glinting through the
bl ue of clouds and sky. No contrasts, nothing but subtle gradations of color, so that viewed from
a distance the canvas seened to be little nmore than a snmudge of blue. O oser up one could make out

file:/l/F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20Talisman,%20The.txt (143 of 162) [1/17/03 2:11:34 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Clifford%20D.Simak/Fellowship%200f%20the%20T alisman,%20T he.txt

the details and only then could there be sonme appreciation of what the painter mght have had in
m nd. There had been one of them he remenbered, very nuch like this, a flat watery | andscape
showing little but the expanse of water, with deeper tones that hinted at a distant shoreline, and
in the sky, as here, the sickly yellow noon

They had been making their way through the water for hours, keeping very much in |ine,
foll owing cl ose upon one another's heels, each turning as the one ahead of himturned in order to
stay on the narrow underwater |edge of rock along which Scratch was feeling his way at the head of
t he col um.

Besi des the moon, there were a few stars in the sky, although at tinmes the drifting, filny
clouds blotted out the nbst of them But the flat, snmooth surface of the fen, acting like a
mrror, picked up and reflected every splinter of light that fell upon it. Wth eyes now wel
adjusted to the dark, it did not seemthat they were noving through night at all, but through
twilight, through that tine of day, that particular nonment, when the | ast deepening of twlight
gives way to final night.

Di ane was at the head of the colum, close behind Scratch, while Duncan was last in line, with
Andrew just ahead of him The hermit, it seemed to Duncan, was becoming tired. He stunbled every
now and then and was doing a |ot nore splashing with his staff than seemed necessary. Before too
| ong, Duncan knew, they would have to stop to rest. He hoped that soon they would reach anot her of
the little rocky islands. Since they had left the first island, they had conme to and passed over
two others. He had no idea if there were nore ahead. He hoped there were, for Andrew certainly had
need of rest, and perhaps sone of the others as well. Conrad, despite his rugged strength, nust be
experiencing heavy going with his injured arm

The water was not deep, seldom nore than above his knees, but the going was sl ow and
| aborious, for with each step it was necessary to reach out and feel for solid footing before
putting down one's weight.

There had been no interruptions. Twi ce great bodies had hurl ed thensel ves out of the fen, but
had been prevented fromreachi ng those upon the | edge of rock by the shall owess of the water. One
of them Duncan had not seen, since it had hurled itself at the head of the colum. He had only
heard the furious splashing as the creature fought to drive itself across the |edge. The other he
had seen only nmonentarily and in the poor |ight had been unable to gain nore than a fleeting
i npression of it. The body had been huge and thick, the head vaguely toadlike. H s strongest
i npressi on had been of the single, list-sized eye that for a nonent had been caught in the
nmoonl i ght, blazing red like an angry jewel.

Al the night they had heard the far-off wailing for the world, and now it seened to Duncan
that they nust be getting closer to it. It was |ouder and did not fade in and out as it had
before. Now it kept on and on, the wailing varying in pitch but never going away. If one
concentrated on it, Duncan told hinmself, it could be not only an annoying, but an unnerving sound.
In the last hour or so it had seened to himthat he was, in a degree, beconing accustoned to it.
One can get used to al nost anything, be thought. O maybe he only hoped so.

Ahead of him Andrew stunbl ed and went to his knees. Mving quickly, Duncan seized himand
pulled himto his feet.

"You' re getting tired," he said.
"I amtired,” whined the hermt. "Tired in body and in soul."
"I can understand about the body," Duncan said. "Wuat's this business of the soul ?"

"The good Lord," said Andrew, "has been pleased to show ne that through all ny years of
unrem tting and conscientious |abor | have acquired sone small neasure of a certain holiness. And
how have | used it? How have | put to use this feeble power of mne? 1'lIl tell you how By freeing
a denon fromhis chains. By overcom ng, or helping to overcone, a vicious and a devi ous heat hen
magi ¢, but only with the aid of one sunk deep in witchery. It is an evil thing to collaborate with

a witch or any other force or practitioner of evil, my lord. It is worse to take sone credit to
nmysel f for sonething that well mght have been done by witchery alone, for |I have no way of
knowi ng to what degree, if any at all, | was responsible for the opening of the path that freed us
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fromthe forest."

"One of these days," said Duncan harshly, "this overwhelmng self-pity that you feel will be
the death and the dammati on of you. Renenber, nman, that you are a soldier of the Lord--self-
procl ai med, perhaps, but still, in your mnd, a soldier of the Lord."

"Yes," said Andrew, "a soldier of the Lord, but a poor one. Alittle funbling, inept soldier
who quakes inside hinself with fear, who finds no joy in it, who drives hinself to be what he nmay
not be."

"You'll feel better," said Duncan, "once you've had a chance to rest. It has been a bitter day
for us and you no | onger young. You've shown the true spirit of a soldier in bearing up so well."

"It mght have been better," said Andrew, "if 1'd remained in ny sinple cell and not gone
adventuring. This journey has revealed to ne nore of ny true self than is confortable to know |
have acconplished nothing and..."

"Now, hold up," Duncan told him "It would appear to me that you have acconplished quite a
lot. If you had not freed the denon he woul d not have been able to guide us across the fen."

Andrew brightened up. "I had not thought of that," he said, "although to acconplish that I
gave aid and confort to an inmp of Satan."

"He doesn't belong to Satan any |onger. Renenber that. He ran away fromHell."

"But still he is a thing of w ckedness. He has no grace within himand no possibility...'

"I'f by that you nean he is not a convert to Christianity, it is true. He's not. But in view of
what he has done for us, we nust count himas a friend and ally."

"My lord, at tines it seens to ne that you have strange val ues."

"Each of us," said Duncan, "nust deci de upon our own val ues. Take it easy now If you should
stunbl e once again, 1'lIl be here to fish you out."

Following the still tottery, funbling hermt, Duncan gazed out across the fen. It was a place
of flatness, a great expanse of linpid water stretching out on every side, broken here and there
by darker splotches that probably were beds of reeds growing in a patch of shallow water or snal
islands of willows rooted in a mud flat.

The wailing continued, rising, falling, a lonely sound that could twi st the heart of one who
allowed hinmself to listen to it and to nothing else. After atine, even listening to it
peri pherally, the sound seened to acquire a weight, as if it were a physical substance that bore
down upon one. Duncan found hinself wondering if it might be the weight of the wailing, pressing
on the fen, that made it so flat and featurel ess. Nothing, he told hinself, not even a watery
wi | derness such as this, could stand unaffected beneath the weight of the wailing for the world.

Ahead of himlooned a pile of rocks, another island, with those ahead of himclanbering over
it. He increased his stride, caught Andrew s arm assisting himover the great slabs of riven
stone. He found a flat slab that nmade a good seat and swung Andrew around and sat hi m down upon
it.

