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Qperation Tine Search
By Andre Norton

"ATLANTI S? A fairy tale!" The nan by the wi ndow

hal f turned. "You can't be serious-" He began that

protest confidently, but that confidence ebbed when

there was no change in the expression on his conpanion's face.

"You saw the filnms of the first three runs. Did those
| ook |ike the product of soneone's imagination? You
have inspected all the security neasures devised to
make sure they were not. A fairy tale, you say." The
qui et gray-haired man |eaned a little farther back in
his seat. "I wonder what does lie buried at the roots of
sonme of our traditional tales. Norse sagas, once disnissed
as fiction, have long since been proven to be chronicles
of historic voyages. Miuch of our folklore is distorted
clan, tribal, or national record. Dragons-now Qur
pl anet did have an age in which arnored dragons
marched the earth-"

"But not in the nenory of mankind!" Hargreaves
cane away fromthe wi ndow, his hands resting on his
hi ps, his chin outthrust as if he welconed battle, verbal at |east.

"Don't you ever wonder why certain tales have
persi sted, why they continue to |linger over centuries,
tol d again and agai n? The man-devouring dragon-"

Har greaves smiled. "I always heard it that the proper
dragon preferred a diet of tender young nai dens-
until some doughty kni ght changed his mnd for him
with sword or |ance.”

Fordham | aughed. "But dragons, in spite of their
dietary habits, are firmy fixed in fol klore around the
world. And their like did once roamthe earth-"

"At atime, | repeat, which far antedated the arriva
of our nost primtive ancestor."

"As far as we know," Fordham corrected. "What | say
is that there is a persistence of certain types of fairy
stories. When we set up this project-and you know t he
reason for it---we had to have a starting point. Atlantis is
one of the nost lasting of our |legends. It has beconme so
much a part of our heritage that | think it is generally
accepted as fact-"

"And all founded on a few sentences that were used by
Plato to hang some of his arguments on-"

"But suppose that Atlantis did once exist." Fordham pi cked
up a pencil, turned it end to end on the pad before him but
made no markings. "Not in this world-"

"Where then? On Mars-? They bl ew t hensel ves up, |
suppose, and left that pocking of desert craters-"

"Qddly enough, according to | egend the Atlanteans did
eventual |y bl ow thensel ves up, or the equivalent. No, right
here on this planet. You have heard of the alternate history
theory-that from each major historical decision two
alternate worlds cone into being."

"Fantastic-" Hargreaves interrupted.
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"I's it? Suppose that it is fact, that on one of those alternate
time lines Atlantis did exist, just as on another dragons
over | apped manki nd. "

"Even if that were so, how would we know about it?"

"True. We could be separated fromthose |ines by whole

net wor ks of maj or choi ces and deci sions. Yet, suppose

when we were close together, there was a kind of seepage-

per haps individuals even crossed. W have well -

aut henticated stories of strange and unexpl ai nabl e

di sappearances fromour own world, and one or two odd

peopl e have turned up here under very peculiar

circunstances. And Atlantis is so vivid a story, has so seized
upon the inmagination of generations, that we used it for our
checkpoint."

"Just how?"

"W fed-into the I bby every known scrap of material on

the subject that is known by the nodern worl dfromthe

reports of geol ogi sts sounding the sea bottons for possible
ridges of a sunken continent to "revelations' of cultists. And
| bby gave us an equation in return.”

"You nean you set up the probe-beamon that?"

"Exactly. And you have seen the resulting test films. Those
came from | bby's calculations. And you'll adnit they bear
no resenbl ance to the here and now. "

"Yes, I'lIl say that much. And they were taken?"

"Ri ght out there, over the | andscape you' ve been vi ew ng.
We're set today for a ten-mnute run, the | ongest we have
dared to try. W use the nound for a checkpoint."”

"Still having trouble over that?"

Fordham frowned. "W gave out the story that we are

clearing to build an addition to the labs. This WIson who is
making all the fuss is chronically opposed to governnent
authority. He's built up this ~Save our historic nmound
crusade mainly to get hinmself space in the city papers and to
harass the project. Started a runmor |ast year that we were
dabbling in sone weird new experinment that woul d bl ow

the whole county off the map. He was warned then by the
security people. But he believes this nound thing is safe.
However, ~Save our historic nound' isn't as good for

arousing interest as ~Look out, the eggheads are going to

bl ow us up.' Hi s canpaign is already running down.

"However, the nound nmakes a good checkpoi nt because it
is older than any other surviving man-made | andmark
her eabouts. "

"What if you turn up nound buil ders instead of
At | ant eans?"

"Well, then we'd have a better set of filnms than those we
al ready possess to rivet attention on the project, though
those we do have are nore to our real purpose.”
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"Yes," agreed Hargreaves. "And if this does work-if we can
get through oursel ves-"

"W can tap natural resources, riches such as we cannot
imagine in this era. W've plundered and wasted and used

up nost of the living treasures of our world. So now we
have to try to pillage somewhere else. Wll, shall we go to
see- Atl antis?"

Har greaves | aughed. "Seeing is believing; one picture is
worth a volune of words. Gve ne a good filmto take
back to Washington, and | nmay be able to up your

current appropriation. Al right-show me Atlantis."

The weat her for early Decenber was surprisingly mld. Ray
GCsborne opened the collar of his |eather jacket. H s ex-

par atrooper boots flattened ragged clunps of |ast season's
grass. The shadow of the Indian nound encl osed hi m now.

Early Sunday norni ng-W|son had been right in his

suggesti on about the time. The fence had had a gap just as
he had prom sed. There was only one building in sight, the
tower part of the hush-hush installation. And on this side of
the mound, he was safely out of sight, even if anyone was

on duty there.

VWhat were they planning to build anyway-clearing it flat

wi th bul | dozers? What woul d peopl e do when there was no
more open country at all? Ray turned to face the nound,
readyi ng his canera for the shots he had been sent to take.
Hi s finger pressed

And, as if that had thunbed the red switch of final doom
the world went nmad. Ray staggered back, aware only of
intolerable pain in his head, pain associated with violet
flashes that blinded him Silence- He rubbed at his watering
eyes. M st faded, and he stood, swaying drunkenly, staring
about himin stunned disbelief.

The raw wound of the clearing, the distant earthnoving
machi nery, and even the nound were gone! He was in the
shadow, not of mounded earth, but of a towering giant
tree, with another and another beyond!

Ray put out a shaking hand. He could feel rough bark-it was
real! Then he began to run down a npbss carpeted corridor
bet ween trees whose girth was that of nonsters. "Get

back!" shouted sonething inside his head. "Back?" asked
anot her part of his dazed mind. \Where was back?

M nutes later he burst fromthe di mess of that incredible
forest into a grass-grown plain. A withered root protruded
fromthe earth to send himsprawling, and he | ay draw ng
air into his lungs with panting gasps. Soon he becane aware
that a hot sun beat down

upon him far too warmfor winter. He pulled up to his
knees to | ook about him

Ahead no break in that plain, behind himthe forest--nothing
he had ever seen before. Were was he? Shivering,

though the earth under himwas warm Ray forced hinself

to sit quietly. He was Ray Osborne. He had gone out to the
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proj ect on Sunday norning as a favor to Les Wlson, to

take sonme good shots of the nound to go with the article
Les was witing. Shots--his hands were enpty! The canera?
He must have lost it back there when it happened. What had
happened?

Ray dropped his head between his hands. He fought a battle
with primtive panic and tried to think logically. But how
can one think |ogically about sonething such as this? One
m nute standing in a sane, ordinary world-the next being
here. And where was here?

Slowy he got to his feet, thrusting his tw tching hands into
the pockets of his jacket. Go back. He half turned to face
that silent density of forest and knew that he could not go in
there again, not yet. His heart began to thunp heavily when

he thought of it. Sonehow this open | and seened the | esser

of two evils. So he trudged on, to find a little later a break
in the plain. Below was a narrow gully that housed a stream
and around that grew tall brush and saplings.

As he sought a path down the steep side, there was a

crashing in the brush below. Qut of that green thicket,
straight at the al nost perpendicular slope. hurtled a dark
shape. Sharp hoofs pawed frantically at the wall, bringing
down soil and stones. Then, appearing to realize there was

no climbing it, the creature, with a toss of its antlered head,
turned to face its hunters.

Ray clutched at the grass of the verge to keep from sliding
over. The hunted animal was directly below him head | ow,
breathing in | abored snorts. But he could not believe it was
real. Elk, if this huge nonster could be an elk, did not run
wild in southern Ghio. It had an antler spread of nore than
six feet and was far
taller than Ray-as out of proportion as the forest
trees.

From the brush | eaped shaggy-coated wol fi sh beasts.
Avoi di ng the reaching scoop of the elk's antlers, the
first lunged for the aninal's foreleg, clearly no novice
at this w cked gane. They made a running fight,
dashing in to slash and then speedi ng away before the
| arger animal could well defend itself.

Ray was roused fromhis absorption in the battle by a
shout. The hail drew one of the hounds nomentarily
out of the fight. It answered with a sharp bark. In a
monent two-footed hunters appeared. They carried
not hing Ray could identify as a weapon, though one of
them had a short rod of metal. This he ained at the
throat of the cornered elk, and fromits tip shot a ray of
red light. Bellowing, the elk reared, to crash forward,
nearly striking one of the hounds. The dogs rushed in
to tear at the still quivering body, but the hunters
pul l ed them back fromthe kill, sending them how ing
with well-ainmed kicks and cuffs.

Drawi ng a dagger froma belt sheath, one of the nen
set about butchering the fallen aninmal. Another fastened
| eashes to the netal -studded collars of the hounds,
while the third wapped the fire rod in cloth and
stowed it down the front of his jerkin.

Al three were of medium height, but the broadness
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of their shoulders and the heavi ness of their upper
arns gave thema dwarfish | ook. Their coarse bl ack
hai r, shoul der |ength, was sl eeked snpboth with grease
and held by |eather thongs. Their skin was between
copper and olive in shade. Broad nmouths with thick
lips parting over strong yellow teeth, dark eyes, and
hooked noses conprised their features.

They wore tunics of grayish | eather, tanned to the
flexibility of cloth, garnents that reached from shoul -
der to md-thigh. Over these were sl eevel ess netal -
enforced jerkins. H gh thick-sol ed buskins covered feet
and legs to the knees, but their arnms were bare, save
for bands of netal set with dull stones. Their w de belts
supported sheat hed daggers.

Ray crouched there, no longer attenpting to recon-
cile anything he sawwith reality. A dreamit nust be
a dream In tine he was going to wake up-

Then one of the dogs discovered him Its red eyes
found the source of the strange scent that had tickled
its nostrils. Wth a how it flung itself to the limt of its
| eash. The strand of hide halted its spring. In an
instant it tried again. This time the thong parted. But,
like the elk before it, it could gain no foothold on the
gully wall. It continued to paw futilely at the gravel,
giving tongue |like a mad thing.

Bewi | dered, Ray was easy prey. Wth a shout one of the
hunters pointed to him The | eader whi pped out the rod
and ained. Ray had turned to him The | eader whi pped
out the rod and ainmed. Ray had turned to run, but he
was never to reach that safety a foot or so nore of soi
m ght have given him Something within himstiffened;
he coul d not nove.

Unable to stir so nuch as a finger, he stood inpotently
waiting the arrival of his captors. Wth the aid of their
singl e strange weapon, they bl asted a series of steps up
the side of the gully. He had not died at once as had the
el k; that was all he knew.

They approached himin a body, and Ray stared
steadily back at them The immbility of their heavy
features and the lack of readable enotion in their
opaque eyes was disquieting. Masks, Ray thought,
subtly evil masks. Wth an icy qual mhe realized he
was confronting sonething alien, beyond the bounda-
ries of his old sane worl d.

Now they circled himwarily, studying their capture.
The weapon-bearing | eader broke the silence with an
interrogation in a guttural, hissing tongue. \Wen Ray
did not reply, the man's brutal jaw thrust forward
pugnaci ousl y.

Agai n he questioned, but this tine in a nurmnur,
al most sing-song. Anot her | anguage, Ray guessed. Hi s
continued silence appeared to disconcert his captors a
little.

At | ast the | eader snapped an order. Fromhis belt
one of the others freed a thong of hide and stepped behind
Ray, to whip his powerless wists together and | ash them
tight. Still under the influence of the strange weapon, Ray
was forced to submt. He was shaken with a sudden
| oathing at the touch of the hunter.
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Once he was bound, the |eader raised the rod. No beam
fromits tip foll owed, but Ray was up-frozen again. Wthout
a backward gl ance, the rod bearer wal ked away. The hunter
who had bound Ray flicked himacross the shoulders with

the end of that thong, pointing after. Ray's |oathing heated
into anger, not only at his captors, but also sonehow at the
whol e di saster that had befallen him He m ght not know
where he was or why, but the feeling that he would | earn

and exact paynent after that |earning steadied him He

found strength in his anger, and he clung to it as a drowning
man might cling to a rock in the nmidst of a raging river

They followed the lip of the gully for about half a mle

before there was a break in the steepness of the wall. Ray,
bound as he was, could not have descended their stair, and

even now he hesitated over the scranble. The guard rapped
himacross the ribs with the flat of his | ong dagger to start
him But at the fourth step, Ray |ost his shaky bal ance and
tunmbl ed forward, to slide down in a cloud of dust and

gravel, ending with a knock against the trunk of a sapling, his
skinned face | ower than his | ong | egs.

Surely, he thought grimy, if this was a dream that ought to
have awakened him There was a dull ache at the base of his
skul I . Hel pl ess, unable to gain his feet, he lay awaiting the
pl easure of his captors.

They were leisurely in their own descent. One of them cane
to prod Ray up with a well-ained kick. Wen he could not
stand in answer to that encouragenent, two of them heaved
himerect. Wth a vicious push, which al nost sent him
sprawl i ng once nore, they started himon

Bl ood oozed out fromgravel cuts on his lips and chin,
drawi ng the attention of small stinging flies he could

do nothing to dislodge, since jerking his head about nade
hi mdizzy. When they reached the elk, he was nade fast to a
tree, while the hunters continued their butchery. After
hacki ng portions of neat free, they fed .z some to the dogs
and packed others in green hide. Then, one, taking sone
entrails, dragged themalong the :° ground, |leaving a red
trail

A short distance away, he canme to a black hole in the slope
with a sand nound below it. Dropping the scraps of offals
there, he broke off a twig, thrust it into the n hole, and
turned it around and around. Then he | eaped away as a

wave of |arge ants curled up and out.

The others had freed both Ray and the snarling hounds, and

taking up the neat, they started down- _ stream Ray
gl anced back at the kill. It was buried,,, under a heaving dark
bl anket .

He estimated | ater that they nust have travel ed: al nbst an
hour before the gully w dened into a regular valley. The
brush, which had torn his unprotected skin and left red
scratches on the hunters' bare arms, be-. cane thickets of
trees and patches of waist-high grass.

Ray's di sconfort increased with al nbst every step he was
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herded into taking. Hi s face, scraped raw, bitten, and stung,
was puffed and swollen. H's eyes had, narrowed into slits in
the tortured flesh. The steady ache at the base of his skul
spread across his shoul ders and down his back. He had | ost
all sense of feeling in his cranped arns. Yet in a way, he
wel coned all these , torments; they kept himfromhis

t houghts. Where was. he? Wat had happened? That this was

a dream he could no |onger believe, no natter how he held
despairingly to such a hope.

The end to the need to keep staggering cane at |ast.
Abruptly the valley canme to shore | and, and the stream
flowed on to forma miniature delta on the lip of a rolling
sea. Sea?

Keen salt air roused Ray to sonething agai n approaching
coherent thought. Sea? In the mdst of a' continent? He

| ooked upon the pale crescent of sand with a kind of dul
horror.

There could be no sea here. But then here was not his own
worl d! He was firmy caught in a nightnare.

A hail fromthe beach urged his captors to a sw fter pace,
and they dragged himwith them one on either side to jerk

hi m al ong. Down at the edge of that incredible water,

snoke, thin and tenuous as norning nmist, plunmed up from

a driftwod fire, and several dark figures stood to greet the
hunt smen.

"Still say fairy tale?" Fordhamdid not raise his eyes fromthe
Vi ew screen.

When Har greaves did not answer, he glanced around. There
was a frown drawing the other's features into a pattern of
angry belligerence. Fordham had wi tnessed that reaction
before. This tine he wel conmed the sign of doubt battered
by evi dence.

"Al'l right. | see sonmething-trees-like those on your other
films."

"Trees?" Fordham pushed. "Do they resenble any you have
seen before?"

"No-" Hargreaves' adm ssion cane reluctantly. Fordham
continued to press.

"Trees such as those," he pointed out, "have probably not
been seen in this part of the world for several hundred
years. The early settlers are reported to have had their
probl enrs when they cleared this land. Sonetines it took
years to renove virgin forest, stunp and root."

"All right! 1'll admt you have sonething, that we see a
section of country through that beam which certainly is not
out there now and may not have been for a long time. But
time travel -Atlantis-1 have to have nore proof before

send in any recomendati on-"

"You have the filns to take back with you. |I only spoke of
Atlantis as a possibility-I didn't promse it. You may nerely
see pre-Colunbian or just pre-Revolutionary Ohio but there.
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We have no way yet of proving or disproving |bby's
equation. But you'll have to adnmit it is an inpressive
begi nni ng-"

"I want to see the filmof what we've just watched,"

Har greaves said. "I want to see if | can spot the change
when t he beam went on."