"You stay here and rest," he told him "Don't nove until | cone to get you. You're all
tuckered out."

Andrew di d not answer. He hunched up his knees, put his arnms down on them and bent his head to
rest it upon the fol ded arns.

Duncan cl anbered up the rocks and found the rest of the conpany on the other side, settling
down to rest. He said to Snoopy, "I think we should hold up for a while. Everyone nust be tired.
Andrew i s about played out."

"So are the others," Snoopy said. "Big and tough as he may be, Conrad has alnbst had it. That
armis hurting hima lot. You'll have to talk with Scratch. Reason with hima little. He's hell-
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bent for going on. That denon is all whang-|eather. He doesn't know what tired is. He could keep
on forever. He'll want to go on after we rest only for a short while."

"What's his hurry?"

"I don't know. W nust be better than hal fway across by now It is hard to judge. Everything
| ooks the same here. There aren't any |andmarks."

“I'I'l talk with him He nay have a reason. Have you seen anything of Nan?"
Snoopy made a face. "I think she's gone."
"You nmean she left us?"

"I can't be sure, but | think maybe. She's not a good flyer. You know that. A flutterer rather
than a flyer."

"Yes, | know."

"Over |and, where she can conme down anywhere or anytime she w shes, she wouldn't mnd. But
here, if she had to come down, there is nothing solid to set down on, only water. Banshees hate
the water. Besides, there's danger here.”

"You mean the things that rushed us.

"Well, yes, those. We're fairly safe fromthemso long as we are on the |l edge. Here they can't
get at us. The water is too shallow and they're too big. Gtherwi se, we'd have been gobbled up."

"There are other dangers?"

Snoopy twitched his shoulder. "I don't know. Stories. There are all sorts of stories about the
fen. No one knows about it and that's how the stories start. No one ventures into it."

"And you think Nan is gone?"

"I think so. | don't know. She didn't tell ne one way or the other."
"Maybe she figured she had done enough for us."

"That could be true," said Snoopy.

Duncan worked his way down the island to the water's edge. There he found Scratch perched on a
boul der. He hunkered down beside him

"The folks are fairly well beat out,'
dayl i ght, get sonme rest?"

he said. "Is there any reason we can't stay here unti

"We shoul d get across as fast as we can," said Scratch. "Look ahead there." He pointed and
Duncan peered in the direction he was pointing. "See those peaks over there? Three peaks. They are
hard to nake out."

Duncan shook his head. "lI'mnot sure | can. One minute | think | see sonething and the next |
don't."

"The peaks are the Island of the Wailing for the Wrld."
"The pl ace where the dragons are."

"That's exactly it," said Scratch. "They may not see us in the dark. Dragons maybe can see in

the dark. I"'mnot sure. But if so, not very well. If we could reach the island before dawn we
m ght not have too bad a tine with them But if they spot us open in the water and we still have a
long way to go they'll peck us to death; they' |l get us one by one."

"We'd have a better chance if we were on the island that they guard?"
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"Yes, a better chance. They couldn't fly at us. They've got a big w ngspread and they can't
get in close to the island' s rocky crags. They'll come at us, of course, on the ground, but
they'Il be easier to handle there. Kill a couple of themand the others may sheer off. Basically
dragons are a cowardly lot."

"Then you think we should push ahead?"

"What's to hold us up?"

"Andrew is on his last legs. Conrad is hurting a lot and is getting shaky."
"Put one of themon the horse."

"Meg already is riding Daniel. She doesn't weigh nuch nore than a feather, of course, but I'd
hate to put nore weight on him I'd hate to tire himout. He's the best fighter that we have. Wen
it comes time to face the dragons, | want himthere and able to fight the best tie can."”

"My lord," said Scratch, "I think it is inportant that we nmake a try to reach that island not
| ater than dawn."

"Once we get to the wailing island, how rmuch farther across the fen?"
"A short distance. Anile or so. It's hard by the western shore."
"Fromthe island we could nake a run for the shore despite the dragons?"

"If they saw us leaving the island they mght not be after us so hard. Their job is to guard
the island. Leaving it, we'd no longer be a threat. | think it mght work out that way. |'mjust
guessi ng. "

From overhead canme a soft rustling. Duncan | ooked up and saw Ghost floating in

"I bring sad tidings," said CGhost. "The unexpected has cone about." He paused dranatically.

"All right," said Duncan. "Quit your silly posing, catch your breath, and dunp all the msery
on us."

"My breath I do not need to catch,"” said Ghost. "As you well know, | have no breath to catch
And | have no intent to dunp msery on anyone at all. | only tell you truth."”

"Then out with it," said Duncan inpatiently. "Tell us this great truth."

"The Horde has ceased its northward progress and has turned back," said Ghost. "It is encanped
on the western shore opposite the wailing island and its conponents are beginning to forminto a
massi ve sphere.”

"My God," said Duncan, "a swarm They are starting to forma swarm?"

"A swarn?" asked Ghost.

"Yes, a swarm" Duncan turned to Scratch. "You told me about their swarm ng habits."
"I told you what |I'd heard," said Scratch

"A defensive swarm ng, you said. Gaining strength by personal, alnbst one-to-one contact of
all the nmenbers of the Horde. A pulling together. A gathering to face danger.™

"That," said Scratch, "was the interpretation | had heard put upon it."
"Against us, for the love of God," said Duncan

"If any of this that | earlier told you is true,"” said the denon, "I would assune the defense
woul d have to be against us. We're the only possible danger around.”

"Cuthbert told ne the Horde was running scared," said Duncan. "He had no idea of what it m ght
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be scared. But why should they be scared of us? They have faced us and beaten us. W have fled
repeatedly fromthem Wat danger do we pose?"

"There is anple evidence of their fear of you," said CGhost. "They have never really cone
agai nst you, not the nenbers of the Horde. Only a few of them a hal f-dozen at the nost. They have
sent the hairl ess ones against you and the hairless ones may not even be nenbers of the Horde.
They may be no nore than beings created by their magic--foot soldiers, the carriers-out of orders
who may not have the sense to know of fear."

"What the ghost says is true," the denon said. "If the Horde had no fear of you, you'd have

been dead days ago."
"What do you do now?" asked Chost. "They lie in wait for you."

"W can't retreat," said Duncan. "W've conme too far to think of turning back. The qui cker we
get across the fen, the quicker we'll confront them W nay be able to slip past them | don't
know. The one thing we can't do is give themtine. It may take thema while to conplete the
swar m ng. "

"When you face them what will you do?" asked Ghost. "My shrunken soul, if | still have any
soul at all, shrinks even further at the thought of it."
"We'll do what we can,"” said Duncan. "Maybe when we face themwe' ||l know what we should do."

He | eaped to his feet.

"Be ready to show us the way," he said to Scratch. "W are going on, right now "

29

The wailing had becone | ouder and heavier--heavier in the sense that it seemed to press down
harder on the earth and water and all those things that lived or traveled on the |land and water,
as if a great invisible hand, with its pal mspread wi de, was pushing down, squeezing all that |ay
beneath it.

Conrad stunbl ed and pitched forward, his hand slipping from Duncan's shoul der, which it had
been gripping for support. Duncan thrust hinself forward and sidewise in an attenpt to bl ock
Conrad's fall and got one armaround him but it slipped away, and the inmpact of the big man's
fall shoved them both into the water

It was the third tine Conrad had fallen since they had started the grueling drive to reach the
wai l i ng island before dawn set in. On several other occasions Duncan had been able to catch him
soon enough to prevent a fall.

Now Duncan struggl ed up out of the water and by hauling and shoving got Conrad on his knees.
The big man snorted and coughed, spitting out the water he had swal | owed.

"Mlord," he wheezed, "why not go on without ne?"
"Because we started this together," said Duncan, "and we are, by God, finishing it together."
Conrad struggled up, stood swaying on his feet.

"I't's the arm" he said. "The pain of it has drained nmy strength. | am shaken by a fever. Go
ahead. | can follow after. On hands and knees, if need be, but 1'Il follow after."

"I'"ll carry you if | have to."
"Mlord, you can't carry nme. It would be like carrying a horse.™

"Or drag you by the heels," said Duncan
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"Where's ny club?" asked Conrad.
"Snoopy's carrying it."
"It's too heavy for Snoopy. He might drop it and it could float away fromhim'

"Look," said Duncan. "There's the wailing island, dead ahead of us. A half a mle away. That's

as far as we have to go. And we'll get there in tinme. There's no sign of dawn as yet."
"Where are the dragons?" Conrad asked. "There should be dragons. Scratch said so. | heard him
say it."

"Come on," conmanded Duncan. "Get your legs moving. Get going. Git your teeth and nove. Lean
on ne."

"I't's not right | should lean on you, mlord."
"Goddam it, lean on ne," yelled Duncan

Conrad |urched forward, |eaning heavily on Duncan, breathing hard, shivering and shaky. Step
by step they inched thensel ves al ong.

They had fallen a little behind the others, but not by much. The line of march was novi ng
slow y. Everyone was worn down by this terrible trek across the fen, Duncan told hinself.
Sonewhere near the head of the line, Diane was shepherdi ng Andrew al ong, keepi ng hi m anake,
keeping himfromfalling, keeping himgoing.

So far there had been no sign of dragons. Maybe, Duncan told hinself, there would not be any
dragons. Although that, he knew, was nore than one could hope for

If only the wailing woul d stop, he thought, stop at least for a mnute to give one a slight
breat hi ng space. The wailing and the pressure, the sense of the weight of wailing bearing down
upon one, the pressure that held the fen tideless and notionless, flat and calm a great palm
pressed agai nst the water.

Then, for sone reason that he didn't know, in an intuition that came to himas unquestioned
truth, an intelligence that suddenly blossonmed in his brain, he knew that it was not the wailing
al one that was pressing down upon him but the msery of the world--all the nisery and hate, al
the terror, all the pain and guilt--sonehow collected, drawn fromall the peoples of the world and
concentrated here, funneling down upon this island just ahead, to present itself, to nmake the
force of itself known. As if, he thought, here all the people of the world were conming to
conf essional, seeking the solace and the confort that night be gained fromsuch a rite, and,
per haps, getting it, in at |east some degree, fromthe wailing that came off the island. Wre the
m sery and guilt, the pain and terror, he wondered, here converted into wailing and given to the
W nds to be swept away?

It was a stunning know edge and he fought against it, for it was horrible, it was unreasonabl e
and not possible, it was unseemy that such a thing could be--shanel ess, an obscenity, a
barbarity. It was a wonder, he thought, that the island did not withe in throes of agony, that
the fen did not steam and boil under the inpact of this streamof nisery.

And yet, struggle as he mght against this unbidden know edge, he knew it to be true, and
knowi ng this, the pressure seened greater and nore oppressive, nore unrelenting than it had been
bef ore.

A short distance ahead a snmall island | oomed, no nore than a tiny clunp of rocks jutting out
of the water only a hundred yards or so fromthe wailing island. Looking up, Duncan | ooked again
at the three sharp peaks of the bigger island, outlined as deep blue spires against the paler blue
of sky. The noon was al nost down; it swamjust a hand's breadth above the darkness of the western
hori zon. Looking toward the east it seened to himthat just possibly dawn night be breaking soon
He could not be certain, but it appeared that the eastern sky was |ightening, the first faint hint
of a rising sun.
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The stubby dark formof the denon clinbed the little rocky islet just ahead and di sappeared
down its far side. Behind himcane Daniel, with Meg clinging |like a bug upon his back. Behind
Dani el was Beauty, mncing daintily along, choosing her footsteps precisely and with grace. The
whi t eness of the pack strapped to her back glimered in the dark. Then Di ane, supporting the
stunmbling Andrew, who still carried his staff, clutching it in a death grip despite his
f eebl eness. And behi nd these two canme the spidery figure of Snoopy, skittering busily fromrock to
rock, with Conrad's club carried precariously upon a shoul der, the club threatening every now and
then to overbal ance him

Tiny came spl ashing back through the water to see how Duncan and Conrad were meking out, his
forehead all winkled up with worry. He nuzzled gently at Conrad.

"It's all right," said Conrad, speaking to himwith teeth clenched against the pain. "Go ahead
now. Catch up with the others.™

Satisfied, Tiny turned and trotted through the water

They came up to the small clunmp of rocks. "Take it easy," Duncan said to Conrad. "Grab tight
hold of ne. | can take your weight."

"Yes, mlord," said Conrad.

"Be sure of your footing before you nove," said Duncan. "You can't fall down and hurt that arm
again."

They worked their way slowy and carefully up the rocks, went cautiously down the other side,
were in the water once again. Those ahead of themwere nore than halfway to the wailing island.

There had been no dragons. Thank God, said Duncan to hinself, there have been no dragons.
"Just a little ways farther," he said to Conrad. "Then we can rest. Get some sleep.”

He had not thought, he renenbered, that it would be this way. Two days, he had figured, when
they had started out, for themto cross the fen. But instead they had crossed it, or al npost
crossed it, in a single night.

He had been watching his feet, he realized, as if watching themnight tell himhow best to
pl ace them Now, | ooking up, he saw that those ahead of himhad stopped, all of themwth their
heads bent back, staring up into the sky. Diane had | et |oose her hold on Andrew, who had fallen
and was floundering in the water. Daniel was rearing on his hind | egs and Meg was sliding, as if
in slow notion, off his back, to sprawl into the waters of the fen. Directly above Daniel was a
bl ack shape agai nst the sky, a batlike shape with wings far stretched out, curved tail |ashing
behind it, vicious head thrust out.