"Take a little tine to set it up-"

Har greaves' scowl grew deeper. "I've got plenty-for this.
And | want to see what |'mtaking back. There'll be a |ot of
questions to answer."

"There-" Fordham settled down in the projection room
"Here we go, Now here's the cutting as is."

Raw earth under the weak sunlight of winter, a bull dozer to
the left throwing a shadow, the rise of the disputed nound

"I"l'l admit | saw a change. | only hope that the film shows
it

Fordham | aughed. "Hypnotisn®? That's what you think I'm
doi ng? What woul d be the point? Unless you think |I've

ri dden a hobby conpletely out of sane bounds. This is the
first time we've held a beam so | ong-so we shoul d have
nore detail ed evidence. "

Har greaves stared at the screen. "Wen can you-" he
hesi t at ed.

"Go over the line ourselves? So far we can only | ook. W
don't know about the going. We'll have to build up a | ot
nore power-"

"That growth of tinber-" Hargreaves watched the great
forest, or that portion of it the beamand filmhad trapped
for them "M ght be a | ot of other resources to be tapped.
Looks like an enpty world-"

"Yes, be practical. Suppose we can open a door into
wherever that is, draw upon the resources there. Now what
sort of reaction do you believe you would get to a
presentation before the comrittee if you stress that?"

"They would want to be sure it had a fifty-fifty chance of
wor ki ng. How soon before you will be able to nake a rea
experi nent ?"

"Send soneone through, you nean? | don't know. It has
taken us two years to get this far."

Har greaves shook his head. "Get your filnms; let ne
show them W nay be able to grant you at |east half of
what you asked for."

"Generous. But | suppose to be expected." Fordham s
words were not as grudging as they m ght have been
He was inwardly satisfied with his half-convert.

They wat ched the run-through, Hargreaves well for-
ward in his chair. There was the scar of the cutting, the
mound, then a flicker, and the trees. But a sharp

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (8 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:43 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

excl amati on from Fordham broke the hum of the pro-
jector.

"Langston," he called to the operator, "backtrack
Hold it slow just before the switch-"

"What - - ?" Har greaves' protest stopped as he | ooked
at his conpanion. Fordham s satisfaction of nonents
earlier had di sappear ed.

The scar about the nobund again canme into view.

"To the left of the mound-right there-Iook!"

Har greaves | ooked. A figure, difficult to distinguish,
but surely a hunman figure, stepped within the path of
the beam That which had shown as a flicker when the
filmwas run at nornal speed now becane a flash that
made himblink. Then there were the trees and, surely,
besi de one of themstill that human figure.

"Come on!" Fordham was meking for the door in a
surprising burst of speed for one of his age and habits.
They were actually running as they passed down a
hal Iway and into a small outside parking area. Fordham
jerked at the door of his car and scranbled into the
driver's seat. And Hargreaves had just tinme to nake it
in beside himand slamthe door before they skidded
across the concrete, heading for the gate.

The guard saw t hem comi ng and nust have had his
wits about him for he threw the automatic switch just
in time. Hargreaves released his breath in a faint
whistle of relief. At |east Fordham had not plowed into
that barrier as it |ooked he m ght do.

Luckily the road was deserted beyond, for they entered
it at a prohibited speed. Caution nmust have caught up
wi t h Fordham sonmewhere al ong that stretch, for he
slowed to turn into the lower cutting, where they
bunped and ski dded al ong the rough road of the earth
novers

Then once nore the director was out and running for
the mound. His fear or excitenent kept him severa
paces ahead of Hargreaves, but when the latter rounded
the end of the nound, he cane upon Fordham at a dead
halt. The director held a canera in his hands. But of
the figure they had seen on the film there was no sign
at all.

"He's gone!" Hargreaves stated the obvious.

Fordham | ooked up fromthe canera, his face bl eak
"He's gone, yes-out there-" He | ooked over his shoul -
der to where they had seen those rows of trees. And
Har gr eaves shivered, know ng how t hat other had
gone but not where.

"WHERE?" Har greaves heard hinself putting that thought
i nto words.

Fordham s answer came in a voice hardly above a whisper.
"Atl anti s-perhaps."”

"But-you said that the forest could be pre-Col unbian -or
even later," Hargreaves protested.

"Sure. It could be that-or anything. You sawit, and the film
and you see this now" Fordham waved the canera. "That

poor fool went in, or back, or out whichever way you want

to express it--and we sent him"
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"Can you get him back?" Hargreaves pushed asi de
specul ation, reaching as ever for hard fact.

"I't will take at |east four days, maybe nore, to build up the
power in the beam agai n. These things have to be tined.

Why do you suppose we selected this particular date and

hour to try it this time? It isn't just a matter of pressing a
button to open a door. There has to be a careful working
fromcode. Four days-" He stared around him "And we

have no way of telling how fast tine passes over there. He
won't be just sitting there for four days-he has no idea that
we'll try to get himback. He may be mles away when we

are ready."

Har greaves turned away fromthe nound to | ook out over
the raw cutting. "But it will have to be done. And the
sooner we get to work doing it-"

"Of course." But Fordham sounded as if he knew al ready
they faced a hopel ess task. Hargreaves still gazed at the cut.

"Atlantis-no!" And there was determ ned refusal in his voice:

Ray stunbled, to sprawl face down in sand near a fireplace
rudely built out of rocks. Exhausted, he was content to lie
there, paying snmall attention to the

hunters and those others who awaited themin this canp,
but he was not |eft undisturbed.

Legs, slightly bowed, encased in boots of stiff hide to which
pat ches of thick hair still clung, nmoved into his restricted line
of vision. Then one of those boots was thrust under him

and he was rolled over, face up to the sky. The newconer

wore the sanme | eather tunic as the hunters, but a kilt

fashi oned of netal strips clashed together as he noved.
Instead of a netal-reinforced jerkin, he wore breast and

back plates cast in single pieces to fit his barrel chest and
wi de shoul ders snugly. His left armfromwist to el bow

was sheathed in a nmetal cuff guard, but his right was bare
save for two jewel ed bracelets.

He was bareheaded, and the |ong black strings of his hair

wer e whi pped about his face by a rising wind. But he

carried in the crook of one arma helnet with two bat Iike
wings set in a center ridge. A sword swng at his belt. Taller
than the hunters, less swarthy of skin, he seened of a
different caste. But the same enotionl ess mask covered his
features.

After a long survey he barked an order, and one of the
hunters cane to slit the bonds about Ray's wists and pul

the Anerican to his feet. The officer asked questions and the
hunter replied, with a pantom ne, as well as words,
expl ai ni ng the capture. Wen he had done, the officer
proceeded to interrogate his prisoner by gestures-a w de
sweep of hand to the west and then one word:

M.

Ray shook his head. And the officer seened disturbed at his
reply. He frowned and pointed east with another question
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Ray did not hear very well. Suddenly the Anerican
under st ood-t hey wanted to know where he canme from that
must be it.

He pointed back to where that grimforest nust stand. For
any nore than that, they knew as nmuch as he did about it.
He was unprepared for their reaction to his answer.

The officer's eyes narrowed as might a cat's. His

thick Iips drew apart in a snarl, displaying purplish
gunms and yell ow teeth. Then he exploded in a cackle of
derisive laughter, his disbelief very plain.

Roundi ng on his followers, the officer nade another
of the hunters repeat the story of Ray's capture. It was
given as before. Then the hunter pointed to Ray's bare
head, to his wind-ruffled short brown hair, and reached
out a hand still unwashed after the el k butchery to tug
at the leather jacket their prisoner wore, directing the
officer's attention to it. He promptly signed for Ray to
take it off: The hunter rifled its pockets, producing a
handker chi ef, a notebook, and a spare fil m pack.

In a few mnutes the prisoner stood shivering in the
wind, his clothing all spread out on the sand. But his
captors still searched the pockets as if they were con-
vinced he rmust carry some inportant object. One of the
hunt ers appropriated his pocket knife; another turned
his wist watch around and around until ordered sharply
by the officer to hand it over. Shaking out the handker-
chief, the leader piled therein the contents of Ray's
pockets, tying it all into a bag, placing that in a w cker
basket .

Ray stooped to reach for his clothing, but the officer's
hand shot out with a backhanded slap that sent him
spraw ing. A hunter tossed a package of hide to the
captive. Hot with anger, Ray pulled on a neager gar-
ment that was rather like a kilt and utterly inade-

quate as protection in the growing chill of the wind. He
wonder ed what woul d happen if he tried to junp the
of ficer.

Even as his inmagination supplied a few details satis-
factory to him steel fingers closed upon hi magain,
spinning himhalf around as his right armwas whi pped
away from his body. On the pale skin of his right
forearmwas a small bluish circle, radiating lines, a
juvenile attenpt at tattooing that the years had not
erased. The officer sneered as he inspected it. Then he
flung Ray's arm from himand spat.

"Mu." Not a question now but statenent.

So night came in the new world. Apparently they

had some future use for him for he was given a portion
of roasted el k. Then his arns were tied again-and his
ankl es as well-and one of the nen flung a skin cover-

I et over himas he tried to burrowinto the sand for
war it h.

Where was he? Suddenly that mattered nore than
how he had come here. The historic nmound, then the
trees, now here. Indians? But even if time travel was
possi bl e outside of fiction, these were not Indians. And
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the sea did not run into Chio and-and- Ray fought
the panic again rising in him which wanted to set him
runni ng, scream ng-

Al'l right, he did not know how he got here, nor
where here was. But his imediate probl emwas the
hunters and what they planned to do with him After a
while his tired brain was as benunbed as his shivering
body, and he sl ept, exhausted.

The shrill cry of a bird awoke himin the early dawn.
Under a nakeshift tent of cloaks, the officer snored
and twitched, and a sentry nodded by a dying fire. So
the dream continued. Ray attenpted to sit up, but his
bonds bit cruelly into his flesh. By digging his heels
into the sand, he edged along until his shoul ders scraped
one of the boul ders about the canp site. Cautiously he
wor ked hinself up to a sitting position

In the east a faint pink deepened. A gray bird dived
to seek breakfast in the waves. Wth a sharp nod the
sentry roused, yawned, and spat noisily into the fire.
Then he got to his feet, looking at Ray with an evi
grin.

Openi ng proceedi ngs by planting the toe of a boot in
the prisoner's ribs, he twitched Ray forward to inspect
the security of his bonds before slanmm ng hi mback
with a jolt against the rock. Having carried out one
duty, he went to stir the fire into life.

Ray shook his head. Dried bl ood and dust encrusted
his face. A pulse throbbed heavily in throat and tem
ple. If he could only get his hands free-

The officer rolled out of his tent and unbuckl ed the
clasp that fastened his under tunic. Dropping the gar-
ment by the arnmor he had shed the night before, he ran
out into the waves. As he splashed there, he suddenly
shouted, and the rest of themcanme to their feet, calling
and pointing to the open sea, where a bl ack shadow cut
t hrough the bl ue-green.

Returning, the officer dried his body and dressed,
| oosing a volley of orders that sent his men into scurry-
ing activity. One of them unfastened Ray's ankles and
haul ed himto his feet.

A ship was coming, but it was unlike any vessel Ray
had ever seen pictured. Perhaps half a mile off shore it
halted its rush, oars flashed fromits narrow sides, and
it scuttled on in like a water beetle.

Ray had seen illustrations of Roman gall eys, but
those had also nmasts and sails. This only possessed
bow and stern superstructures, crowned with roofs,
whi ch were al so upper decks. The wai st was | ower, and
there the rowers | abored in open pits. The bow cane to a
sharp point set with a brightly painted fi gurehead.

From a sl ender pole on the afterdeck whipped a bl ood-red
flag.

There was a | ook of power to this slim cruel vessel,
an air of grimefficiency. Wioever Ray's captors night
be, they were evidently well able to care for thensel ves
in this strange world.

The ship came to anchor, and a few nonments later a
| ong boat swung overside to hit the water. Wth a
rhythm cal sweep of oars, it made for the shore where
the hunting party waited, their bundles ready, the fire
snot hered in sand.
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Now the officer cut the cord about Ray's wists. He
rested his hand on the hilt of the sword in a way to be
understood. To suit his captor's conveni ence, the pris-
oner nust be freed, but he would be foolish to try an
escape.

Si x nmen and an officer nade up the boat crew. They
shout ed questions at the hunters as they spl ashed
overboard to drag in their craft. The commander of the
shore party pulled Ray forward, showing himoff: It
woul d appear that his capture was a noteworthy exploit

on the part of the hunters and that the officer in the
boat was openly envious. Then the hunter-officer pointed
i nl and and asked a question to which the other nodded
assent .

Unl oosi ng their dogs, three hunters padded away
while the others nmade for the boat. Ray clinbed in
clumsily, his legs and arnms still stiff from his bonds,
and was shoved down between two seats. They headed
back to the vessel

Nearing the flank of the ship, they warded off their
boat with shortened oars until a rope | adder dropped.

Two of the shore party went up, and then the | adder

was thrust into Ray's hold. He clinbed awkwardly,

giddy fromthe swing, chill with the fear of |osing hold
and falling, to be caught between boat and ship. The
officer fromthe canp cane behind, inpatiently prod-
di ng him on.

The prisoner dropped down into the crowded wai st,
and behind himthe officer flung up an armto salute a
red-cl oaked individual. The red cloak, so like a snol -
dering coal, drew the eye. It was not really a cloak, Ray
saw, but a long crinson robe, the col or of new shed
bl ood, which covered a tall, very spare man fromthroat
to heels.

Beneat h the rounded donme of a closely shaven skull
| arge bl ack eyes peered fromeither side of a jutting,
beakl i ke nose. The nmouth bel ow was sunken, the lips
puckered, and the chin had a sharp upward hook. Wth
one earth-brown hand the nan caressed the bony Iine
of his jaw, staring not at the officer making the report
but at Ray.

And under the probing of those lusterless black eyes,
the prisoner suddenly felt unclean, as if sonmething fou
with slime had crept across his flesh. The hunters and
their officer were brutal, but, Ray realized, this man
was somnet hing he did not, could not understand, wholly
alien to his own world. He experienced a shrinking
i nner horror under that gaze, a need to range hinself
agai nst the wearer of the red robe and all he stood for
And so strong was this surge of revulsion that it frightened
hi m

"So- Muri an-"

Ray qui vered. He could not have understood those words,
yet he did. O was it only with his mnd that he "heard"?

"So, Murian, like all your kind, you would stand agai nst the
Dark One? Puny follower of a dying flanme, think you that
we cannot link your will to ours in the end? Renenber, the
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Bull One can tranple out flane. Who can withstand his
will?"

Ray shook his head, not in denial of the other's words but in
an effort to clear away the giddiness that the realization he
did understand carried with it. Wio was the Dark One?

Muri an-what was Murian?

A faint shadow of some enption crossed the Red Robe's
munmry face. "Seek not to evade with such feeble tricks.
You understand well what is said to you. Get you down
with your fellow and learn humlity."

Thought reading? Well, it could be a part of the rest of this
wild dream Ray did not resist when three of the warriors
standi ng near on himand bore him further along the waist.

At the far end they spread-eagl ed hi magainst the wall and
made himfast by bands of iron set in the planking.

When they had left, he turned his head and saw that he had a
companion in restraint. Fettered as was he, so close by that
the fingers of their hands al nost touched, was another

captive. He drooped linply in the irons, his head fallen
forward on his breast, so his long hair veiled his face. But by
the rest of his appearance, he was of a different breed from
the ship's conpany.

His skin was no darker than Ray's, and he was as tall. The

|l ong | ocks of hair were the color of polished bronze, snarled
and matted and, in one place, bloodstained. A tunic of

yellow, md-thigh in length, hung in tatters from one
shoulder. Its rags were confined at the stranger's waist by a
broad gem studded belt. But there was only an enpty sheath

to show he had once been arnmed with a sword. Like the
hunters, he wore

hi gh boots, but infinitely superior in workmanship. Ray
wondered if the other captive was unconscious. At |east they
were in the sane troubl e and perhaps coul d nmake conmmon

cause. He hissed softly, hoping for an answer. A groan as
faint as a sigh answered him Ray hissed again, and the other
stirred, turning his head with painful slowness.

The perfection of the stranger's features, marred now by cuts
and greenish bruises, was rempotely |like that of some G eek
statue, Ray thought. But no son of Argos had ever possessed
such hi gh, wi de cheekbones, nor the heavy, drooping lids
that. half conceal ed blue eyes. He stared at Ray, amazed, and
then his battered lips worked. In the soft speech the hunters
had once used, the stranger asked a question. \Wen Ray

shook his head, the other was visibly startl ed.

"Who are you who have not the tongue of the notherland

M nd-touch again! Ray tried not to flinch. At least this tine
such contact had not brought with it the suggestion of fou
i nvasi on.

"Ray- Ray Gsborne-a prisoner-" he answered slowy, in
English the other seened to understand.

"From whence conme you? Renenber-think slowy that
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may read fromyour nenory, see with your eyes-"

ohediently Ray retraced his bew ldering journey, fromhis
visit to the nound to the unexpl ained forest, the plain, the
meeting with the hunters. And panic nust be battled anew.
VWhat had happened? Where was he? On what sea? |n what

wor | d?

"So that is the way of it--a slip-through. But | do not
recogni ze your tine."

"My tine?" Ray repeated.

"Yes, you are fromthe far future--or the past. It is known to
the Naacal s that perhaps man can travel so. Though those

who have tried, by our records, never return. But for you it
came by chance, which is indeed a strange thing, since only
adepts ,of the first rank

thi nk upon such things--then only after nuch training and
study. "

Ray swal | owed. Wthout surprise, this stranger apparently
accepted such insanity as possible, knew that it had been
done before. A slip-through-through what---into where?
Where-if he only knew that, perhaps he could fasten on
sonet hing that did nake sense. He asked the first question
he coul d sort out of a bew ldering whirl of thought.

"Who are these men-in this ship?"

And the reply was ready enough. "We are prisoners of the
At | ant eans-the children of the Dark One. Look you to their
sign-"

Wth his chin the other indicated the red banner on the deck
above.

But that was inpossible! Atlantis had never really existed-it
was only a | egend of a continent supposed to have vani shed
in catastrophic disaster before the first stone of the G eat
Pyram d had been laid. It was the fable that had given a
nane to one of the great oceans of his own world, but it

was only fantasy.

"Why do you think captivity has twisted ny wits?" the other
asked calmy. "I speak the truth. W are prisoners of the

sons of Ba-Al, the Dark One of the G eat Shadow. And

five days hence this ship will sight the cliffs of the Red Land
itself-"

"But that can't be true!" Ray protested. "Atlantis is a nyth, a
G eek nmyth-"

"Of Greek, | know nothing. But | say to you, Atlantis is real
too real, as you shall see when we dock at the Five Walled
Cty. It is as real as these hoops forged in the fires of its
sm thies, which now hold us in bondage, as the hate of that

son of Ba-Al who commands the obedience of the captain

of this vessel, as the stripes they have | aid upon our bodies.
The Red Ones now rul e the wind and wave of the western

sea. Shanme be to us of the Flane that it is so. Atlantis waxes.
So strong does she think herself that she noves now to

stand al one agai nst the world."
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Ravi ngs, of course

"Why do you strive to close your mnd to the truth? You

are awake, you are alive. Do you not feel, taste, breathe, see,
even as |? Accept the evidences of your sense-that you have
passed fromyour tinme and world into ours. It nust be, as

the adepts say, that nen w thout preparation cannot face

such journeys, for it seens that you cannot now all ow

yourself to believe the truth."”

"l dare not," Ray whispered. His mouth was dry, parched,
and he shivered with a chill not born of the wind against his
hal f - bare body.

"Are you then a nothing one who has no control upon his
thoughts, no reins upon his fears?" demanded the ot her
sharply and with sone scorn

"Madness-it is madness-" Yet Ray reacted to that scorn with
a smal| spring of anger that gave hi m strength.

"No. It has happened to others. | tell you, the adepts have
done it-"

"And none returned-" Ray pointed out.

"True. Yet perhaps they did not neet with disaster either
Tell nme is it not true that you still live? And while a nman
lives, all else is possible. Could you reach the city of the Sun,
there woul d be those there to show you the true paths of
time. Are the men of your age so ignorant that they do not
know tine is the great serpent, that it turns and coils upon
itself so that one tinme may al nost touche upon anot her?

One can then, perchance, slip through. Wile those who

have gone on such quests have not returned, our seekers

have seen through into other tines and pl aces. They have

| ooked upon the fields of Hyperborea, which has gone

fromus a thousand, thousand years and is only a | egend

now. Do not fear what is past; ook to the future, for these
bl ack hounds of the G eat Shadow are about us, to be
grappled with in the here and now. And that is a peril worse
than any you have yet faced!" H's words were now col d

and hard in Ray's brain. "I will swear Flanme oath to you on
that!"

If he had passed into another tine, then he was
utterly, nakedly alone, incredibly lost. Again the American
f ought pani c.

"They have named you Mirian; better that you be Mirian.
If they guess you are otherw se, then the priests will have
you. And those of the G eat Shadow "

"What is Murian?" Ray interrupted.

"A son of the great notherland, as aml. For | am Cho of
the house of the Sun in the notherland. Those of ny
courtyard are swordsnmen to the Re Mu hinsel f."

"The notherl and?" Learn, |earn what he could. Hold to the

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (16 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:43 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

fact that if this was the truth, all the know edge he could
gain woul d be weapons, tools, or defense.

"The land in the far west, where |ife began again froma
few seeds, legend tells us, after Hyperborea was swept
away. Mu nothered the earth, and from her shores cane
forth men to people Mayax, Ui ghur, and Atlantis. Re Mi
rules the world, or did until the fish ones of Atlantis
dabbl ed in forbidden | earning and fell under the Shadow or
mar ched under it by their own wills!

"Their first Poseidon-their |eader-was a son of the house

of the Sun in the notherland. But in time his line died out,
and t he people chose their own ruler. He was strong in wll
and in desire for power, and he turned fromthe path to life
to assail the wall between the Shadow and our earth: that
wal | nurtured by the Flane to protect man fromall that
crawls in the outer dark. He drank power as the herders

of the hills drink strange dreans fromthe juices of the

t racnon.

"And he did not want to stand again in the Hall of the
Hundred Kings to receive the word of the Ru Mu but to go
his own way-"

Li stening, Ray forgot fear, fastening on the need for
getting a picture of this new world, erecting thus a barrier
agai nst dangerous thoughts. '

"Thus began the rule of Ba-Al, the father of evil, hate, |ust,
all those thoughts and desires within a man that do him

harm It began secretly, underground, in caves, then nore
openly. It was a corrosive within the ranks of warriors, the
conpani es of the people, the

seanmen. Only the Sun-born remained true to the Fl ane.
Then, on a last day, the Sun-born were put to the sword
and thereafter has Atlantis stood al one."

"There is a war going on?"

Cho shook his head. "Not yet. The notherl and has been
dangerously drai ned of her old strength, having given so
generously to her children that she is nearly a ~ holl ow
shell. Her best nmen and materials have been spread

anong the col onies. But now t he Posei don,

; grandson of that first devil worshiper, ,is ready to rend
the veil of peace. He mouths his defiance-which is one.
reason why | stand here-"

"You were captured in a fight?"

"No, | had not that nuch satisfaction. 4 was sent hither to
the Barren Lands to search out any secret forts or
stronghol ds of the Atlanteans, places where their vessels
may hi de between raids. W were on a scouting

expedi ti on ashore when we were anbushed by pirates.
Learning nmy rank, they did not slaughter nme out of hand

but sold nme instead to this Red Robe for three swords of
Chal ybi an forging and four eneralds. More perhaps than |
woul d bring in the open nmarket of Sanpar, the accursed,
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where the Wtch Queen rules the scumof all nations.
That was at dawn this norning."'

"VWhat will they do with you?"

"Should | escape the altar of Ba-Al, it will be torot in their
dungeons-or so they reckon. Three ships of ours have

vani shed during one noon, and none of their crews

escaped. But if the Flame will favor nme-" He stopped

abruptly.

3

SOMVEONE was descending the | adder into the row ng

pit. Ray heard the clink of arnmor and the thud of nore
than one pair of boots. Two of the hunters passed before
hi m carryi ng a polished bone-clean skull w th huge
antlers-the elk's? They |owered their burden to the

deck and went away. But the officer behind them

remai ned, stooping to cover the skull with a cloth. A
hurried t hought nessage reached Ray.

"Stand ready, conrade! If you are freed, make for the
corner of the deck in the shadow of the |adder. If |
cannot join you, dive for the sea. It will be far better
than aught this ship offers-"

Cho had not asked if he could swim thought Ray.
But the Murian's gaze was on the officer, and under
that steady regard, though the Atlantean did not lift
his eyes to neet it or seemaware he was so watched,
his nmovenents grew |l ess certain. He funbled a little,
and then he did |l ook at the prisoners. As his eyes at
| ast met Cho's, he arose slowy. He mi ght have been
nmovi ng under conpul si on.

Held by the Miurian's stare, he came to them one
slow step at a tine: Stopping before Ray, he plucked at
the iron ring holding the Anerican's right wist. Then,
after the arnms were free, the Atlantean went down on
one knee to unfasten the ankle rings. But all this tine
the officer worked by touch alone, his eyes held by
Cho's. Ray stood free. He hesitated only a nonent
before he sped to the shadow the Mirian had i ndi cat ed.
Then he turned. The Atl antean was now | oosi ng Cho.

Suddenly the officer jerked upright. He shook his
head and rai sed his hands uncertainly to his forehead.
Ray shifted fromfoot to foot, hands on the rail. It was
apparent that whatever had nade the Atl antean obey
Cho's wishes was failing. Could the Mirian reassert

mast ery? Maybe. The officer was stooping again to the
ring.

Then he swayed. Recovering bal ance, he smashed
his fist into the Murian's face. A second vicious bl ow
split Cho's lips. Ray | eaped, but not for the sea.

"Go! The guard cones-"

The American |lost the rest of that order as he attacked.
Hi s arm crooked about the officer's throat; he dragged-
hi m back and struck sharply against the base of hi&
skull. As the Atlantean fell, Ray clutched at the sword
in his belt, bringing its heavy pomrel down agai nst,
the owner's head.

"Go-" ordered Cho again.

Ray made no answer. He pulled at the rings and use
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the sword bl ade to | ever them open

"Come on!"

Toget her they ran for the corner by the | adder. Cho
struck open a port.

"This is for a flame thrower. Let us hope it is also
wi de enough for us. Through with you! Can you sw nP"

"Afine time to ask. But yes, | can."

"In with you then. And try to stay under the surface
for as along as you can."

Ray wriggled through, a tight fit, scraping his bare
shoul ders. Then he was in the water, and automati -
cally his arms and | egs noved.

"Fol l ow ne!" He caught sight of a white body.

Bl ood pounded in his head. He nust breathe, he
must! There was an arc of pain banding his ribs. Just
when. he thought he could no longer stand it, he cane
up into light and air. Before hima snooth shoul der cut
waves, and he took that as his guide. The nuscl es of
hi s back ached; the water stung in his face and in the
scrapes on his shoul ders. He had swal | owed sone, and
it made himsick. But he swam on, though' his strokes
wer e uneven now. The shore-the ship-he could sight
neither, only sometimes the sw nmer ahead.

Doggedly Ray fought to keep noving, his head above
water, limting time to the next stroke. If only he could
rest! Little thrills of pain shot along his |egs; heavy
wei ghts seened suddenly to have been attached to his arns.

H s knees bunped painfully on a harsh surface rock. Gitty
sand puffed up between his feet. Exerting all his remaining
energy, he threw hinself forward, to be seized and pounded
on by the surf. Wth his nouth sand eyes filled wi th sand,
coughing and retching, Ray crawl ed out of the clutch of the
waves and |l ay face down on a beach.

Presently he stirred. The stinging salt in the cuts on

- his face and body were an irritant that brought back a
measur e of consciousness. Sun seared himas he blindly pulled
hi msel f up to | ook about.

Alittle to his left Cho lay, partly in a rock shadow, his head
pillowed on his arm Ray sat up straighter and began feebly to
brush the coating of sand fromhis body. Then he crawed to

the Murian, took himby the

shoul der, and tried to rouse him

"Conme on-we'd better get away-" Ray croaked. "They'll send
a boat, pick us up again." It was a little s hard to believe they
had had any success, even this far

"There is no need." Cho had yielded to his urging hand and
was sitting up to |l ook seaward. "The sons of Ba-Al go-"

Ray shaded his eyes with his hand against the glare

q of sun on the water. Cars flashed along the sides of the
vessel. Incredible as it seened, with their escaped
captives alnost within reaching distance, the Al anteans
were nmaking no attenpt to conme after them but were
headi ng out.

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (19 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:43 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt
"Why- - ?
"Because the hunter cones-"

Ray's gaze followed the Miurian's pointing finger. Far out, just
sliding over the horizon, was a needl e-1i ke shadow.

"Fromthe fleet. And these scavengers woul d avoid direct
battle with such. Mark how they change course to flee."

The Atl antean vessel was veering sharply to the east. If the
newconer continued on its present course,

there woul d be a wi de space between them increasing all the
time.

"WIIl the Murians go after then?"

"No. To initiate attack is forbidden. W can defend if they

strike first; that is all. But they cannot be sure of that, so they
fl ee an eneny equal to thenselves as rats do when the farmer

sets torch to field weeds." Cho | aughed but with, little

anmusenent .

"But the Murian ship-why?"
"It cones for us."
"How do they know?"

Cho spread his hands in a gesture of bafflenent. "How can

one explain? Are nen of your tinme so ignorant of ordinary
powers? |Is it possible to live so crippled? Yet, it seens that
you do. | have been calling with the m nd ever since | was
taken. At last nmy nen: heard; now they cone.”

"Calling with the m nd?"

"As | speak to you now w thout words. You nust: |earn our
tongue, though, for it wearies one too quickly to draw ever

on the inner power for ordinary matters. It is so we can call-
to those who know us, are seeking us in return.” He sighed
and then asked a question. "Wy did you not do as | bid and

| eave when ny control over the Atlantean fail ed?”

Ray flushed. "Wat did you think | would do? Just cut and
run?"

Cho eyed himintently, but what he thought he did not
broadcast. Wien he spoke again, it was of a different natter.

"See, the dwellers in the Shadow have placed their, receiver on
the hi ghest notch. They are not ninded to be overhaul ed but
run |ike beasts before hounds."

Cars no longer fringed the sides of the vessel; yet,  that sharp-
prowed ship was di sappearing eastward with what seened to

Ray an amazi ng burst of speed. The Murian cruiser did not

alter course to intercept the enenmy. Still it stood in for the
shore, high enough out, of the water now that an orange flag
coul d be seen.

"Now they nust take to the oars," Cho mnurnured.
Scar | et - pai nted bl ades ran out, dipped, sending the vessel on
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at a slower rate of progress. In color the ship was a clear
silver-gray, and it cut the waves into foamw th mgjestic
pride-though to Ray's eyes it had a curious hal f-finished | ook
wi t hout nmasts. Wien it reached the forner anchorage of the

Atl antean vessel, it heaved to, and a boat was |owered. It

was qui ckly manned and headed for the shore.

A last powerful swing of oars sent the small craft through
the surf, the two nmen junped wai st-deep to guide it in. Ray
studi ed the newconers with keen curiosity. It .was plain
these tall young nmen were of a different race than his |ate
captors. Their skin, beneath the gol den wash of suntan, was
fair, and their long hair shaded fromwhite-blond to
mahogany.

Tuni cs of |eather covered them and each wore a sword.
Jewel s glistened and flashed fromarmets and broad coll ars.
And they nmoved with a kind of light grace that Ray mentally
associated with practiced Judo fighters he had known in his
own tine.

But they cast aside all dignity as they surged forward to Cho,
laying hold on himas if he were sonething precious they

had | ost and feared never to see again. After greeting them
all, he turned to Ray.

Keepi ng his eyes on the American, he reached an empty

hand out and nade sone request. Instantly the | eader of the

boat party drew his sword and laid its hilt in Cho's hand.

The Murian planted the point of the blade deep in a patch

of sand between the Anmerican and hinmself. Then he caught

Ray's right hand in his, drawing it to rest with his on the hilt
of the upstanding sword.

Still gazing intently at the American, he chanted a sentence
that was taken up by the men behind him Then the | eader
stepped forward, a short dagger in his hand. He pricked the
wists of both nmen so that two small trickles of blood

m ngl ed on the sword hilt.

"Thus do | claimyou sword brother and shield mate, new
son of my nother's courtyard, one blood with ny house
henceforth-"

The words of the oath burned clearly in Ray's nmind. He

knew an instant of hesitation, the feeling that if he accepted
such ki nshi p, he was stepping through another door. But

even as that warning doubt pricked at him another portion

of his mind denied it and reached al nost greedily for what

m ght be security of sorts in an alien world. Was any

acknow edgnent expected of hinfP He could see this was

sonme formal rite, which mght carry-that inner warning
shrilled-nore responsibility than he could guess. But he
answered al oud:

"Yes." And he knew Cho under st ood.

For the second tinme Ray was in a ship's long boat. But this
time Cho was beside him And he was no prisoner-or was

he? Had he really any choice? Against that wariness warred a
feeling of expectancy, which continued as he foll owed Cho

up the | adder, over a deck crowded with nmen who cheered
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t he appearance of the Murian, and down into a | arge cabin.
And the cabin then clainmed his full attention

By the standards of his own age, Ray suspected, it m ght be
consi dered barbaric because of the | avish use of precious
metal s and bright colors. Yet' it was not Oriental, nor did it
follow any "native" style of art he had ever seen. And he did
know a little about art through his photography.

Around the walls were panels of a dead-bl ack wood, which

were inlaid with intricate designs, conbining gem stones

with bright paint or enanel work. Between these hung | ong
curtains of brilliant fabrics. A table of the same wood as the
panel s occupi ed the opposite end of the cabin, with | ong
benches on either side and a high-backed chair at its head.

From beans overhead swung two balls of rosy |ight,
encased in filigree globes. The chains from which the
pendants hung swayed with the notion of the ship, so that
the light appeared to wax and wane.

As Ray halted to stare about him Cho went to the table. He
poured liquid froma flagon into a stemred goblet, |istening
meanwhil e to a young of ficer he had

introduced to Ray as Han. Suddenly the Mirian put down

the flagon with a click and uttered a sound of protest. Then
he gl anced back at Ray.

"W have been recalled. This northern sea and that of the
east are cl osed, which neans-"

"War?" Hazarded the Anmerican. One world or another, one
time or another, he thought dully, war seened to be ever-
present.