"Stay here!" Duncan yelled at Conrad. "A dragon! Stay here."

He wrenched hinself free of Conrad's clutching hand, |eaped forward, sword rasping fromits
sheat h. Beneath hi m one foot skidded on the slippery underwater rock and as he tried to right
hi nsel f, the other foot also slipped and he went down upon his back, the water closing over him

He tried to rise, feeling a sense of blind panic washing over him and slipped again. A shrill
screamsplit the silence and he saw that the dragon, gripping Beauty with its two tal oned feet,
was beating its wings frantically to lift itself. Daniel, rearing high, had seized the dragon's
neck with his teeth and was hangi ng on. As Duncan watched, the struggling dragon |ifted Daniel off
his feet and then sank down again. To one side Duncan saw the flash of Diane's sword. As she
swung, a second dragon, seeking to avoid the blow, slithered sideways, alnobst crashing into the
wat er. The sweep of one of its wings knocked Diane off her feet.

Conrad was running toward Dani el and as Duncan wat ched, he launched hinself into the air, his
one good armreaching out. The armencircled the dragon's neck and the dragon sprawed in the
water, unable to beat its way to safety with Conrad' s added wei ght.

Beauty had ceased her screamng. Her |inp body, released by the dragon, bobbed in the water
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whi ch was being thrashed into foam by the dragon's struggles to escape. Tiny |eaped at the
dragon's throat, his head naking a slashing notion. The dragon stiffened, tried frantically to
hump itself out of the water, and then collapsed and lay still. The dragon that had attacked D ane
was beating its way upward. Di ane had regai ned her feet.

There was a sound of w ngs above him and | ooki ng up, Duncan saw that the air seened full of
dragons circling swiftly in upon them heading for the kill. And this, he knew, was the end of it;
this was where the journey ended. Hi s company, beaten down by the |ong night of travel, caught in
the open no nore than a hundred feet fromthe safety of the wailing island, could not stand
agai nst such an attack. Bitterness flared so deeply within himthat he tasted gall inside his
nmout h. Roaring out a challenge that had no words, a berserker roar of hate, he lifted his sword
arm high, running forward to take his stand with the others of the band.

From over head, above the circling dragons, sonmewhere in the deep blueness of the sky, cane the
sudden clatter of driving hoofs, a wild bugling and the baying of a hundred hunting hounds.

The dragons broke their circling, milling wildly as they sought to get away, and down through
them scattering them canme the WIld Huntsman on his nei ghing charger whose poundi ng hoofs struck
sparks in the air. The horse and huntsman swooped so |ow that for a nonent Duncan caught sight of
his face, eyes glowing wildly under bushy brows, beard bl owi ng back across his shoulder in the
wi nd of his own charge. Then the horse, with frenzied hoofs, was clinbing into the blue again, the
Hunt sman fl ourishing his horn in hand. The dragons were fleeing wildly fromthe hunting dogs that
bayed them down t he sky.

The rest of his band, Duncan saw, was |lunging through the water toward the safety of the
i sland, Diane dragging a |linp and struggling Andrew, Conrad plunging steadily ahead on his own.

Duncan waded out and sei zed Beauty. Wen he touched her he knew that she was dead. Her body
floated and he towed her to shore. There he sat down and | aid her head across his |lap. He put down
a hesitant hand and stroked her, pulled gently at her long and silky ears. No nore, he thought,
the little mncing feet, dancing along the trail ahead of him The | east and the hunbl est of them
all and now it had cone to this.

A soft nose nuzzled his shoulder and he turned his head. Daniel snorted softly at him He
reached up a hand to stroke the horse. "W've |ost her, boy," he said. "W have | ost our Beauty."

30

Duncan was wal ki ng down a woodl and path when he nmet the giant. It was early spring and all the
trees had the soft, green-yellow, |acy |ook they have when the | eaves first start unfurling from
the buds, and there were many flowers--the floor of the woods carpeted with flowers of every hue--
little flowers that nodded at Duncan as he went past, as if they had seen himand wanted to say
hell 0. The woods were a friendly place, fairly open, with a |ot of space for light and air, not
one of your thick, somber, even threatening woods that all the time is closing in as if they meant
to trap the traveler.

Duncan didn't know where the woods were, he didn't know where he had started from nor where he
nm ght be going; it was enough that he was there. He walked in the present nonment only and that, he
t hought, was good. He had no past to be renorseful over, he had no future he nmust fear.

And then the giant came into sight and each of them wal ked forward until they confronted one
anot her. The path was narrow and there was not roomfor the both of them To pass by one anot her
the both of them or at |east one of them nust step aside. But neither of themdid. They stopped,
faci ng one another, Duncan glaring up at the giant, the giant glaring down at him

Then the giant reached down with an enornous hand, lifted him and shook him He shook him
lustily. Duncan's head snhapped back and forth and his |legs were jerking every which way. H's arms
did not nove because the giant's great fist was holding themtightly in its grasp.
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And the giant was saying, "Wake up, ny lord. Wake up. There is someone here to see you."

Duncan tried to crawl back into the dream again. "Leave ne be," he nunbled. But the giant
sai d, "Wake up. Wake up. Wake up." And the funny thing about it was that it was not the giant's
voi ce that was speaking, but another grating voice that he thought he recognized. It seemed to him
it must be Scratch's voice. The shaking kept right on, soneone shaking his shoul der rather
violently.

He opened one eye and saw Scratch bendi ng over him He opened the other eye and saw that he
was lying flat upon his back, with a projection of rock hangi ng over him

"You' re awake now," said Scratch. "Stay awake. Don't fall back to sleep."

The denon squatted back upon his heels, but he did not make a nove to | eave. Scratch stayed
there, watching him

Duncan pulled hinmself to a sitting position, lifted a fist to rub his eyes. He was on a snal
bench of stone with another outcroppi ng of stone extending over him Beyond the outcrop the sun
was shining brightly and al nost at his feet he saw the water of the fen. Alittle distance off
Conrad | ay huddl ed on one side, with a sleeping Tiny squeezed very cl ose agai nst him Andrew was
on his back, with his nouth wi de open, snoring.

Duncan started to get up and then sat back, faint with the panic that had fl ooded over him He
had gone to sleep, he realized, perhaps all of themhad fallen into exhausted sleep, with no
proper precautions taken. No guard had been set, no one had spied out the |and. They nust have
sinply fallen down and slept. And that, he knew, was inexcusable of him a failure as a | eader

He asked in a weak voice, "Is everything all right?"

"Everything's all right," said Scratch. "I stood the watch while ny conpani ons slept."

"But you were tired as well."

Scratch shook his head. "Not tired. A denobn does not know fatigue. But there are people
waiting, sire. OGherwise I'd not have wakened you."

"Who's waiting?"

"Sone old wonen. Rather nice old women."
Duncan groaned and rose to his feet.
"Thank you, Scratch," he said.