Cho nodded. "If and when the Re Mu wills. But now we
go honme." He turned to Han, apparently asking nore
quest i ons.

Ray felt a steady vibration creeping through the walls and

the deck of the cabin. He steadied hinself with one hand
against an inlaid panel, suddenly not sure of his bal ance. He
was eyi ng one of the benches as a nore secure base when

there was a sharp novenent from Han. The young officer

flung up his armas if to ward off a blow, his nouth

twisted in pain. Then, with only an inclination of his head to
Cho, he turned and left them Cho soberly watched hi m go.

"Lanor was his sword brother, and Lanor fell beside ne

with a pirate dagger in his throat. Han eats sorrow this day.
But that debt will not go unpaid. W shall renmenber it

when we stand sword to sword with those of Ba-Al, and

the accounting then shall be a -just one. Now, do you eat

and drink. Then we shall sleep-for no man can do well

enpty and weary."

They drank, a wi ne Ray thought, fromfinely w ought

goblets. And they ate fromplates that were works of art,

t hough once he saw what they held, Ray was nore

interested in contents than containers. It was only when he
was satisfied that he raised his eyes to the wall of the cabin
behi nd Cho's head and saw that the panels there were three
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in width and the design on themwas not a decorative
pattern but had meani ng-a nap!

Ray | eaned forward, his breath com ng faster as his eyes
foll owed shorelines on that unbelievable map. Some of it-
but how little-was famliar. There were two continents, one
north and one south, but bearing only a vague resenbl ance
to those he had known. The

M ssi ssi ppi, the Chio, nost of the north-eastern and

sout hern portions of the North Anerican continent were
now under sea, while Alaska was linked firmy to Siberia.
The heartland of Brazil, to the south, was a | andl ocked
ocean. To bal ance the drowning of |ands he knew, there
were two new continents-one east, one west-so that the
map was now roughly di anond shaped, a | and nmass at each
corner.

More than anyt hing he had seen during the past two days,
that map drove honme the sharp | esson of the change.

"VWhat is it?" Cho set down his goblet and put out his hand.
VWhat the Murian read on his face, Ray did not know, but in
some neasure his shock must have been nirrored there

"That -t hat map!"

The Murian | ooked over his shoul der. "Mre decorative
than useful, | fear," was his coment.

"Then-then that is not this world?" The American breat hed
more freely.

"It is, except that it is not a chart by which to set any ship's
course. In mass it is right enough. See"-Cho went to the wall -
"here are the Barren Lands." Wth a fingertip he traced the
remaining part of the Chio Valley north. "Hunters cone

here, outlaws, but there are no regular settlenents. It is too
harsh a hand to attract many, only those who have need for

a wilderness in which to hide or those who have a desire to
explore a little. Now, we are about here-" H's finger noved
down into the sea. "W head south-to cross the |Inner Sea-"
Swiftly his finger noved to Brazil. "This is Mayax, loyal to
the not herland, strong and rich. Then we go through the
western canals to the western ocean and thence to Mu-" Hi s
goal was the land nmass to the west.

"And Atlantis lies to the east," Ray stated rather than
quest i oned.

"True. Is this so different fromthe |ands of your own tinme
that you find it fearful to | ook upon? Wiy shoul d that be
so?"

"Because"-Ray hunted for words-"because it is hard to

believe that a man may wal k about his ordinary business in a
I and he knows well one nonent and the next be el sewhere,
where all is different. Al that shows as sea here"-it was his
turn to approach the map-"is land for me. And it is densely
popul ated with nany growing cities-too many. Men are

finding that expandi ng popul ation a threat. And here, this is
al so land-" He set his pal mover the sea of Brazil. "But
there is no Atlantis, no Mi-only ocean and scattered i sl ands-
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He heard a small gasp from Cho. "How | ong, how very

great a time nust separate our worlds, brother! Such

changes on the face of a planet do not come easily. You

have spoken of Atlantis as a tale in your world. Do they then
have an ending for it? O do they speak of Mi, the

nmot her | and?"

"There are stories of Atlantis, supposed to be tales only, with
no fact. It is said to have vani shed beneath the seas in tida
waves and earthquakes because of the w ckedness of its

people. This ocean in ny own tinme is named the Atlantic

because of the persistence of an old belief that Atlantis lies
sonewhere beneath it. OF Miu. | never heard."

"What did you do in this northern | and of yours, brother?
Were you a warrior? Wen you brought down the

Atl antean, you used a strange bl ow such as | have not seen
before. "

"For a while | was a warrior. Then there was famly trouble,
and | was needed at hone-"

"Needed at home- But now when you cannot go home-?"

Ray shook his head. "That need is past." He did not want to
think about that. "I was about to return to the arny when
this happened to nme. New buil dings were being put up on a
governnent project." He did not know how nmuch of this

Cho woul d understand but felt a need to put it all into
words. "Wien they started to clear the |and, there was
troubl e because of an old Indian nound. Peopl e protested
against its being leveled before it

could be properly investigated. Les WIlson-a man | know

was trying to get themto wait. He was witing articles about
it, and he wanted sone good photo shots of the mound.

prom sed to take them And | was doing just that when-

when | found nyself in a forest of the biggest trees |1'd ever
seen. That's the whole story. And | still don't know what
happened or why."

Cho | ooked puzzled. "Shots of an Indian nound,” he
repeated slowy, as if conpletely bew | dered

"A machi ne-a canmera of our tinme" Ray explained. "You use

it to take pictures of objects, a very popular way of keeping

vi sual records. And the Indians-they were native of this

north continent whom nmy people found in possession of

the country when they cane fromthe east to colonize it

about four centuries ago, four hundred years. Sone of the

early tribes, who had al ready vani shed before the first settlers
of my blood arrived, had built great nounds of earth that

still remain, and we study them trying to |learn nore about

t he peopl e who made them"

If the world is so much older in your time," conmented
Cho slowy, "there nmust be the remains of many, nany
vani shed peopl es from which you can learn.”

"Yes, in nmany places there are ruins and old tonbs of |ong-
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forgotten races. Sonme races we know of only by a few
scattered stones, which say that man once built sonething
there. That and no nore-"

"You have a liking for this pursuit of those gone before?"

Ray shrugged. "I'mno archaeol ogist, but there is a kind of
treasure-hunt lure to such searching. And | have read nuch
about it. | had a lot of tinme for reading a while back." Once

nore he pushed away the sharpness of nenory.

"Brother, | might try to say many words to you"-the Mirian
regarded hi m soberly-"but words cannot bani sh t houghts,

no mater how well they are intended. You fight now upon a

field where no sword brother, however well meaning, can

stand at your right hand or a

your left, for the battle is yours alone. But to each day its own
evils. Forget this for a space if you can"-he spread out his

hand upon the map-"and | et us sleep.”

Ray foll owed hi mbehind one of the curtains to a small side
cabin, where there were two bunks. Cho was al ready
stripping off the remaining rags of his water soaked tunic.

"Rest while one can' might well be the slogan of all during
these troubl ed days. Wat nman can say what a new norning
will bring?"

Reluctantly Ray craw ed into a warm nest of soft covers. His
eyes closed, but there was no rest for his thoughts.

"Wl |, what do you have?" Hargreaves slunped in the chair.
A dark sprouting of beard accentuated the shadows under his
eyes, and he blinked slowy, as if the effort to keep them
open and focused properly was al nost beyond him

"W know the man now. He's Ray OGsborne. WIlson put him

up to comng out to take sone pictures of the nound. He's
an acquai ntance of WIlson's, does part-tinme photography for
the | ocal newspaper."

"Newspaper!" Hargreaves burst out hoarsely. "Just our |uck
to have a newspaper mixed up in this. W need that about as
much as an N-bonb!" He funbled with a cigarette pack and
threw it from himsavagely when he discovered it empty. "
suppose Oshorne's di sappearance is already burning up the
Wi re services east and west."

"Not yet. We have that one small piece of |uck, or edge.
Gsborne woul dn't have turned in his shots until this norning.
I notified WIlson that we've confiscated them and Gsborne is
under arrest for trespassing,"” Fordham returned.

"I'n the nane of Judas, why? That'l| bring-the whol e pack
down on us, yapping about freedom of the press and all the
rest they cry about!"

The director shook his head. "No. They've all accepted the
idea that this installation is top secret. CQur

-story is that Wlson sent Osborne in, knowing it was cl osed
territory-that he tried to pry. That buys us tine, as WIson has
been warned about breaking security before. Luckily
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Csborne was a | oner-"

"How rmuch of a loner? Let WIlson get his famly stirred up
properly, and some |lawer will be out here in an hour, baying
at the gates."

"This much of a loner." Fordham picked up a slip of paper
fromthe desk and began to read:

"Ray Osborne, son of Langley and Janet Osborne, old

famly here in the valley, but no relatives now closer | than
second cousins. Born in 1960, which makes hi m around

twenty now. Had one year of college, then drafted. Served
overseas six nonths. Specialist in unarnmed conbat and
scouting, interested in photography. Ten nonths ago his
parents were in a traffic crack-up, his father killed, his nother
badly injured. The Red Cross got hima hardship discharge, as
there was no one else to take care of her. He cane back . here,
took a part-tine job, and | ooked after his nother who.. was

an invalid. A nonth ago she- died. He told the . editor at the
paper that he intended to go back into the service. He has no
close friends; his arnmy service and the circunstances of his
mot her's illness broke off nobst of his past relationships. Was
a-qui et sort of chap, did a | ot of reading, hiked about the
country taking pictures.: Sold sonme of those. No trouble, well
accepted, but' nothing strong for or against himin town."

Hargreaves sat up a little straighter. "Well, if we had to send a
man out wherever this one went, we're in luck that it was
GCsborne. No family, no friends, to make trouble. | wonder

He stared at a wall it was obvious he did not see.
"Yes?" pronpted Fordham after a | ong pause.

"You say he told people he planned to re-enter the service. |
think it can be set up that he did. So now, let. the papers go
through and he's our man; then we can hold the whole story
under waps while we nmove in to get him Because the brains
really want himands badly. Wth what he'll have to tell us,
he's worth nore,

than twel ve space platforms and one noon station

W' ve got to get him back and punp him punp him

down to the last breath of air he took out of wherever

he is!"

"I'f we can-"

"W have to; that's orders. Don't worry. They'll send
you every man, every bit of material you need to put it
through. We have to get him back. Do you realize that
we're on the trail nowin a direction the Eastern
powers have never prospected? This is ours al one!"

"And if he's dead?"

"Then we have to get his body anyway-"

"W can probably get the beam on again soon. But
that nmerely opens a very linted area. What if he's
travel ed mles away? There'll be no way of tracing
him*"

Har greaves | oosened his tie a little more so it lay in a
stringy loop on his runpled shirt.

"They're working on that now i n anot her way. You
get the door open, and maybe they'll have figured out
how to find our man by that time. But Lady Luck had
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better ride with us on this one!l"

A DREAM of trees, of running along a | ong noss-

grown ai sl e between their huge bol es, pursued ever

by what he could not see- Ray awoke. CQutside the

narrow porthol e that gave on the sea, it was night. The
ot her bunk was enpty, his cabin mate gone. Yet this
time he had awakened with all senses alert, know ng
just where he was, as if, beneath that disturbing dream
fromwhich he carried only a wi sp of nenory, sone
accept ance had been at work. This was the present,

and it was as real as the fabric under his hands as he
rai sed hinmself on the bunk.

He reached for the kilt he had thrown aside when he
had | ain down but found other clothing. Funbling with
unfam |i ar buckl es and fastenings, he dressed. The
sandals were light on his feet as he knotted their
thongs clumsily about. his ankles. Then he went into
t he outer cabin.

The rosy light was stronger with the com ng of
darkness. There was no one there. Should he go on
deck or wait? H's monmentary hesitation made him
aware of the polished surface of a mirror, and on
i mpul se he went to face it.

A stranger, thin, with a sun-reddened skin and un-
ruly brown hair, stared back at him The scant gray
tunic revealed a body that, for all its | eanness, prom
i sed endurance. Buckles of silver, thickset with smal
green stones, glittered on his shoul ders, and a belt
patterned with the same genms encircled his waist. But
he was suddenly shy and ill-at-ease. This was not Ray
GCsborne. And the confidence with which he had
awakened began to fade. As he turned abruptly from
the mirror, someone entered the cabin.

Ray's eyes wi dened. This was certainly Cho, but the
Muri an was now no bedraggled fell ow prisoner. A
red-gold tunic clung to his body. Jeweled arnlets
encircled both wists and upper arnms. His sword belt and
the hilt of the weapon that swung fromit glittered icily. The
| ong hair was swept back and held by a netal band froma
face where there was still the inprint of bruises. Like the
cabin and its furnishings, his splendor held something of that
exuberance of col or and ornament that Ray's time deemned
bar bari c.

The Murian | aughed. "So-you | ook astounded, brother

Does dress do so nmuch for a man? This is what is due ny
rank. Nor"-he surveyed Ray critically-"does our garb suit
you ill. True Murian you | ook, or will when your hair grows.
It is over-short for a free-born warrior. And nowfood!"

Cho cl apped his hands, and a man in a plain tunic entered

with a tray. The Murian waved Ray to the table, where

covered dishes and goblets were being set out. It was

difficult, if not inpossible, for Ray to identify the contents of
those dishes. He had eaten earlier in a daze of hunger and

weari ness, knowing only that it was food. But now. he was

nmore attentive. There was a stew and a platter of roasted

meat already cut into bite-size portions. Small cakes were

di pped into individual bows of thin jam And with it all, a

tart wine.
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The Murian sighed when they had finished. "W | ack only
fresh fruit. But that is not for a ship's board these many days
out of port. You rested well?"

"l dreamed-" Ray did not know why he said that, and he
was startled at the sharpness of Cho's response.

"Dreaned of what, brother?" There was such a note of
command in that that Ray answered readily.

"OF trees, such a forest as | found when | cane into this
time. OF running between them and behind-"

"Behi nd?" The Miurian was still perenptory. "Behind what ?"
he asked again as Ray did not reply at once.

The Anerican shrugged. "I do not know what, except that |
ran fromit. No matter, it was only a dream" He was
surprised the other seemed to take it so seriously.

"Only a dreaml -why say you that, brother? Dreans are
spirit guides for any man. They forewarn; they

show the feelings our waking mnds do not know. Do not
the nmen of your tinme think any upon the nmeani ng of
dr eans?"

"Not like that. Anyway, it was perfectly natural for ne to
dream of running from sonme nysterious danger in that
forest, seeing as how all this began for ne there."

"Perhaps you are right." But, Ray thought, Cho did not | ook
convi nced. "Shall we go on deck?" the Mirian said.

He held out a cloak and then took up another for hinself.

The noon hung round and full above the ship, its clear |ight
cut now and then by a drift of clouds. The oars were

i nboard, yet the ship drove on, though no sail was set. Ray
realized that the ever-present vibration of the fabric of the
ship nust conme from sone notorized form of propuls

Cho had gone to stand by the steersman, and now Ray

joined him

"What drives the ship now that your oars are in?"

"This-" Cho answered readily, l|eading the way down to the
wai st. On the aisle between the rowi ng benches was a hal f -
open hatch, and Ray | ooked down into a snmall netal -wall ed
cabin. Apu, Cho's second-incomand, adjusted |levers on a
box that hunmed and droned with Iife and from which
spread that vibration.

"Qur energy receiver. Waves of energy are broadcast from

| and stations and picked up by ships. It cannot be used cl ose
to shore or in harbor, and in sone of the ol der ships not
even in the Inner Sea. Cars serve themthere. Each vessel is
assigned a certain wave length fromwhich to draw, and then
only at stated tines, unless there is an energency-"

Han came al ong the deck with a nessage. Ray began to find
his ignorance of the spoken | anguage irksone as Cho
translated for him
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"There is a ship to the west. But it cannot be one of ours,
for the recall went out long ago. It nmay be a pirate -or
Atl antean. W shall not try to speak it, |lest we provoke attack-

He was interrupted by a cry fromHan. Far out in the

bl ack of the sea, an orange |ight curved up fromthe surface
of the waves. Cho shouted an order, and an instant |later an
answering green glare sped fromthe bow of their own

vessel . The light out on the sea di nmed and then gl owed

red.

Cho was calling orders. Ray noved back out of the way of

the nmen, who were running to different stations. Now their
own green beam became pearl-white, turning the night

ahead of the ship into day but |eaving the ship itself in the
dark. That gl ow across the water turned white in answer.

Alittle of the tense rigidity left Cho. "It is one of ours.
At | ant ean shi ps cannot counterfeit that signal. W mnust |earn
its mssion and why it lingers here after recall."

Their beam of |ight becane a series of flashes. Wen the

other replied in kind, Cho read it for Ray. "Ship of the fleet,
Fire Snake, disabled in storm Can nove by oar power only.

Who are you?"

"Signal themaid," the Murian said to Han. And this tine
Ray, to his surprise, understood his words.

Again that distant |ight flashed.

"Ship badly disabl ed. W cannot make the Inner Sea. The
Sun-born Ayna says farewel|-"

Once nore Cho gave orders. Their own ship changed
course to the west, centering on that beam

"W shall take the crew on board and then sink her," Cho
said. "There can be no lingering to nurse a cripple with the
wol ves of the Red Land out! Little fortune for the Lady

Ayna to so | ose her first comand-"

"A worman commands a shi p?" demanded Ray.

"But of course. Al the Sun-born have a duty to the Re M.
Perhaps a lady will one day be sent as his nouthpiece to
some col ony. How then nay she order the fleet for such an
undertaki ng unl ess she has al ready commanded a shi p?" Cho
asked in-surprise. "lIs it not so with your people, brother?"

"No. At least not in nmy nation."

"Many nust be our differences. Some day we shall conpare
them This Lady Ayna is of the house of the

Sun in U ghur. | have never nmet her but have heard of her
wi sdom and courage. And she will destroy her ship with her
own hand, if that nust be done."

They sped on, that guiding light ever brightening Han stil
shot flashes fromtheir own ray, answered at intervals from
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over the waves. Suddenly Cho shouted to Apu tending the
receiver. Then he said to Ray, "They have been sighted by a
raider. It will be a race as to which of us will reach her first."

Waves boiled fromthe knife-edge bowin nmlky foam On

deck men stood to battle stations with tall shields, swords
| oose in scabbards, and some busied themsel ves about squat
machi nes.

Now they could see the Fire Snake bathed in the light of her
own signal ray. She lay lowin the water, her waist deck

al nost awash. And out in the dark somewhere nust be the
raider creeping in for the kill.

Cho's commands passed along fromofficers to nmen. Ray

coul d nmake out figures on the doomed vessel,: shadows

flitting across her slanting deck. Her small. boats were being
slung into the water. Then all but one pushed off, heading

for Cho's ship. Cho pointed to the one renmining.

"That waits for the Lady Ayna-she nust destroy, her ship."

Over the deck, now awash, darted a slight figure, to; leap to
the waiting boat. Wth mghty strokes the rowers sent the

smal | skiff surging fromthe side of the sinking vessel. There
was a nonent of silence while, by the aid: of the light stil

on the deserted deck, they could see the boats racing toward
them Then a colum of purple flane flowered upwards,

filling sky and | apping sea with angry brilliance. Wth a roar it
and the Fire Snake di sappeared.

The first survivors were already clinbing over the rail of
Cho's ship, and the commander went to wel cone them At

his coming the strangers cried about sone slogan and rai sed
their arns in salute. Then cane an officer. He reached back
to aid one who followed, and the Sun-born Lady Ayna

st epped upon deck.

She was slight, no great beauty, but she carried herself as
nm ght an Enpress of Ray's inmgination. Her dark hair was
bare of helnmet. A band of pearls about her forehead, the
ends twisted in her braids, proclained her rank. She wore a
knee-length tunic and over it armor for breast and back

"Hail, Lord Cho!" she said clearly. Her voice was |low, but it
carried well. "Since the Fire Snake sails no nore, | crave your
favor for these, nmy nen."

Again, to his astonishnment, the speech was clear for Ray,
t hough he was sure she was not mind-beaming it to him

Cho raised fingers to forehead in return. "The Lady Ayna,
Sun-born of Ui ghur, need only make known her w shes.
This ship, its nmen, are at her conmmand."

The girl |aughed and | ost some of her defensive dignity. "Let
us then be gone, Lord Cho, |est even worse befall. One of
the Red Ones noses in, lured by our signals.”

Cho nodded and gave an order. The Lady Ayna beckoned
forward her officers. "This is Hek, this Romaha."

In turn, Cho introduced his nen. Last of all the Miurian's
hand fell on Ray's shoul der, and he drew the American
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closer. "My sword brother-Ray-"

The Lady Ayna smiled. "Happy am| to greet you, ny |ords,
though | could wish mightily that we net at a nore

fortunate tinme and for a better reason. Atlantis conmes to war
openly it seens-"

"The recall would bring that to mnd, yes. WIIl you grace our
cabi n?"

Wth the sure step of one at hone on shipboard, she went
down into the great cabin, where Cho |led her to the high
chair and called for w ne.

"Can it be true-that they dared to take the Wiite Bird in an
open attack?" She sipped at the goblet Cho had of fered.

"That is the reason given for the recall. If so, they nust at |ast
bring upon thenselves the full wath of the Re Mu."

She frowned, turning the goblet around in her, fingers." The
dwellers in the Shadow wi Il discover that, though the nother
has | ong been patient, there cones. an end to forbearance.
They will not soon forget--thos' who survive it-the

puni shrent to follow. Is it true, Lord Cho, that you were
prisoner of the Red Ones? Such a nessage reached us."

In answer, the Miurian held out his hands. Still to be seen
about his wists were the marks of bonds. "Ten days did a
pirate have ne, then | was sold to the Atl anteans-"

She gasped. "So it is true! They dared to | ay hands upon one
of the Sun-born, using himas if he were an outlaw, a man of
no house! How did you then win free?"

"Wth the aid of the Flane, working upon their dark m nds-

Her eyes shone. "Yes! That they have no answer for, . nuch
as they have tried to find one. The Ba-Al: hinself is
power| ess against it. So you escaped-"

"Also by the aid of my brother." Again he touched: Ray's
shoul der. "For | was near drained with weariness, and at the
end | could not hold the power. But he had ne free in spite
of that."

"After you had first freed ne," Ray corrected.

At his words the Lady Ayna started to give himher ful
attention. "Who are you who speaks no tongue of any |and
of ours? Fromwhat ship canme you, Lord Ray?"

"From no ship-"

"Then whence? | know of no colony in the Barren Lands-"

"Throw -h tinme, fromthe far future, | think. | knowit;
sounds inmpossible, but it nmust be true. There is no' other
explanation. | was in ny own time, then suddenly | was in a

forest, and then | was captured bye Atlantean hunters. They
took ne to their ship-where -Cho already was."
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She continued to eye himnarrowy, as if she could read his

m nd, wei gh and assess his every thought. "This is truth.

have heard the Naacal s speak of such

journeys in the tenple schools. But none who have ventured
forth to test it have yet returned to us. And you are not I|ike
unto us- So you have cone a |ong way, and you have ill-

chosen your tine, or chance has ill chosen it for you."

Ray wondered at her cal m acceptance of what he

considered still a nost inprobable explanation. Wat
sort of reception would a Murian suffering the sane

A fate have received in his own world? He flinched away
fromimagining it. Maybe he was | ucky.

The Lady Ayna arose. "My thanks for your aid this night,
Lord Cho. Now | nust report to the notherl and.

j: Have you a cabin for ny body rest?"

Cho parted the wall curtains and showed her a waiting bunk
She entered and stood for a nonent, one hand ready to
draw t he drapery behind her. "Good

- fortune to us all, fromthis hour forward." Then she
all owed the tapestry to fall into place

An |lour |ater Ray crouched shoul der to shoulder with Cho at
the bow of the Wnd Ruler. Their heavy

a cl oaks were danp with spray. The noon was hi dden by
gathering clouds. But they knew, though they could not see it,
that sonmewhere in the dark a raider was attenpting to cut
across their course.

"Dare we carry that attack to them tooth and claw, they
woul d slink away |ike the cowardly carrion eaters of the
plains. But to fight, while we are alone in a sea

;- they now claim would be deadly folly. For all we know,
they but scout for a pack, a fleet that would be down on us
as the condors of Mayax gather to a puma's kill."

"What if they attack?"
The Murian | aughed shortly. "Let thembut try that."

Al the crew had stood to arns when they had sought the

Fire Snake. Even though the Wnd Ruler was now back on its
former course, the shield wall stood, the machines were in the
open, and nen kept their battle stations. Now, at another
order, there was a faint ringing, and on the sides of the
rowers' benches screens arose |level with the planking of the
upper decks. Next to Ray was a |long tube projecting froma
box, and three

sailors stood to duty there. An officer, one of the Lady
Ayna's, cane to report.

"Yes, all is in readiness,” the Mirian said. "The nen of the
Fire Snake did not join us enpty-handed but brought their
own flame throwers. They nount these beside ours. W need
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only send up the battle flare. Then the raider will blunt its
teeth upon death!"

Cho went frombow to stern, Ray behind him As he

progressed, the Mirian inspected the preparations, but when

he reached the afterdeck, he paced back and forth, tw sting

the border of his cloak until the fabric split in a long tear. Ray
tried to see through the dark

"If they would only cone in," he nuttered. Long ago, or so

now it seened, and very far away in space (he could think of
this world better as divided fromhis own in space), he had
been trained for war. Not this kind, but battle did not greatly
differ. And even as he spoke those words, he knew t he
answer-wai ti ng was an age-ol d weapon used by many nen in

many pl aces during the centuries.

"That is just what they will not do," Cho continued. "Wll do

they know the value of forcing waiting upon their enemni es-

waiting until the first sharp vigilance relaxes ever so little. Then
cones the attack. W nust keep an untiring watch. If | ever

cross the five walls those sons of Ba-Al use as their shields

and neet themface to face with their backs to those sane

wal s and no hole for themto bolt through-then shall all

wai ti ng be done and every monent of this night paid for. But

those cl ouds across the noon-Sun forbid we have m st and

fog in the norning!"

Ray gl anced at the | owering clouds. "Those mean bad
weat her ?"

"Perhaps. W can only hope the Sun will not forsake us.
Cone-l et us see to the foredeck again."

Pl anki ng had been | aid across the row ng benches in the waist,
maki ng a new deck, which seened firm enough. This space

was filled with an orderly conpl enent of nen, quiet now for
the nost part. On the bow deck three of the tube and box

machi nes were now in

pl ace, their crews beside them And there was a soft |ight

"No sight as yet, Sun-born," reported a | ookout.

Once nore Ray was puzzled by his ability to understand. But
this was no time for questions.

"Not hing-" Cho repeated as if to hinself. "Fog at daybreak,
t hi nk you?"

Han hel d his head high, seeming to sniff the wind, studying
the cl ouds across the sky, then glancing at the waters.

"M st for sure, Sun-born, rain perhaps. | fear we nust sail by
director alone."

Cho struck the rail with his fist. "A cover under which that
rai der can creep unseen!"

"Yes, Sun-born. But for us also a cover-if fortune favors us."

Cho turned briskly. "Just so it nust be. They may draw their
net to find it enpty. But never nust we underrate them nor
think that fortune smiles wholly upon us. And | believe that
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none of us will breathe easier until the shores of the |nner Sea
cl ose about us."

"Truth in your words, Sun-born. The Atlanteans know all the
tricks of the father of all Shadows, and evils are thought-
spawned from him™"

"Be it so0." Cho's tone was stark and cold. "Even if fortune
chooses to fail us and we be taken, the last and m ghti est
trick lies still in our hands, to be used at our bidding al one.
The Sun-born Ayna pointed the way for us this very night."

"You nean-bl ow up the ship?" asked Ray.

"So would we go Sunward in all honor, taking many of the
eneny with us to a final judgnment. No ship of the

mot herl and nust fall into their hands while one of the true
bl ood lives. And such an end would give us cleaner, swfter
passage fromthis world than any Atlantis would grant a
prisoner, as well we know. "

The Lady Ayna cane to join them "You stand to arns,
Lord Cho?"

"To await the raider. It will cone." He nodded to the sea,
certainty in his voice. "You have nmade your report?"

"I have told of the loss of the Fire Snake, and the G eat One
was approving of what | have done. The Re Mi sends

greetings and bids you haste, for no aid can be sent if we are
attacked." She hesitated. "But something then happened,

Lord Cho, and this gave me fear-"

Her voice was | ower, and Ray saw she clutched here cl oak
about her with hands on which the knuckles had .' whitened
with the fury of her grasp.

"I-1 was cut off!"

Cho swung around, his expression one of anmazenent.
"VWhat do you nean?"

"My contact with the notherland was broken-and not by the
Re Mu. Never before has such a thing happened.”

"How br oken?"

She shivered as if the warnth of the cl oak was gone and the

wind chilled her to the bone. "It was as if a, black curtain
was drawn. Wen | thought a question-._ there was no
answer. | waited for twice around the silver rimof the

ti mekeeper and tried again. There was no response, not even
froma shore watcher in one of the Mayax tenples!"”

When Cho renuni ned silent, she added, al nost pleadingly,
"What can it nean?"

The Murian's face was closed still, as if he were thinking so
deeply that he did not see her or any of his... surroundings.
She put out a hand to touch his arm and he started under
that contact, light as it was.

"VWhat --what is it?" she asked again.
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"I't may mean that those of Atlantis have tanpered.' with the
Sacred Mysteries to discover the secret of the Sun-born-" he
sai d.

She shrank away fromhimas if he had spoken sone
nmonstrous thing. Han exclai med al oud. But Cho's eyes were
bl azi ng.

"Those soon-to-be-dwel | ers-in-the-outer-dark-and-col d!
That they should so dare! But the Re Mu will have been

war ned when it happened. This means that the door of the

i nner power is closed to us. If we nust fight,

we will not dare to call on anything save the mght of our
own arns and weapons, |est we open to them what we

would die to protect.”

The Lady Ayna regai ned a neasure of her forner

serenity, or perhaps it was control. "Wat man may argue
with fortunes But we can be worthy of that entrusted to
us. And one does not speak of defeat before the battle is
joined.” Now she smiled at Cho as if she did not wish him
to take her words as a rebuke. "Let me try once agai n-but

if the raider comes, | ask you to summon ne." She |eft
t hem
Cho | ooked to Ray. "It seens that you have truly been

drawn into a net. This quarrel neans nothing to you. And
safer by far would be the enpty plains of the Barren
Lands than these waters when the Red wol ves are out!"

He was very right-this was no quarrel of his, Ray thought.
It was settled, it nmust have been, eons before his birth.
Yet, there was sonething else- At the tine it had been
only words, a ritual of another race. Now it was a thing
Ray renmenbered and held to.

"You said to me, when our blood was mingled on the
sword hilt, that we were brothers-"

"That is so!"

"Then does it not follow that we share battles also? It

seens that though | cone not here of ny owmn will, yet
now | do have a choice-and | make it thus- Having no
country any longer, | stand by friends. | think |I have those-

"There is no need to ask that!" Cho returned.

"And | have al so eneni es-out there-
sea. "So | choose-"

Ray gestured to the

Cho nodded. "May you never regret it, brother."
"Amen," Ray thought, but he did not say that al oud.
5

"SO t hey have bl acked out your radio," Ray hazarded,
putting his own interpretation on what he had just heard
fromthe Lady Ayna.
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"Bl ackout - radi 0?" Cho returned.
"Yes, your comunication system"”

"You think of a machine to do this?" Cho smled. "I had
forgotten how little you know of us. W need no nachi ne

to communicate with the Re Mu, we of the Sun-born. In
times of stress even certain of his higher officers are
trained by the Naacals to accept thoughts, just as nmy mnd
can now touch yours. This was the manner in which the

Lady Ayna reported the loss of the Fire Snake. Only those
born with such powers, or those trained in them can do
this."

"Then how can the Atlanteans interfere with tel epathy?"
Ray asked. He could believe part of this after his own
experi ences.

"That we nust di scover. None but those .trained in the

t hought - send could do so, and of that nunber all were
known. O so we believed until tonight. W knew that the
Red Robes had sonething like unto it, but we thought they
could not interfere with the true sendings. But nowthey
can! The Re Mu and the motherland will never know our

fate here in the north unless we win through to Mayax. In
all our history such a thing has never happened, nor did we
believe that it could!"

Slowy the sky was lightening in the east, but only to a
| eaden gray, and a cold drizzle came, piercing the warnth
of their cloaks, to make them shiver

"M st and rain as Han foresaw," Cho observed. "Let us
hope the sons of Ba-Al find it as difficult to sight us as
we shall to see them Cone, |let us break our fast."

Bel ow deck they found the Lady Ayna huddl ed in the seat
at the end of the table. Her face under the rosy

Iight was haggard. She forced a wan smile and then
shook her head in answer to Cho's unvoiced question

"Their wall remains, ny lords. If we fight, it will be
al one. "

Cho dropped heavily on the nearest bench. "So be it.
But perhaps it wilt not cone to that. The Flame wll-
ing. Let us have food-" He cl apped his hands for the
serving man, and the Lady Ayna sat up straighter.

"The ships of the notherland are faned for their
provi sions. U ghur cannot serve forth the dainties of
Mi. O so | have been told by our officers who have
returned fromtours of duty there," she comrented.

"VWhere is U ghur?" Ray asked.

She turned her head to stare wi de-eyed at him Cho
went to the map set in the cabin wall. He pressed his
fingers to a spot inits frame, and part of it noved to the
right, hiding a portion of Atlantis. This revealed at the
left the rest of Mu in the Pacific and, beyond, the
coastline of the Asian mainland, but one very different
fromthat Ray had known. Again the sea swept far into
what woul d be China, and a portion of the Gobi Desert,
and t he highlands of future Tibet formed a new shore.

Thi s Cho indicated.

"U ghur."
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But the Lady Ayna continued to stare at Ray. "How is
it that you know not Ui ghur?"

"For the sane reason that two days ago | did not
know Mu either. | amfrom another tine, renenber?
We had no nenories of U ghur there."

"But of Atlantis-" Cho said slowy. "Wy should the
Red Land carry as a legend into the far future when al
the rest is gone? What did they do, those foll owers of
t he Shadow, which set so great a fire blazing in their
time that its warnth and smoke went on down untold
centuries?"

The Lady Ayna's eyes were bleak. "I can think of one
ki nd of disaster. Wat did your people know of the Red
Land, Lord Ray?"