Where the slab on which he had been |ying ended, a path began, and he stepped out onto it. As
soon as he left the protection of the overhanging | edge of stone the pressure and the wei ght of
the wailing struck him although there was no wailing now. And if there were no wailing, he asked
hi nsel f rather nunbly, how could there be weight and pressure? Alnost instantly he had the answer--
not the pressure of the wailing, but the pressure and the weight of the world' s msery flowing in
upon this place, flowing in to be exorcised, to be canceled by the wailing. The pressure seenmed so
great that nonmentarily he staggered under it and becane, as well, aware of the sadness of it, an
al | - enconpassi ng sadness that danped every other feeling, that set the joy of |life at naught, that
made one nunb with the enornity of the hate and terror in the world.

The wonen that Scratch had nentioned were standing, the three of them just up the path that
led fromthe fen's edge into the island' s height. They were dressed in flowi ng gowns that cane
down to their ankles, very sinple gowns, with no frills or ruffles on them that once had been
white but now were rather grinmy.

They carried baskets on their arnms, standing there together, awaiting him He squared his
shoul ders agai nst the pressure of the misery and marched up the path to face them

When they were face-to-face they stood silent for a noment, he and the three of them | ooking
one anot her over
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They were no | onger young, he saw, it had been a long tine since they had been young, if ever
They had the | ook of wonen who never had been young. Yet they were not hags, despite the wrinkles
on their faces. The winkles, rather, gave themdignity, and there was about them a cal nmess that
was at odds with the concentrated mnisery pouring in upon this place.

Then one of them spoke, the one who stood slightly in the forefront of the three.
"Young man," she asked, "can you be the one who did viol ence on our dragons?"

The question was so unexpected and the inplication so incongruous that Duncan | aughed
involuntarily. The laugh was short and harsh, little better than a bark

"You should not have," the wonan said. "You have badly frightened them They have not as yet
returned and we are very worried of them | believe you killed one of them as well."

"Not until it had done its best to kill us," said Duncan sharply. "Not until it had killed
little Beauty."

"Beauty?" asked the woman.
"A burro, ma'am"
"Only a burro?"

"One of my conpany," said Duncan. "There is a horse and dog as well, and they also are of our
conpany. Not pets, not animals, but truly part of us."

"Also a denon," said the woman, "an ugly cl ubfooted denpn that chall enged us and threatened us
with his weapon when we cane down the path."

"The denon al so," said Duncan. "He, likewise, is one of us. And, if you will, with us also is
a witch, a goblin and a hermt who thinks he is a soldier of the Lord."

The worman shook her head. "I have never heard the like," she said. "And who, may | ask, are
you?"

"Mp'am | am Duncan of the House of Standish."

"Of Standi sh House? Then why are you not at Standi sh House rather than out here in the fen
har assi ng i nof f ensi ve dragons?"

"Madam " he said evenly, "I can't inagine how you fail to know, but since you don't, I'Il tell
you. Your inoffensive dragons are the nost bloodthirsty raveners | have ever happened on. Further
I will tell you that while we had the right good will to harass them handsonely, it was not we who

really did the job. W were too worn out fromthe crossing of the fen to do it creditably. It was
the Wld Huntsman who put the run on them?"”

They | ooked at one another, questions in their faces.

"I told you," said one of the others who stood behind the one who had been speaking. "I told
you | heard the Huntsman and the baying of his hounds. But you said that | was wong. You said the
Hunt sman had not the hardi hood to approach this island, to interfere with us and the work that we
are doing."

"Your work," said Duncan, "is sonething in which | have sone interest. You are the wailers for
the worl d?"

"Young Standi sh," said the spokeswonan, "this is sonething with which you should not concern
yoursel f. The nysteries in which we are engaged is not a subject to be pondered by nortals. It is
bad enough that your earthly feet have violated the sacred soil on which you stand."

"And yet," said one of the others, "we are able to forgive you your sacril ege. W extend,
synbolically, our hospitality. W have brought you food."
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She stepped forward and pl aced the basket that she carried on the path. The other two set
their baskets down beside it.

"You can eat it with no fear," said the one who had first set down the basket. "There is no
poison init. It is whol esone, solid food. There is enough natural msery in this world. W do not
need, of ourselves, to conpound it further."

"You shoul d be the ones who know," said Duncan, not realizing until he'd said it how
ungraci ous it must sound.

They did not answer him and seemed about to go, but he made a notion asking themto stay.

"One thing," he said. "Have you by any chance, seen from your vantage point upon the island,
any evi dence of the Horde of Harriers?"

They stared at himin wonder, then one of themsaid, "This is silly, sisters. Certainly he
must know about the Horde. This deep in the Desol ated Land, he nust be well aware of them So why
don't we answer hin®"

"It can do no harm" said the spokesworman. "There is nothing he, nor anyone, can do. The
Horde, Sir Duncan, lies just across the fen, on the western shore, a short distance fromthis
pl ace. They nust know that you are coming, for they've formed into a swarm although why they
should swarm for the Iikes of you is nore than | can understand."

"A defensive swarnP" asked Duncan
The spokeswonan asked sharply, "How do you know about defensive swarns?"
Duncan | aughed at her.

"Save your |aughter, young nan," she told him "If you cross that stretch of water to face
them your |laughter will be out of the other corner of your nouth.”

"And if we go back," said Duncan, "your precious dragons will be the death of us."

"You' re obnoxious and ill-mannered," said one of the three, "to speak thus of friends of
ours."

"Friends of yours?"

"Why, nost certainly,"” said one of them "The dragons are our puppydogs, and w thout the
Horde, through all the centuries, there'd be less nmisery in the world."

"Less misery..." And then he understood. Not a confessional to ease the pain and supply the
confort, not an exorcismof fear and terror, but a reveling in the msery of the world, rolling
happily in the distress and sadness as a dog would roll in carrion

"VWul tures," he said. "She-vultures." And was sick of heart.

Christ, was there anything that was decent |eft?

Nan, the banshee, keened for the wi dow in her hunble cottage, for the nother who had | ost her
child, for the old and weary, for the sick, for the abandoned of the world, and whether the
keeni ng was of help or not, it was neant to help. Nan and her sister banshees were the nourners
for those who had no others who would nourn for them

But these--the wailers for the world, who walled either by thenselves or by a nore extensive
si sterhood or by nmeans of sone infernal nachine that nade nodul ated wailing sounds--he caught the
vi sion of sonme great conplicated piece of nachinery with someone turning a |ong and heavy crank to
produce the wailing--these used the msery of the world; they sucked it in and funneled it to this
pl ace where they wanted it to be, and there they luxuriated in it, there they rolled in it and
sneared thenselves with it, as a hog would bury itself in repulsive filth.
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The three had turned about and were going up the path, and he waved an angry arm at them

"Filthy bitches," he said, but he said it underneath his breath, for it would do no good to
yell at them-no harm perhaps, but no good, either--and they were not the ones he should be
concerned about. They were filth that one passed by, filth that one stepped around and tried not
to notice. Hi s concern lay beyond this island.

He stepped forward swiftly and, lifting the baskets one by one, hurled themout into the
wat ers of the fen

"W gag upon your hospitality,” he told, between clenched teeth, the wonen wal king up the
path. "W need no crusts of bread you toss to us. W damm you all to Hell."

Then he turned about and went down the path. Scratch and Conrad were sitting side by side upon
the | edge on which they'd slept.

"Where are the others?" he asked.

"The hermit and the witch have gone to bring in Beauty's pack," said Scratch. "They spotted
it. It had been floating in the water and cane to shore just down the beach. There may be
sonething in it still fit to eat."

"How are you feeling?" Duncan asked Conrad.

The big man grinned at him "The fever's gone. The armfeels better. Sone of the swelling' s
down and the pain is not as bad."

"Mlady," said Scratch, "went off in that direction." He nmade a thunmb to show the way she'd
gone. "She said something about spying out the land. Before | woke you up. She has been gone for
quite sonme tine."

Duncan | ooked at the sky. The sun was hal fway down from noon. They had slept a good part of
the daylight hours away.

"You stay here," he said. "Wen the others cone in keep themhere as well. |I'Il go and find
D ane. That way, you said."

The denon nodded, gri nning.

"If there's anything to eat,’
| ose. ™"

said Duncan, "eat it. W nust be on our way. W have no tinme to

"Mlord," said Conrad, "you plan to beard the Horde?"

"There's nothing else to do," said Duncan. "We have no other choice. W can't go back and we
can't stay here. This island is an abomi nation."

Conrad grinned wol fishly. "I shall be close beside you when we go in," he said. "I need but
one armto swing a club."

"And | as well,"” said Scratch. "Snoopy was right in what he said in giving ne the pitchfork
Appropriate, he said. And it is that. It fits my hands as if it had been nade for ne."

"I"ll see you soon," said Duncan

He found Diane on a snall headl and that overl ooked the fen, back the way they'd conme. She was
sitting on a small rocky upthrust and turned her head when she heard his step behind her

"Isit tinme to go?" she asked.

"Alnost," he said. "In just alittle while."

"I don't know," she said. "This facing of the Horde..."

"There's sonething | nust tell you," he said. "Sonething | nust show you. | should have | ong
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ago.
He put his hand into the pouch at his belt, took out the talisnan and held it out to her
She drew her breath in sharply, put out a hand toward it and then threw back the hand.
"Wil fert's?" she asked.
He nodded.
"How did you get it? Why didn't you tell me?"

"Because | was afraid," said Duncan. "Afraid that you mght claimit. |I had need of it, you

see.
"Need of it?"
"Agai nst the Horde," he said. "That was the purpose for which Wil fert nade it."
"But Cuthbert said..."

"Cut hbert was wong. It has protected us against the Horde fromthe day | found it. They have
sent their mnions against us, but with a few exceptions, no nenbers of the Horde have cone
agai nst us. They have kept well away fromus."

She put out both her hands and took it fromhim turning it slowmy, the enbedded jewels
bl azi ng as the sunlight caught them

"So beautiful," she said. "Were did you find it?"

"In Wil fert's tonb,” he told her. "Conrad hid ne in the tonb after | was knocked out in the
garden fight. \Wiere we first net, renenber?"

"What a strange thing to do," she said. "To hide you in a tonb."
"Conrad sonetinmes does strange things. They usually are effective."
"And you found it there by accident?"

"When | cane to | was lying on it and it was unconfortable. | thought it was a rock someone
had chucked into the tonb. At first | had neant to give it to you, if we found you agai n. But
then, when it becane apparent..."

"I understand," she said. "And now you think you can use it against the Horde. Perhaps destroy
t henP"

"I"'mganbling on it," Duncan said. "I think so. It is apparent something has been protecting
us. It nust be the talisman. | think we have a weapon feared by the Horde. Wy el se would they
swar m agai nst us?"

"So Wil fert was right all along," she said. "The others all were wong. They threw hi mout
when he was right."

"Even wi zards can be wrong," he said.

"One thing," she said. "Tell ne why you' re here. Wat brought you here? What is going on? Wy
is it so inportant that you get to Oxenford? You never told ne that. O Cuthbert. Cuthbert would
have been interested. He had many friends in Oxenford. He wote to themand they wote to him
Over the years he had corresponded with them"

"Well," he said, "there is this nmanuscript. The story is a long one, but I'Il try to tell it
qui ckly."

He tol d her quickly, condensing it, using as few words as he coul d.
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"This doctor in Oxenford," she said. "The one man in all the world who can authenticate the
manuscri pt. Have you got his name?"

"H's nane is Wse. Bishop Wse. An old man and not too well. That's why we are in such a
hurry. He is old and ill; he may not have too long. H's Grace said his sands were running out."

"Duncan," she said in a snmall voice. "Duncan...'

"Yes? You know t he name?"

She nodded. "He was Cuthbert's old friend, his good friend."
"Way, that is fine," he said.

"No, Duncan, it is not. Bishop Wse is dead."

" Dead! "

"Sone weeks ago Cuthbert got the word,” she told him "Wrd his old friend had died. Mre than
likely before you set out from Standi sh House."

"Ch, nmy God!" he said, going down on his knees beside her.

A pointless trip, he thought. Al of this for nothing. The man who coul d have authenti cated
the manuscri pt dead before they even had set out. Now the manuscript woul d not be authenticated.
Not now. Perhaps never. A hundred years fromnow there m ght be another man, or there night never
be another man such as Bishop Wse. H s Grace would have to wait, Holy Church would have to wait,
the Christian world would have to wait for that other man, if there should ever be one.

"Di ane," he said, choking. "Diane!"
She reached out and pulled his head into her lap, held himthere, as a nother might a child.
"Go ahead and weep," she said. "I'mthe only one to see. Tears will do you good."

He did not weep. He could not weep. Rather, bitterness swept in and gripped him tw sting him
rankling his soul. Until now, until this very nonment, he realized, he had not known or had not |et
hi msel f know how much the manuscript had neant to him-not as an abstract thing hol ding potenti al
good for all the world, but to himpersonally. To him Duncan Standi sh, as a Christian soul, as
one who believed, however narginally, that a man naned Jesus once had wal ked the Earth, had said
the words He was reported to have said, had perforned Hs mracles, had | aughed at weddi ng feasts,
had drunk wine with His brothers, and finally had di ed upon a Roman cr o0ss.

"Duncan," Diane said softly. "Duncan, | nourn as well as you."

He lifted his head and | ooked at her.

"The talisman," he said.

"W will use the talisman as Wilfert neant it should be used.”