"That it lay in the ocean as a continent, an ocean in
our tine unbroken save for a scattering of small islands

to the far east and west. That it sank in a conbi ned
eart hquake and tidal wave as the result of some evi
doing on the part of its inhabitants.”

"Alost land. And did they ever seek it in your own
time-strive to find remmants of it?"

"They tried so hard that they proved scientifically it
had never existed at all. It was supposed to be purely a
| egend. "

The serving man brought in a tray, and they began
to eat, with need dictated by hunger. But Ray gl anced
up often at that map and wondered. Wy was it that
remants of such a civilization as this had not existed
somewhere to bear out the truth of |egend? True enough,
the world he saw on that chart was greatly altered
geographically fromthat of his own tine. But certain
portions remai ned the sanme. And all-every fragnent-
of a high civilization could not have vani shed so
compl etel y.

"The raider is in sight!" Han stood in the doorway.

Ray's spoon. fell back into the bow before him
spl ashing the contents. Cho crossed the cabin in al npst
one | eap, but the Anerican was close on his heels as
they reached the outer deck

"There!" Han pointed to a black shape in the m st.

"To stations!" Cho shouted.

Soneone joined Ray at the rail-the Lady Ayna. She
ought to stay bel ow, he thought, and then remenbered
that she had commanded a sinilar fighting ship, knew
nmore about such matters than he.

But the raider appeared not to have sighted themin
turn, for it stayed on course, slipping back into the fog.
Even after its going, the tension on the Wnd Ruder did
not lift.

"She will be back," prom sed Cho. "Now she tries to
scent us as nmight a hunting panther sniff a trail
See-she returns!”

He was right. Again the sharp bow of the other ship
cut the curling mst. She had cone part way around,
and the Wnd Ruler was closer. He found it hard, Ray
di scovered, to think of that sinister dark wedge across
Iight was haggard. She forced a wan smile and then shook
her head in answer to Cho's unvoi ced question

"Their wall remains, ny lords. If we fight, it will be alone.”
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Cho dropped heavily on the nearest bench. "So be it. But
perhaps it will not conme to that. The Flane willing. Let us
have food-" He cl apped his hands for the serving nman,

and the Lady Ayna sat up straighter.

"The ships of the notherland are faned for their

provi sions. U ghur cannot serve forth the dainties of M.
O so | have been told by our officers who have returned
fromtours of duty there,"” she commented

"Where is U ghur?" Ray asked

She turned her head to stare wi de-eyed at him Cho went

to the map set in the cabin wall. He pressed his fingers to

a spot inits franme, and part of it nmoved to the right, hiding
a portion of Atlantis. This revealed at the left the rest of
Mi in the Pacific and, beyond, the coastline of the Asian
mai nl and, but one very different fromthat Ray had

known. Again the sea swept far into what would be

China, and a portion of the Gobi Desert, and the highl ands

of future Tibet formed a new shore. This Cho indicated.

"U ghur."

But the Lady Ayna continued to stare at Ray. "Howis it
that you know not U ghur?"

"For the sane reason that two days ago | did not know
Mi either. | amfrom another time, remenber? W had
no nmenories of Ui ghur there."

"But of Atlantis-" Cho said slowy. "Wiy should the Red
Land carry as a legend into the far future when all the

rest is gone? What did they do, those followers of the
Shadow, which set so great a fire blazing in their tinme that
its warnth and snmoke went on down untold centuries?"

Tine Lady Ayna's eyes were bleak. "I can think of one
ki nd of disaster. Wat did your people know of the Red
Land, Lord Ray?"

"That it lay in the ocean as a continent, an ocean in our
ti me unbroken save for a scattering of small islands

to the far east and west. That it sank in a conbi ne(
eart hquake and tidal wave as the result of sone evil doing
on the part of its inhabitants."

"Alost land. And did they ever seek it in your own tinmne-
strive to find remants of it?"

"They tried so hard that they proved scientifically il had
never existed at all. It was supposed to be purely a
| egend. "

The serving man brought in a tray, and they began to eat,
with need dictated by hunger. But Ray gl anced up often at
that map and wondered. Wiy was it that remants of

such a civilization as this had not existed sonewhere to
bear out the truth of |egend? True enough, the world he
saw on that chart was greatly altered geographically from
that of his own tinme. But certain portions renained the
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same. And all-.every fragnent-of a high civilization could
not have vani shed so conpletely.

"The raider is in sight!" Han stood in the doorway.

Ray's spoon. fell back into the bowl before him splashing
the contents. Cho crossed the cabin in al nost one | eap,

but the Anerican was close on his heels as they reached

t he outer deck.

"There!" Han pointed to a black shape in the mst.
"To stations!" Cho shout ed.

Soneone joined Ray at the rail-the Lady Ayna. She ought
to stay below, he thought, and then renmenbered that she
had commanded a simlar fighting ship, knew, nore about
such matters than he.

But the raider appeared not to have sighted themin, turn,
for it stayed on course, slipping back into the fog. Even
after its going, the tension on the Wnd Ruler did not [ift.

"She will be back," prom sed Cho. "Now she tries to scent
us as mght a hunting panther sniff a trail. See-she
returns!”

He was right. Again the sharp bow of the other ship cut
the curling mst. She had cone part way around, and the
Wnd Ruler was closer. He found it hard, Ray discovered,
to think of that sinister dark wedge across

the water as another ship, bearing nmen such as those now
standing silently about him There was no sound of voice,
only the swi sh of foam ng waves fromtheir own bow as
the Wnd Ruler held to her course.

Then, as if she had known where they were all the tine
and had been pl ayi ng at cat-and-nouse with them the
rai der changed course a fraction nore and nmade strai ght
for the Miurian vessel

Calmy Cho gave his orders. "Apu, keep us on course, ful
speed ahead, no matter what chances. W nust make a
running fight of it. Use flane throwers, Han, only if we
come cl ose enough to be sure they will hit. Hold all fire
until the comrand.”

Oficers scattered to their posts, Hek and Romaha from
the Lady Ayna's command taking their place in the waist.
The sol di er-servant cane fromthe cabin with three shields
of reddish netal and long cuffs of the same. Cho slipped
the cuff over Ray's left forearmand showed himhow to
clip the shield fast to that.

"These are a defense against flane throwers," the Mirian
expl ai ned. "Should you see one of those black tubes, such

as our men wear now at their belts, in use, keep up the
shield. | do not believe this raider carries death-Dbreathers;
rai ders sel dom do. W shall hope not, for against those
there is little defense.”

Wearing his own shield, Cho went to the wheel. "A night
and a day will see us into the Inner Sea-and freedom from
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all pursuit."”

The Lady Ayna shrugged |ike one tossing off a burden

"Then," she answered al nost gaily, "what have we to

fear? Surely we of the true blood can keep the followers

of the Shadow off that |ong. See, even now they waver as

if fearing to attack, though they have cone into position to
do so-"

I ndeed the dark ship appeared to hesitate, though the m st

was so distorting, half revealing, half concealing, that this
m ght only be illusion. But it seened to Ray that the bow

of the raider did swing a little to one side as the Wnd Rul er
continued on course. The Lady Ayna was right, the

headl ong advance of the

eneny checked, swinging farther away. They passed it,
now near hidden in the fog, unchall enged.

"They fear us! They dare not test the might of the
mot herl and in open battle!" exulted the girl.

Cho shook his head, plainly ill at ease. "I do not like it. By
all the rules they should have attacked then. But they
turned aside-"

"What can any raider hope to do against a ship of the fleet
ready and willing for battle?" she returned. "It is nerely
that the captain over there is a man of sense. They may
skul k about, seeing if their Ba-Al will give them sone
smal | advantage, but they will not risk fronting our bared
teeth-"

During-the next two hours, it seened as if she were right

in her reading of the situation, that the hovering ship feared
to press the Miurian vessel openly. The raider stayed just
within the curtain of the mst, in sight, keeping pace with
them but did no nore.

Han, however, shared Cho's mistrust of that slinking
menace. Now and again he | ooked up fromthe wheel,

gl anci ng al nost apprehensively at their unsought
conpanion. And so it continued until high noon |oosed a
wat ery sunlight through the clouds.

Cho ordered food served to the nen on deck. And they,
too, ate where they stood, ever on guard.

"It may be that they wait for night and the dark to favor
them" Cho brushed crumbs fromhis fingers

"Let us also yearn for that, Sun-born," replied
Han.:"Engaging at night is a chancy thing. Escape may be
ours-"

Cho flung back his cloak. "Not so! She is coning up!"

The raider was moving in with a darting speed. Ray, drew
the sword Cho had given himand | ooked curiously: at the
bur ni shed bl ade. This was no weapon to fit his hand: He
held it awkwardly and ran his finger downy one of the
keen edges. Hi s mouth was dry, and he found hinsel f
swal l owi ng too often. At last he slamred that weapon
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back in its sheath. H s bare hands and know edge of
infighting m ght serve himfar better now But in spite of
his training in his own tinme and

pl ace, this was the first real war he had ever faced. Around
himthe crew nade preparations with quiet efficiency,

adj usting their weapons. He envied themtheir know edge

and the skill that gave them both occupation during this wait
and a defense when the test cane.

"Remenber, the shield is for protection,” Cho cautioned.

Ray nodded grimy.
Then, as sudden as a squall in the tropics, cane the

attack. Fromthe bow of the raider shot a green ray,
bright even in the sun, striking the side of the Wnd
Rul er. Ray caught the scent of burning.

"Too low" cried the Lady Ayna.

Inch by inch that green light crept up to where the Mirians
waited. Cho's fingers dug into Ray's arm "Your shield-
behind it!"

Ray swung the shield across his body, crouching a little
behi nd that barrier which suddenly seened very |light and
usel ess. The beam sl anted across the deck where they

st ood.

One of the nmen stationed by a deat h-breather screaned
horribly. Convul sively he flung out his right arm On the
bare skin, withing as m ght some | oathsone reptile, was a
patch of vivid green. The- sailor screanmed again, flinging
hi nsel f back fromthe nmachine he served, falling to the
deck close to Ray. Instinctively the Anerican started
forward, hand half out, but Cho's grip jerked himback and
away.

"No! W can do nothing. He is' already dead, and it wll
attack any other living flesh."

The man shrieked once nore and then lay still, the others
edgi ng away from his crunpl ed body.

"See-it seeks now other victinms, having fed once," Cho
hi ssed.

That splotch of green, no |onger seem ng part of a beam of

light, but sonmething far nore tangible, with an evil life of its
own, wiggled fromthe armof the dead man, fell upon the

pl anki ng, | engthened into a snake, and began to inch al ong.

Han | eaned over the

wheel . In his hand was a pear-shaped crystal. As he held it
out, a spark of fire shot fromit to strike directly-: upon the
serpent light. There was a shrill humthat. hurt the ears and

the green thing was gone, |eaving at bl ackened smear on the
deck, fromwhich arose a tiny] curl of snoke.

"That--that was alive!" breathed Ray.

"Not as we know |ife," Cho returned. "That is one of the
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favorite weapons. They will try again--

Once nore the parent beamcane fromthe raider, this time

ai med nmuch higher. It struck upon Han's shield, to cling

there, as if it struggled to find a way through from behi nd
that metal barrier. Baffled, it withdrew, only to strike at the
rest, one by one.

When it reached Ray, it was a weight pressing himback, so
that he retreated a step or. two in surprise, before standing
up to what was really no great force of pressure. The rim

of the shield was in close contact with his body, and behind
it he braced agai nst sonething that withed, turned up and
down, and tried to find some crack in the netal through

which to reach him Then it was gone, and the beam swept
along the netal screen protecting the waist and cane to the
foredeck. But nowhere did it find a second victim

As yet the Wnd Ruler made no counterattack, which |ed

Ray to wonder. Nor did it deviate fromthe course or

sl acken the speed Cho had ordered. The raider had fallen a
little behind now, as if the need for |aunching that beam had
slowed it. But with the failure of its first blow, it plowed
ahead to |l aunch a second, which cane in a rain |like patter

Ray | ooked down. Inches fromhis feet two small slivers of

met al stood point down, still quivering. Ha cried out; another
such sliver hung fromhis shoulder Cho | eaped to take the
wheel

"Loose the deat h-breathers!” he ordered.

One of the sailors near Ray steadied the tube on the box,
while his conpanion inserted therein a ball of an unhealthy
yel l ow col or. One of the nmen bore down on a snall |ever

The yell ow ball rose alnost lazily into the air, swing
up and out to the raider, and crashed upon her bow
deck. There was a puff of saffron snoke. The raider
swung qui ckly, but the snoke crept back al ong her
deck, a cloud thicker than the fog that had veil ed her
earlier. It hid all but a small portion just above the
wat erl i ne.

Cho passed the wheel to one of the sailors. "That-
that was against all orders, except for dire necessity.
Howis it with you, Han?"

The officer leaned |inply agai nst Ray, who had noved
into his support. His face had a sickly greenish tinge
beneath sea tan. The netal sliver must have carried
sone deadly poison.

"Anot her nust take duty, Sun-born-I-"

H's full weight slunped agai nst Ray, and the Amer-

i can shed his shield to ease himto the-deck. Cho took
himinto his arns, supporting his head.

"Grieve not for nme-1 go to the Sun. Light a candle
fromthe Flanme-for-"

Hi s head roll ed agai nst Cho's chest, and the Mirian
touched his sweat-beaded forehead gently. Then he
| ooked to the raider, dipping and rising in the waves as
if there was now no sure hand on its wheel

"You have paid, followers of the Shadow but the
paynment will be asked again, and yet again! This do
swear by the Flame! Han's true and | asting bl ood-price
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shall be collected in the Five Valled City itself! It may
not be this year-but it will come!"

Ray hel ped himwap the dead. officer in his cloak
When they arose, the sailors were gingerly picking the
metal darts fromthe deck, gathering themw th careful
attention not to touch their discolored points. But for
the sailor who had died of the green fire and for Han,
the fight mght never have taken pl ace.

"Sun-born! Look to the raider!"

They had drawn away fromthe other ship, leaving it
wal | owi ng in the waves apparently wi thout direction
But now it was answering to sone conpetent hand

agai n, creeping forward, though not with its forner’
speed, to follow themstill.

"How can this be?" cried the Lady Ayna. "The
deat h-breather-it should have killed all on board!"

"They nust possess defenses of which we know
naught," Cho replied. "But it appears they are crippl ed.
Gve us until late tonorrow and we are free. But if they
bring by signal another of their kind-"

"Yes," the Lady Ayna echoed him "there remains
that. See, they creep it is true, but they do not |eave
us."

The Wnd Ruler had drawn a | ength ahead of the;
dark raider. Still now that ship fell in behind, keeping;
the sane course. A crippled hound, plainly, yet one
that had not given up the hunt. And there was sone-
thing uncanny in that determination

Ni ght cane early under a cloud-filled sky. And still-
the silent Atlantean vessel pursued them nosing al ong
sullenly with perhaps not the will nor the power to:
draw | evel with the Wnd Rul er again. The Miri ans
hoi sted a white running light, but there was no answer
fromacross the water. However, their own illum na-
tion spread across the waves, mmking sure an eneny.
boardi ng party could not come upon them unaware.

Ray rubbed his smarting eyes, strained fromtoo
much wat chi ng astern. Like those about him he had
not discarded the tall shield, and its weight cut nore
and nore heavily into his arm nuscl es.

Sonetinme late tonorrow, Cho had said, they would
be at the entrance to the Inner Sea and coul d expect
aid, if they nmust have it, fromthe forts at the inlet.

That bl ack shadow by the wheel was Han and the
sailor, sewn into their battle cloaks, ready for day-
break burial. And still the dark and silent eneny:
pl owed in their wake.

The Lady Ayna had gone bel ow, but Cho had taken
the wheel and Ray elected to wait as |long as the
Murian kept duty. He had never been so tired before---or
so it seened. Nor, he had to reluctantly adnit to
hi nsel f, so afraid. Hand-to-hand conbat, even steel to=
steel, a man could brace hinmself to face. But the crawing
green fire that had sonething akin to Iife and a rain of
poi soned netal thorns had no equal in his past training. H's
fingers curled as if about a rifle-a weapon eons away.
That, grenades-mentally he made a |ist of what he wanted
now i n place of the useless sword wei ghting his hip.

At last Cho relinquished his post to a crewran and spoke.
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"Rest now."

In the cabin there was no sign of the Lady Ayna. Ray put
aside the shield and pulled off his sodden cl oak. He saw
Cho stunble to the nearest bench and half coll apse agai nst
the table, leaning forward, his head on his arm

Hi s own head back against the wall, Ray closed his eyes.
A nmonent earlier he had wanted nothing but sleep, to
close his eyes and forget everything. But now, against the
dark of his lids, he sawtrees! Rank after rank of them
towering into the sky with Iinbs beginning many feet
above his head. Between them were shadows that flowed

to and fro like the wash of restless waves. And deep
inside hima faint uneasiness stirred weakly. He knew a
smal |, faded desire to wal k under those roof-high
branches, deep, deeper into the shade of the trees.
Sonewhere within themwas the gate, the rent in the
fabric of time, and if he could find it, he would return

The trees grew darker and darker until trunks, branches,
and restl ess shadows were all one and the sanme. And in

Ray the wish to return to the gate was stilled. He slept at
| ast.

There were five nen nowin the director's office instead
of two. But one of the five held the attention of all

"l can pronise you nothing, gentlenen. Psychophysics is
as nmuch of an experinmental programas this ~Qperation
Atlantis' of yours."