"It's all that's left," he said. "At |east some good may come out of this journey."
"You have no doubts of the talisman?"

"Yes, there may be doubts. But what nore is there to do?"

"Not hi ng nore," she said.

"W nmay die,
t here besi de you."

he said. "The talisman may not be enough.” "I'Il be there," she said. "I'll be

"To die with ne?"

"If that is howit happens. | don't think it will. Wilfert..."
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"You have faith in hin®"

"As nmuch faith as you have in your nmanuscript."

"And after it is over?"

"What do you nean? Once it is over?”

"I"ll go back to Standi sh House. And you?"

"I'"l'l find a place. There are other w zard castles. |I'll be welcone."
"Conme home with ne.”

"As your ward? As your m stress?"

"As ny wife."

"Duncan, dearest, | have wi zard bl ood."

"And in ny veins runs the bl ood of unscrupul ous adventurers, martial nonsters, reavers,
pirates, the ravishers of cities. Go far enough back and God knows what you'd find."

"But your father. Your father is a lord."

For a nonent Duncan envi sioned his father, standing tall-tree straight, whiffling out his
must ache, his eyes gray as granite and yet with a warnth within them

"Alord," he said, "and yet a gentleman. He'll |ove you as a daughter. He never had a
daughter. He has no one but me. My nother died years ago. Standi sh House has waited long for a
woman's hand. "

"I'l'l need to think," she said. "One thing | can tell you. | love you very much."

31

The swarmrested on top of a small ridge, back fromthe edge of the fen. It was a terrifying
sight--black and yet not entirely black, for through it ran strange flickerings, |ike the distant
flaring of heat |ightning such as one would see far off, coloring the horizon, on a sunmer night.
At times the swarm seened to be substantial, a solid ball of black; at other tines it appeared
curiously flimsy, like a |loose ball of yarn, like a soap bubble very close to bursting. It seened,
even when it appeared to be nost solid, to be in continual notion, as if the creatures or the
things or whatever it might be that made it up, were continually striving to place thenselves in
nor e advant ageous positions, rearranging thenselves, shuffling about to attain a nore idea
configuration. Watching it, one at tinmes could see, or imgine he saw, a shape, an individua
menber of the swarm al though never for |ong enough to be entirely sure what it night be. And
that, thought Duncan, was perhaps as well, for the glinpses that he got were of shapes and
structures so horrifying, so far beyond anyone's nobst outrageous inmagi nings, that they nade the
bl ood run col d.

He spoke to those who clustered about him "All of you know what we are to do," he said. "
will carry the talisman, holding it high, presenting it. | will walk in front, going slowy.
Thus," he said, holding it high so that all could see. In the |ast rays of the setting sun, the
jewels in the talisman caught fire, blazing like a nystic flame with all the colors of a rai nbow,
but brighter, far brighter than a rai nbow.

"And if it doesn't work?" grow ed Conrad.

"I't _must_ work," Diane told himcoldly.
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"It must work," Duncan agreed calmy. "But, on the off-chance that it doesn't, everyone run
like hell. Back into the fen, back toward the island."

"I'f we can run," said Conrad. "I won't run. The hell with running..."
A hand reached up and snatched the talisman out of Duncan's grip.

"Andrew! " Duncan roared, but the hermit was rushing forward, running toward the swarm the
bl azing talisman held high in one hand, his staff flailing in the other, his nouth open and
screani ng words that were not words at all

Conrad was raging. "The stupid, show off son-of-a-bitch!" he how ed.
Duncan | eaped forward, racing to catch Andrew

Ahead of hima lightning stroke flared. In its aftergl ow Duncan saw Andrew stand for a noment,
burning in bright flanmes. Then, as the flanes snuffed out, the hermt was a snoking torch of nan
a torch a vagrant gust of wind had blown out, with tendrils of greasy snoke streaming fromhis
uprai sed arns. The talisnman was gone and Andrew slowy crunpled, fell in upon hinself into a nound
of charred and snoking fl esh

Duncan threw hinself flat on the ground and the wild, terrible thought ran through him It had
not been Wil fert's talisnman, it had not been the talisnman that the Horde had feared; it had not
been the talisman that had protected themin their |long journeying through the Desol ated Land. He
shoul d have known, he told hinself. On the strand the Horde--it nust have been the Horde--had used
Harol d the Reaver to obtain the thing they feared, the one thing they had not dared to try to
sei ze thensel ves. And they had gotten the talisnman, but had left it there upon the strand, as a
thing of little val ue.

The one thing they had not gotten was the manuscript!

The _manuscript_, he thought. The manuscript, for the |love of God! It had been the manuscri pt
that the Horde had attenpted to destroy, to negate, to obliterate. That had been the purpose of
this | atest desol ation--desolate the northern part of Britain and then, having isolated it, nove
on Standi sh Abbey, where the nmanuscript was housed. But by the tine they were ready to nove on
St andi sh Abbey, the manuscript, the original manuscript witten by the little furtive figure who
had scurried about to watch and listen, was no | onger there. The Horde seened nuch confused,

Cut hbert had said, uncertain of itself. And that was it, of course. The nanuscript, they had
| earned or sonehow sensed, was no |onger where it had been, but was being carried through the very
desol ati on the Horde had brought about.

Little furtive man, little skul king, skittering man--Duncan said to that one who so | ong ago
had | urked, jackal-Ilike, about the conpany of Jesus, who had never been one of that conpany nor
had tried to be one of them who had only watched and |istened and then had sat huddl ed, in some
hi dden corner, to wite what he had seen and heard--you did better than you knew. Witing down the
words of Jesus exactly as He spoke them w th no variation whatsoever, w th no paraphrasing,
reporting every gesture, every novenent, even the expression on Hs face. For that, Duncan
realized, was the way it had to be. It had to be the truth, it had to be a report of events
exactly as they were if it were still, centuries later, to retain the nagic, recapture the glory
and the power, present the full force of the Man who had spoken

Wiy, he asked that little skul king man, why did you never let nme see your face? Wiy did you
keep turning fromme, why did you keep your face in shadow so that | could not know you? And that,
he thought, that was a part of it as well, that was the way it had to be. For this little furtive
man sought no glory for hinmself; all would have been for naught if he had sought the glory. He
must remain, forever, the truly facel ess nan.

Duncan thrust his hand into the pouch, his fingers closing on the manuscript, bringing it out,
the crinkling, crackling mass of it. Rising to his feet, he held it high above his head and with a
bel l ow of triunph, charged the | oom ng swarm

Ahead of himthe great, dark, shifting ball of the swarmflared with its many |ightning
strokes and with each stride he took, the flares grew ever brighter, but staying within the swarm
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itself, never reaching out. The same flaring strokes that had run the length of the rolling fog on
the sl ope above the castle nound, flares such as the one that had reached out to turn Andrew into
a snoking torch, but now they did not reach out.

Suddenly the flaring all came together and when that happened the swarmwas turned into a bal
of exploding fire. It burst apart and there were many snoldering fragments flying in the air,
falling all about him snoking and shriveling as they struck the ground, to lie there for a
nmonent, withing as if in agony, then going quiet and dead.

The Horde was gone and in the twilight that came creeping in with the going of the sun there
came a putrid stench that rolled |like a fog over everything.

Duncan let his armfall to his side, still clutching the winkled manuscript, winkled from
being clutched too tightly.

A wailing screamrose in the twilight, not the wailing for the world, but another wailing, a
wai | i ng very cl ose.

Duncan turned and saw Meg crouched above the stinking nound that had been Andrew and knew t hat
the wailing cane from her

"But why?" asked Di ane, com ng up beside him "A hermt and a witch?"

"He gave her a bite of cheese that first day we found her," Duncan said. "He offered her his
armto help her along the forest trail. He stood side by side with her to witch a path out of the
forest clearing. Is that not enough?”

32

So the nmanuscript would not now be authenticated. Wth Bi shop Wse dead in Oxenford, there was
no one now to put the stanp of truth upon it. It would be returned to Standi sh Abbey and for years
it would lie there, perhaps housed in an ornate coffer, unannounced to the world and unknown
because there'd be no one who could say it was true or false, an actual docunent or a pious fraud.

And yet, Duncan told hinself, so far as he was concerned it had been authenticated. For it had
been the truth of it, the authenticity of it, the proven words and acts of Jesus, that had brought
about the Horde's destruction. Anything | ess than that, he told hinself, would have nade no nark
upon t he Horde.

He touched his fingers to the pouch at his side and beneath the pressure heard the reassuring
rustle of it. So many tines, he thought, he had done this very thing and listened to the crackle
of the parchment, but never with the thankful ness and the surety that he felt now

D ane stirred at his side, and when he put an arm around her she came close to him

The fire blazed high, and off to one side Scratch had raked off a bed of coals and was
engaged, with Conrad's help, in frying fish that he and Conrad had caught out of a little stream
after begging the | oan of Duncan's shirt to inprovise a net.

"Where is Ghost?" asked Duncan. "He was around for a while, but now he's di sappeared."”
"You won't see him" said Diane. "He's off to haunt a castle.”

"A castle. Wiere did he find a castle?"

"The castle nound," said Diane. "He cane to ne to ask for ny permission."

"And you gave it to hinP"

"I told himit was not nine to give, but to go ahead. | told himthat | couldn't see any way
to stop him™"
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"I told himthat very thing," said Duncan, "when he wanted to go to Oxenford with us. I'm
surprised he would settle for a castle. He wanted to go to Oxenford so badly."

"He said that he wanted a hone. He wanted a place to haunt. Said he had been hanged to a small -
sized tree and you couldn't haunt a tree, especially a little bitty one."

"It seens to ne |'ve heard that plaint before. Wiat woul d Cut hbert think of it?"

"I think that Cuthbert, if he knew, m ght be rather pleased. But Ghost, poor thing, he wanted
it so badly. He said he had no hone..."

"If you listen to him" Duncan said, "he will wing your heart. I'mglad to be shut of him He
was not hing but a pest."”

"How about Scratch?" Diane asked. "Wat will happen to hin®"

"He is coming along with us. Conrad invited him"

"I"'mglad of that," said Diane. "He and Conrad have gotten to be pals. And that is good.
Scratch, despite being a denon, is not too bad a being."

"He saved Conrad's life back there in the clearing," Duncan said. "Conrad is not about to
forget such an act as that."

"And Conrad was nice to himback there at the castle," said Diane. "So were you. Everyone
else, up to that tinme, had treated himabsolutely rotten."

Meg brought them fish on birch bark platters and squatted down in front of them
"Don't eat too soon," she warned them "Let it cool a bit."

"And you?" asked Diane. "Wat are you going to do now that the adventure's over? Scratch is
coming with us."

"Standi sh House," said Duncan, "could use a resident witch. W've not had one for years."

Meg shook her head. "I've been thinking. |I've wanted to talk with you about it. | have no hut,
you see; no place at all to live. | have not a thing at all. But Andrew had a cell. Do you suppose
he'd mind? | think I know where it is. If not, Snoopy said he'd show ne."

"If that is what you want,'
there.”

sai d Duncan, "I think Andrew ni ght be happy to know that you were

"I think," said Meg, "that he might have liked me just a little bit. Back, that first time we
met, he took this piece of cheese out of his pocket. It had lint upon it fromthe pocket and there
were teeth marks on it, for he'd been nibbling on it and he gave it to me and he..."

Her voi ce broke and she could speak no nore. She put her hands to her eyes and, swiftly
rising, hobbled off into the darkness.

"She was in love with Andrew," Diane said. "Strange, that a witch and hernmit..."
"We all were in love with him" said Duncan, "cross-grained as he m ght have been."

Cross-grained and a soldier of the Lord. A soldier of the Lord to the very last, insisting
that he was a soldier of the Lord when he still was a hermit. Rushing to his death as a sol dier of
the Lord. Andrew and Beauty, Duncan thought--a soldier of the Lord and a little patient burro.

"1l mss them both, he thought.

Fromfar off, faint in a vagrant wind, cane the keening of the wailing for the world. Now,
Duncan told hinself, as the years went on, there'd be less wailing for the world. Still sone
nmsery in the world, but with the Horde no [onger on the Earth, less and less of it. Less for the
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she-vultures on the island to wallow in, less for themto snear upon thensel ves.
D ane set the plate of fish down upon the ground, plucked at Duncan's sl eeve.
"Cone with ne," she said. "I can't do this all alone. | nust have you standing by."

He foll owed her around the fire to where Snoopy sat eating fish. D ane walked to a place in
front of him She held out the naked sword, cradled in her hands.

"This is too precious a blade," she said, "to belong to any human. Wuld you take it back into
the custody of the Little People? Keeping it until there's need of it again."

Snoopy carefully wi ped his hands, held themout to take the sword. Tears stood in his eyes.
"You know, then, mlady, who it once bel onged to?"
She nodded, not trusting herself to speak

"WIllingly, then," said Snoopy, "we will take it back. We will guard it well and reverence it.
Soneday it may be there' |l be another hand that is worthy to hold it. But no one ever nore than
yours, mlady."

"You will tell the Little People,"” said D ane, "how rmuch they honored ne."

"It was because we trusted you," said Snoopy. "You were not unknown to us. You'll be found at
St andi sh House?"

"Yes," said Diane. "W're leaving in the norning."

"Soneday we'll cone and visit you," said Snoopy.

"We'l| be waiting for you," said Diane. "There'll be cakes and ale. There'll be dancing on the
green."

She turned away and went back to Duncan. She took himby the arm "And now," she said, "I'm

ready for tonorrow "
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