Fordham put down his pipe. "I know there're a hundred
di fferent experinmental programs in existence-"

"Put that in the thousands, and you'll be closer to the truth,"”
said the first speaker.

"A'l right, thousands then, Dr. Burton. And, tell nme this
does anyone know what's being done-the all-over picture?"

"They have the reports-"

Fordham snil ed wearily. "Who reads then? Probably
several different committees. But does anyone ever try to
coordi nate the whol e picture any nore?"

"Probably not, until sonething such as this happens and
there is a state of energency,"” the other agreed.

"Now, do | understand you right, Dr. Burton? You believe
that you mght have a way to influence our man to return
to the point of recall-through sonme nental process?

Al ways supposi ng Fordham does get his door-or whatever
you want to call it-open again?" the nan in the general's
uni form | eaned forward to demand inpatiently.

"Stress that word "mght,' General Colfax," returned

Burton. "We've had a few results that have amazed us,

but it depends upon the man tested and the circunstances.
There is this in our favor-this Osborne was suddenly thrust
into a situation for which he was totally 'unprepared, which
woul d put himunder imrediate strain. According to his

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (44 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:43 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

record"-he picked up the sheet of paper before himbut did
not glance at it, rather |ooked fromman to man in the
room"he has had no contact at all with our type of
training. However, he is said to be a "loner,' which neans
he may be self-sufficient to a point, enough not to panic
i medi ately. What he will, or did, make of his transition
fromhere to there is anyone's guess. W can only try to
conpare himwith the controls we have studi ed.

"He may have lingered about his point of entrance, seeking
a return-if he can possibly have figured out what did
happen. If so, our problemis relatively easy. If he was
frightened enough to run-panic-stricken then we can try the
brain call. |I have hopes of that because he will be unique
in that time era. Therefore, always providing he had not
gone too far, we can hope

that a call pattern attuned as closely to the type we think
he may be as we can set it will bring himback."

"Alot of "ifs' in all this,"” comented General Colfax. "I
say we woul d be on the safer side sending in a squad-"

"Just suppose you marched your squad through, General,"
Fordham cut in, "into a wilderness such as the North
Anerican continent was perhaps four thousand years ago.
Hunting one man across such country woul d not be easy.
If Dr. Burton can call him back-"

"If again! What makes you think the country would be so
different?"

"You saw the film" Fordhamreplied sinply. "Did that | ook
| i ke downstate Chio to you? Trees such as those-"

"-take centuries to grow, | know," Colfax replied. "And if
the doctor's gadget does not work?"

"Face it!" Hargreaves blinked bl oodshot eyes. "W may
never see Gsborne again. He could have been dead an
instant after that filmwas shot. We aren't sure anyone
could survive such a trip. But even if we don't find him
we' |l have to send explorers through sooner or |ater.
Maybe the doctor's think-beam can help on the next try, if
it doesn't succeed with Gsborne."

"When will you be ready?" Fordham asked Burton

"W haven't gotten anything down to a wal ki e-tal kie size.
No, we'll have to dismantle, transport, assenble again.
can't honestly give you any estimate. We'll work round the
clock and cut all the corners we can. But it will be severa
weeks at |east-"

"Several weeks," General Colfax repeated. "I wonder
what will happen to OGsborne nmeanwhile. If he is stil
alivel”

6

RAY awoke and lay blinking for a monent or two, trying

to hold onto sonething carried out of the dreans-

sonet hing of inportance. But already it was gone. Cho
stood above him only partly visible in the gray light that
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was not cl ear day.

"It is dawn," said the Murian, as if that statenent had
sone inner and inportant neaning.

The American arose, w ncing at cranmped nuscles, to
follow Cho to the upper deck. Fog and cl ouds were gone.
Around themlay the sea as snooth as those restless
waves night ever be. In the east the sky was rose and
pal e gold. But on deck lay two bundl es sewn into cl oaks.

Cho paused. "Han-ny friend-" Then he walked to the rail.

O hers rai sed the planks on which those bundles lay. Al of
the crew were there, to Ray's reckoning, standing at
attention as if for review The banner, which crackled in
the wind fromthe ship's nmast, was now hal fway down the
staff.

"sea"--Cho's voice grew stronger with each word" our
heritage from anci ent days, open now for these, your sons.
Havi ng perforned with honor their duty, they are now at

rest. Shelter their bodies while their spirits abide safe in
the halls of the Sun-"

The boards tilted. Ray heard a catch of breath fromthe
Lady Ayna. Then the rising sun turned the waves into a
gol den glory as the Wnd Rul er sped on

Ni ght, or the gloom of the day before, had been in keeping
with the black shadow of the raider. Ray did not know

why he had expected to find it gone with this new bright
nor ni ng, nor even why his surprise at seeing it still behind,
just within eye Iimt, was so disturbing. It canme no cl oser;
perhaps it could not overtake them But the crew of the

Muri an vessel continued to stand to arns and keep a wary

| ookout .

Their conversation was broken at tines by |ong pauses as
they watched their own wake.

"I't is all wong!" Cho set both hands on the rail as he stared
at that distant pursuer. "They are dead; they nust be. That
ship is manned by the dead!"

The Lady Ayna caught her lower |lip between her teeth, as if
by that pressure al one she could keep fromwords she
woul d rather not utter. But Ray answered.

"You may be right; you know the powers you control. But

as long as it conmes no closer-" Only he felt it, too, the
gnawi ng of nerves caused by that ever-present shadow on

the sea that did not nove in or give one the chance to strike
back, remmining always a hovering threat, the worse for what
it aroused in one's inmagination

"Yes, as long as it does not come close-" the Lady Ayna
echoed him "And we nust be near the sea gates of Myax.

Do you know, Lord Cho, | have never seen the notherland.
Even as Lord Ray, | shall visit a strange country, when we
harbor at the City of the Sun. Is it like unto Ui ghur?" She
was al nost chattering, trying to use words to cl oak her

t hought s.
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Cho gallantly seconded her. He turned purposefully away
fromhis stern watch. "It is very different. U ghur is nade up
of mountains and narrow val |l eys, but in the notherland

wi de fields border broad rivers. The city lies at the nouth of
one such river. Sonetines at nightfall the dwellers in the
courtyards take small craft and go out upon the water for
their pleasure. They sing together, and the harpers play-"

The Lady Ayna sighed. "Thus, in times of peace. Yes,
different fromour w ndswept |and where the horse herds

run free and wild to the outposts, beyond which outl aws
struggle with beast-nmen and devils of the Dark to keep life
within their bodies-"

"Do devils of the Dark then still exist?" asked Cho.

"The skin and | ong fangs of one were delivered in a packet
of tribute hides the nonth before the Fire Snake sail ed.
Sonetinmes the youth of the courtyards hunt them | have a
dagger with the tooth of a devil formng

its hilt. But that devil was slain in ny father's youth.=, They
take to the heights and are solitary things, com ng out only
when they have a bad year and fanine drives themto new
hunting country."

"So. Yet it is toldin Mi that all devils were slain; |ong ago,
being now only in stories to frighten children. , The devils,
Ray, are like-in part-to man, shaggy with heavy hair, yet
wal ki ng erect. Their fangs are |long and curved thus-the

upper ones, that is. And always they live in high, wild places.
They hunt in the darkness of the mddle right. And they | eave
great,: strange tracks in the nountain snow"

"Snowren, " nmenory supplied Ray. M

"You had themin your time?" the Lady Ayna questi oned
eagerly:

"Anot her |egend-still in the country that you call Ui ghur,
which in nmy day contains the highest nountain | ands of the
wor |l d. Your devils have been reported, their tracks seen, but
none have been killed or captured-"

"How odd that this is so," the girl said slowy. "The devils
known in your tinme, yet a land such as Mu forgot. how nuch
el se remai ns?"

"Say rather," Cho broke in, "why do sone linger  while
others are forgot? Devils of the Dark-Atl antis--why these?"

The day wore on, cloudless, full of light. It was warner, so

they put aside their cloaks. And now there were birds above

the waves, which were nore of a blue-green. Trails of dark

weed | aced the surface of the sea, and once a fish broke

water, rearing its head as if, to gaze intelligently at the passing
Wnd Rul er.

" Dol phin!"

The Lady Ayna followed Ray's pointing finger. "Sea dancer,"”
she corrected. "So these, too, you know, Lord.. Ray'?"
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"In ny tine they have grow ng inportance. W have=

| earned that they are highly intelligent. We are seeking to
conmmuni cate with them™"

She | ooked fromthe American to the dol phin and back

agai n.

"It is known that the sea dancers are friendly, that they have
been known to aid swimers in difficulty, and they are

under the protection of the Sun. No nan dares raise a hand

to hurt them But they are of the sea, and while we go upon

its surface in ships, swminit alittle, it is a world closed to
us."

"No, you wouldn't have subs"-Ray nodded-"or scuba
masks or the new water |ungs-"

Cho was listening intently. "lIs it then that your people have
found a way to nmake the depths of the sea open to nan?
How?"

Ray described submarine activity as best he could. How

men in his era not only traveled in the depths, but how,

equi pped with water-breathers, they could roamat wll,

more nearly part of the sea than nan had been since the first
anphi bi an had crawl ed fromthe waves to begin | and-

nouri shed life.

"But--how wonderful!" cried the Lady Ayna. "Ah, to trave

in the sea! Truly you live in a tinme of wonders, a tinme when
man nust have the whole of the world open to him W

have been taught that once war is conquered, this would be
so-"

"War is still with us," Ray replied. "Many of the things we
have | earned have conme because of the necessity of defense
or attack in war. No, ny age is far from gol den-"

"CGol den?" She repeated: inquiringly.

"Manki nd | ooks back to a gol den age when there was no
war and all was peace and happi ness-"

Cho smled wyly. "Wen was that age then, brother? In our
time, which is a legend to you? No-you see for yourself

how nuch peace abides with us. In the days of

Hyper borea? W have our own | egends, and those speak

only of death and disaster struck fromthe spark of man's
greed and lust. |If there was a gol den age-where woul d one
seek it? In the past---no! W have been taught to |l ook to the
future."

"Which to my time is dark," Ray replied
"Lord-the signal!"

They turned to | ook southwest at the foreman's call. f
Agai nst an afternoon sky a white trail nounted up ands up,
maki ng a |line across the bl ue.

"The signal tower of the outer gates," Cho said.

"It would seemthat we have won our race after all,", the
Lady Ayna comment ed
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Ray | ooked astern. The raider was there, but only: just
visible, as if it had stopped.

It was that, Ray thought, which had kept them uneasy, the
waiting for some |ast attack fromthat' sinister black blot.

The Lady Ayna drew a deep breath. "The air is cleaner for
its going. Look ahead now, not behind. The future stil
awai ts us."

There was a bustle about them The metal walls that had
shi el ded the wai st dropped back. The machi nes of war

were being covered by their crews. Ahead, on a narrow

tongue of land pushing into the sea and ending in a fringe of
rock teeth, was a tall tower.

Cho was giving orders and novi ng about the deck

"W will go straight in," he said when he returned. "h shal
not stop at Manoa but head directly for then canals. See,
t hey acknow edge us with banner salute.":

There were puffs of white fromthe tower's head;: then a

flag di pped and rose again. The wind pulled it straight for

an instant, and Ray saw its insignia, EL. rising rayed sun on a
green field.

They rounded the reefs, altered course to the west, and
shortly saw another cape to the south. On this stood a squat,
eart h-huggi ng building that had the, look of a fort. Cho
smled. Sone of the strain had gone. fromhis face.

"W are in now. Let us eat and drink in confort."

It was still day when they returned to the upper deck. Cho
strode up and down restlessly, paying little"

attention to the others.

"Now we no | onger sail alone," pointed out the Lady Ayna.
"That is a grain carrier and, beyond, a nerchant

ship fromthe notherland, and next is a ship of the northern
fleet.

"Some of these have been recalled to lie idle here until the
North Sea is safe again. Qthers do business in these waters.
But the Inner Sea is always safe-the storns of the north and
the whins of the southern gales are unknown here."

"Why are those turning?' Ray asked. Two shi ps ahead were
altering course, opening a |ane for the Wnd Rul er

"Because we fly that." Cho canme up to them He pointed to
their owm flag, its full sun proudly enbl azoned on a
crimson field. "They know we bear urgent news, and so the
word has been passed to give us open water."

When dark came, a light was trained upon that banner,
continuing to proclaimtheir need for swift passage. And it
was accorded them the next day al so, even though they

were in the crowded shi pping | anes about Manoa's harbor.
This capital of an inperial province Ray saw only fromthe
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sea. But its soaring white towers and pyrani ds gave the
i mpression of a |long-established civilization

He di scovered during these days that the tongue of the
mot her | and was becoming his. At |east he coul d understand
easily, though when he replied, his own tongue still tw sted
over its clicking consonants and slurred vowels. He
practiced all he could, while Cho al so gave hi ma groundi ng
in the Atl antean | anguage.

They net with their first delay at the canals to the western
sea. Ray could detect no resenbl ance here to the continent
of his owmn tinme. This backbone of southern America nust

ruse in the future to formthe sharp spine of the Andes, but
now the only heights visible fromthe deck of the Wnd

Rul er were gentle rolling hills behind the canal port city.

There was confusion on board, a com ng and goi ng of
officials. But finally they were passed through, and the kee
of the Wnd Ruler slid into the waves of another sea.

"Thanks to the Sun, we are free at last!" Cho returned

fromseeing the |ast port officer overboard. "After what has
happened, | do not |ike delays, nor do I find port gossip of
high interest."

"The Re Mu-" began the Lady Ayna.

"Yes, to himwe nmust give truth, not words to hide it, |est
al arns spread. And what truth we have is not pleasant. The
Re Mu-perhaps he will see ways in which we m ght have

done better. His is the wi sdomwe cannot aspire to. And
this was my first command-"

"Ah, but you return with your ship,
Ayna.

broke in the Lady

"Which | might not have done had fortune frowned upon

me as she did upon you. There is no disgrace, ny lady, in
failure if one has acted to the best of one's ability-and tries
again."

"How bl ue the sea," she said abruptly, as if she would turn
her thoughts outward. "It is gray along the shores of

U ghur, and too dark in the north where it washes the
Barren Lands-"

"Way do you call themthe Barren Lands?" Ray asked.
"There is w lderness, yes, but they are not barren. There are
forests-" He paused, thinking of trees dark and tall, yet alive.

"Per haps because no col ony has been set there," replied
Cho. "To us of the notherland, they seemforbidding, as if
hi di ng secrets not for the eye of nan."

"Yet it is not so in your time, is it?" the Lady Ayna said.
"Tell us about themthen."

He told them of the crowded and crowding cities, of the
ever - pushi ng popul ati on that covered the earth with nore
and nore dwel lings, of superhighways, of airfields, of the
thrusts into space
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"You seek to rule the noon, perhaps |and ships on other
wor | ds!" marvel ed Cho. "Man does so much, yet you say
that all this is still flawed."

"Yes. The nore devices man makes, the nore death cones
fromthem Machines take to the skies, they fall, and those in
themare killed. O else they sow death as they fly, and

wonen and children are killed in their hones. Men talk

around the world, but they break

every | aw they have nade. Sone of them have greater

weal th than they can reckon; others die for want of bread.

So it is-"

"As it always has been," nused the Lady Ayna. "Yet you are
still nen, some good, sone evil. Have you ever ridden in

t he sky?"

"Yes."

"What was it |ike?" Cho denanded.

"Like swimmng, a little. One can see the world bel ow or be
caught in the clouds-"

"That | would like," said the Lady Ayna. "It woul d have
been good had you brought such a bird with you-"

Ray | aughed. "There are many things | could have brought
that woul d have been hi ghly useful, but | never thought of a
pl ane. "

He told other tales of his own tinme as they sailed. across the
western ocean. But the Lady Ayna never tired of hearing of
the planes that took nen through the clouds:

"The Naacal s should be able to nmake such," she observed.
"I't should be suggested that they seek such know edge."

Cho was startled. "But one does not suggest matters to the
Naacals; it is for themto decide the paths of wisdomto be
opened to our feet."

"When they hear the words of the Lord Ray, they should be
nmoved into that path," she insisted. "It would be pleasant to
| ook down upon the clouds, to travel as a bird-"

Her insistence apparently disturbed Cho. "Ray shall talk to
the Naacals, yes. That is only what will follow when they
hear of this com ng. But we cannot make suggestions-"

"Who are the Naacal s?" Ray asked quickly when it appeared
that the Lady Ayna was prepared to argue.

"The priests of the Flame who are the guardi ans of ancient
wi sdom and the seekers after newto teach manki nd. They
journey between col ony and col ony spreadi ng know edge,

i ncreasing as ever they can our

stores of learning. Many things they tell only to the Re M,
and perhaps a few of the Sun-born who are discreet and

have the proper care for wisdom M nother was so

honored when she becane a daughter of the tenple after
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my father's death."

"I shall enter the tenple when nmy sea duty is done," said the
Lady Ayna.

Cho smled. "Say you so now, ny lady. But I will wager that
within the year you will summon sone warrior to your right
hand. Then we shall hear no nore of tenples-"

Her eyes sparkled, and there was a curve to her lips. "Do
you have the power to read the future as a Naacal or one
who has passed the Nine Mysteries?" Then she swung away
fromthem and was gone to the inner cabin. Ray |ooked to
Cho for enlightennent.

The Murian still smiled. "So say all wonmen sonetimes-that
they woul d have naught of us and prefer tenple powers. It
is quickly forgotten when the time conmes for the marriage
bracel ets-"

"We are not too far from Mu. now?"

"We shoul d harbor before nightfall and sleep this night in
my nother's courtyard. | do not believe we shall be
summoned for audi ence before the norrow, though the

Lady Ayna may go this night."

Wthin the hour came the welcome call of "Land!" Then the
oars were put out, and the rowers took their places. One of
the officers beat stroke tine on a small drum and they
pul l ed together with practiced ease.

"Har bor police.
toward them

Cho indicated a light craft skinmng

"What shi p?" They were hailed fromthe police boat.

"Wnd Ruler of the northern fleet, the Sun-born Cho
commandi ng, with urgent news for the Re Mu. "

"Pass free." The police cutter was already on its way to neet
a | unbering nmerchant man.

The oval harbor was full of shipping. Heavy nerchant nen,
stately passenger vessels, ships of the fleet, barges, and
fishing smacks swung at anchor. And the docks humed

with throngs of |aborers.

city wherein nost of a world was stirred into one rare

m xture. And he longed to be able to sort out sounds,
sights, and inpressions at greater |eisure.

Cho turned into a narrow, quiet |ane, outstripping
their officer escort. He stopped before a scarlet door set
in the |eft-hand wall.

"Many thanks for your conpany and aid, nmy lord,"
he said, the door already sw nging under his sharp
push. Ray hesitated for a nmonent, and the officer
smil ed.

"Al'l of us know of the Lord Cho. He is a good son to
the Lady Aiee. May you rest in the light of the Flane,
lord." Wth a salute he was gone.

Ray entered a | arge garden, closing behind himthe
door Cho had left ajar. There were pal mtrees and
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flowers, and a pool rimred with nossy marble. Ferns
grew there, reflected in the quiet water. Cho stood by
it, and now he | ooked to Ray.

"She is coming-"

The wonman who crossed a | awmn of closely nown
grass did not | ook up but seened intent upon her own
t houghts. She was as tall as Cho, her skin al nbst as
fair as the pearls about her throat and the robe she
wore. Her hair was yell ow and hung in thick pearl -
twi sted braids to her waist. But the cal mbeauty of her
face was all Ray saw.

Menory stirred in him and he could not hel p what
he did then. He turned on his heel and went back to the
red door in the white wall. He went blindly, seeing not
what was there but what was in his nind. The door did
not yield to his push, however, as it had to Cho's eager
hand. And he beat on it with force enough to bruise his
fist.

"My son-"

No words-only in his nmind, as it had been with Cho
when they first net. And-sonehow healing fl ooded
in with those words, pushing away menory. But he
woul d not turn; he dared not. For the last tinme his fist
struck agai nst the stubborn panels of the door. He did
not want-he could not turn and face-

Beyond, the city rose terrace by terrace, such a one
as mght have cone out of a dream Wite flashing
metal, rai nbow hues, it built by wall and tower up and
up. The houses and pal aces Ray had seen from afar at
Manoa were the rough dwellings of an outpost village
conpared to this.

"There lies the heart of our world. Wat think you of
it, brother?" asked Cho. "Does it equal the cities of your
age?"

"l do not think nmy tinme holds its equal. In size, yes,
but not in beauty."

They docked, and Chu-handed over his command to
his second officer. There was an honor guard drawn up
to salute themwi th swords as they di senbarked. Its
of ficer spoke to Cho.

"You have nmde a qui ck voyage, Sun-born."

"Three days fromthe Inner Sea," Cho answered with
sone pride

"Fair time indeed, ny lord. There is a litter waiting
for the Lady Ayna. And you, ny lords, are you for the
Lady Aiee's courtyard?"

"Yes-" Cho sounded inpatient.

The Lady Ayna stepped forward. "It seens our ways
part here, ny lords. Surely friends and battle conrades
need no farewells of cerenobny. Till we neet again may

the Flane guard you."

She rai sed her hand in salute and was gone with her
escort, swiftly swallowed up in the crowd. But the
of fi cer had renmai ned behi nd.

"Your commands, Sun-born?"

"Let us go as swiftly as we may-"

He opened a passage for them Ray woul d have gone
more slowy, trying to see what he could, but Cho
hurried himon. Two or three turns from one crowded
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street to another brought them away from much of the
press of traffic. There were still carts, horses, canels,
but many pedestrians. And the range of garments, the
brightness of color, and the difference in races Ray
glimpsed were hard to assess when he was constantly
urged on. It would seemthat he wal ked the streets of a
"Ray.))

H s own nanme, not as he had feared to hear it in
re-awakened bitter pain, but in another voice. Hs
hand dropped to his side.

" Ray- "

That was such a call to obedi ence as he coul d not
push away. Reluctantly, how reluctantly, he turned-
and faced eyes-eyes that were all enconpassing. They
saw into him not just as he stood now but as it had
been for himin the nmonths past. Those eyes reached
across the barrier between this world and his own, and
knew He was sure that they knew

"Ray-" for the third tinme. This was not a demand
for attention now but a wel cone. And there was a hand
on his. He was as aware of that as of those all-know ng,
al | -seei ng eyes. The hand drew himback into the
garden, and sonehow it also drew himin the sane
i nstant over or through another door, unseen but sensed.
For a space Ray was free of the world-of his birth.

" AWAKEN! "
Ray opened his eyes. He was shaking with cold, an
iciness that struck far into him yet he was not |ying on
a frigid bank of snow. But neither was he on the couch
where he had gone to sl eep
Bri ght bars of noonlight, so bright that they dazzl ed
his blinking eyes, |lay across the floor before him And
under his bare feet that floor was chill. How had he
come into this hall and why did he stand there, one
hand resting on a door |atch? He had no idea; he felt
only compl ete bewi | der nent.
"Awaken!" Again that |ow voiced comand cane
from behi nd.
He turned to face a robed and cow ed figure, half in
the shadow, half in that shattering noonlight. Now a
hand rai sed to toss back the cowl. Ray confronted the
Lady Aiee. She held up her other hand between them
and on the outstretched palma small ball glowed into
life, with a clear white light that for the nonent hurt
his eyes.

"Conme-" Her voice was soft, hardly above a whis-
per. She turned as if she knew she woul d be obeyed,
nmovi ng soundl essly al ong that noon-striped corridor
to a partly open door.

Wthin, she placed her ball of light upon a snall
tripod, and immrediately it sprang to hei ghtened gl ow,
making plain the roomwith its chairs, its couch, and a
tabl e heaped with linen book rolls.

"H ther!" She waved himonto a chair by that table,

and Ray sat down. Still he shivered with the cold that
was not so nuch a part of the air about himas of sone
i nner chill.

The Lady Aiee poured wine into a white flower-
shaped cup. And into the liquid she nmeasured drops
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froma finger-long vial. "Drink!" She put the cup into his
hands.

Agai n Ray obeyed. The liquid was warmin his throat,
warner still as he swallowed. As he set aside the enptied
cup, she cane to him setting her hands one on each

shoul der, drawi ng his eyes to neet hers.

It was-it was |like being whirled away by a force of power
one coul d neither understand nor control. Ray's feeble,
instinctive resistance was swept aside instantly. Wat she
wanted of him he did not know. But she was willing sone
answer fromhim

At | ast she broke the contact, the pressure of her fingers
| eaving his shoulders. And only when it was rel eased was
Ray consci ous of how determnined that hold had been

"What -?" For the first time he dared a question and then was
not quite sure of what he wi shed to ask. How had he cone
into that hall? Wat did she want of hin?

"You were wal king while asleep,” she told him "noved by
sonme force not of your waking mind. | had to learn the
nature of this force, fromwhence it cane-"

"Wal king in ny sleep! But-"

"You will say you have not done this before," the Lady A ee
replied. "That is the truth as you know it. Listen, ny son
You have heard that | amof the tenple. As such, | have had

training. Your own tine depends nmuch upon nmateria

thi ngs, upon knowl edge where there is proof that a man can

see, hear, taste, or feel. W have other |earning, which is not
so easily made manifest. It deals with the unseen, the

unheard, that which can be sensed obliquely but not held out
into the clear |ight of day.

"But you are not of our blood or of the shaping of this
world, and nuch that lies within you is new to us. You may
have powers we do not know, experienced as we are in

such matters. Forces we do not understand you can bend to
your will. Wth one of ny people, sleepwal king is the sign
that they are under control. It can be an evil thing, and the
vi cti mnust undergo cleansing in the tenple-"

"Under control ?"

"Moved by the will of another. And this is a thing the sons
of the Shadow do."

Ray shook his head: "I amno Atlantean. | have told the
truth. "

The Lady Ai ee nodded. "That | know. To one of the

tenple, the touch of the Shadowis like fire soot on a man's
face. And had you been possessed agai nst your will, then |
woul d have learned it when | "read" you a noment ago. But
sonething stirred you to wal k while one part of your mnd
was at rest. And that is inmportant to learn. It nay be that
your own tine still has ties upon your spirit and would
reclaimyou. O it may be-PP
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""What?'' It all sounded pl ausi bl e when she spoke, though his
traini ng and background nade hi mquestion it as having no
more validity than the noonlight in the hall had substance

"That something else strives to use you. Wen you were

taken by the Atlanteans, one of their Red Robes | ooked

upon you, did he not? And those who took you gave to him

the possessions you carried when they made you prisoner.

Thus he has a nental picture of you and, in his hands, things
that you have worn close to your body. From so much a

strong quest-mind can build even nore. But if that is the
case, then you are safe for a while. The draft you have just
taken will nake you no longer a target for such a searching
and invasion. And those in the temple will work for you."

"But--that's witchcraft! It doesn't really happen! Like sticking
pins in a doll and inagining your eneny is going to suffer-"

There was such a sharp intake of breath from her that Ray
| ooked up. "What know you of pins and dolls and ill-
wi shi ng?"

The warnt h had gone out of her voice, leaving it renote
and unfriendly.

"Stories of my tinme in which nen of sense do not believe

"No? Then they are fools and not nmen of sense. The

ol d powers nust be nearly forgotten. But certain forces
do conme to the call of an ill-doer. Do not disdain old
stories, man out of tine, for in themlies a core of fact.
There is light and there is dark in the world, and to
each certain men incline. If they are willing to pay the
price-for each denmands a price-then certain know

| edge and the power to use it beconmes theirs, by de-
grees of hard | earning. Those who have not the |earning
see a few material objects and believe that is the whole
of the matter, not knowi ng they should cringe and flee
fromwhat |ies behind those playthings. And in this

time those are not playthings. Listen and believe.

Scof fing m ght cost you your life!"

Ray was inpressed in spite of hinself. She believed
so inplicitly in what she said that he nmust accept it as
a part of this life.

"You think that perhaps that Atlantean priest was
trying to get at nme some way? But why?"

"For such reasons as you yourself can list if you
think. You are far fromstupid. First, you are a new
el ement that has been tossed into an old quarrel at a
time of crisis. And such are ever to be treated warily-"

"But I'mjust one man with no particular skills-"

She | ost sone of her renpte withdrawal. "One man
before this has upset the bal ance, turned the tides of
history into a new way. Wat you carry in your nind
may be of service to those with whom you choose to
stand. That is one reason to |lay mnd-control upon
you-though to try to do so in the very citadel of the
Sun shows audacity beyond belief. On the other hand,
you are anpbng us, accepted and secure. Thus could you be
eyes and ears for them No"-she nust have read his
expression aright-"do not be angry. It would be to
their advantage to have this so without your conscious
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know edge. Perhaps"-she frowned now"in ny con-
cernl didill. It mght have been better to have watched
and waited-"

"To see where | woul d have gone?" He caught her
thought. "If | try it again-"
The Lady Ai ee shook her head. "You will not now, at

| east for a space of days. Did | not say that the draft cut-
you free frominfluence? But those in the tenple will;:

know nore than |I. Now'--once nore her hands were'.

on his shoulders, this tine drawing himto his feet-"do."'
you return to your bed, where you will sleep well, ands
in the norning you will awake refreshed with a m nd

at peace.”

Had that meeting been a dream he wondered, when]
he rolled over on the couch and felt the warnth of the;
sun stri ke across his head and shoul ders? Yet it clung,
to his mind in sharp detail as dreams do not do, al nost
as if it were a warning.

"Ho!" Cho cane in. "Rise, brother. Not only food but
a fair norning awaits!"

They swamin a pool with silver sand at its bottom
and an array of fantastic, |eering nonsters carved
about its rim- Then they dressed in silk tunics.

"Your hair grows," Cho observed. "That is well.
free-born warrior does not go cropped as a debt-server."'
He conbed his own | ong | ocks and fastened themwith;
gemmed clips at the nape of his neck

The Lady Ai ee was already seated at the table on the
terrace above the garden when they joined her. She
crunbl ed small grain cakes in her hands and threw t he
bounty to a flock of brilliant birds on a stone wal k
bel ow, | aughing at their greediness. To Ray as well as
Cho, she offered one of her hands after brushing off the
crunbs, and the Anerican tried to copy the Mirian's
grace in kissing it.

"A fair norning, ny sons. But it cannot be spent as
one w shes-"

"A sumons?" Cho asked qui ckly.

"Just so-to the palace. Mayhap afterwards we can
show Ray something of the city." But it seemed to the
Anerican that she watched himgravely, as if her
t houghts were serious. Did she still think that he
mght be a threat to all this, an unconscious spy in
their nmidst? Ray | ost the- small exultation he had felt
si nce waki ng. There night be no cloud across the sun,
but a ghost of last night's chill crept up his spine.

Cho began a qui ck coachi ng of what nust be done

according to court etiquette, and Ray forced hinself to
concentrate upon the other's words. It would seemthat the
Murian Enperor did not live in such state that seniprivate
meetings such as they were now sunmoned to attend were
ordeals, yet there were forns to foll ow

The Lady Aiee interrupted her son after a nmoment or two.

"Ray, the Re Muis |like unto no other man of our world,

nor, | believe, of yours. He is truly one set apart, the sel ected
of the Sun-born, having undergone during his training such
ordeal s as no ordinary man can face. Qur rule does not pass
fromfather to son, as is sonetines true in the |esser

ki ngdonms, but to the best man of the next generation, after
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careful selection, of all the Sun-born blood. He who sits on
the Sun throne is indeed the one of us who had proved his
right to hold all power in his tw hands. Be not uneasy
before him He sees nuch deeper into truth and fal sehood
than ot her nen, and the honest man of good heart is

fearless in his presence."

Was that again nore than reassurance-a warning? Ray could
not tell. But there was no retreat now, and, as far as he
knew, he was honest. Ray was startled at his own thought.
Why shoul d he question his honesty? Wrnings-w tchery-

push :them out of one's mind, concentrate only on what

had happened. He had a straight story, and every word of it
was the truth.

They went in curtained litters, not a nbde of transportation
Ray fancied, but one that was dictated by custom And there
was an escort fromthe palace to clear a path and see their
trip was made as quickly as possible. Wen their bearers at

| ast put down the litters, Ray energed in a courtyard where
a fountain played. Before themwas a flight of stairs up
which the Lady Aiee led them Ray falling in a step or two
behind at her left, as

Cho wal ked to her right. To the sentry at the top, s'gave
their nanes, and he stood asi de before--the en-

trance to a hall.

At its far end hung an ivory-colored curtain and beside it a
gong of beaten silver, with a nallet of the

same netal. The Lady Aiee struck the gong tw ce, and
before the murnmuring echoes had died away, a voice from
beyond the curtai n spoke.

"Enter, Aiee, ny daughter, with the son of ny brother's son
and the stranger from beyond."

They came into a | arger chanber where there was no use of
jewels or netal to break the ivory walls and flooring. Above
themthe roof was a donme, its center open to the sky, and
directly bel ow that opening were four nmen. Instead of the
brilliant silks Ray had seen before, three of themwore |ong
white robes, such as he had seen on the Lady Aiee the night
before, the cow s thrown back as capes. And they were

aged, stooped, their hair as white as their robes.

The fourth man sat a little apart. His tunic was yellow, his
belt of that reddish nmetal of the shields that had protected
themin battle. On his head was a crown in the formof a

sun di sk surnounted by a nine-headed serpent.

The Lady Aiee went to one knee before him Cho and Ray,
| ess agile, foll owed her exanple.

"Greetings, Aiee. And to you, Cho." The dark bl ue eyes of
the man who rul ed nost of the world were now turned on
Ray. "And to you, also, stranger, who has cone so far a
journey. Come you hither-" He arose fromhis chair and | ed
themto the other end of the room where benches of ivory
were cushioned with silk. There he waved themto be seated
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facing him

"The Lady Ayna had nuch to tell us-" he began

Ray could not help staring at the Enperor. Those dark eyes-
like the Lady Aiee's, they seened to see not what was
directly before them but what | ay behind outward
appearances. They were old, very old, with wisdom such

wi sdom as the American had never encountered in his own
time and place. Yet the nan could not be of nore than

m ddl e years.

The Enperor was | ooking at Cho. "You felt that this raider
was a strange ship?"

"After two of ny crew were slain, we rel eased the death-
breather. Though it envel oped the ship, yet stil

it followed us. It was as if those aboard were not dead."
One of the Naacals had drawn nearer, and now he spoke.
"I'n our know edge that weapon has no defense. They nust
now possess w sdom we have not."

"If so, | fear they have paid such a price for it as will lie
heavily on themin days to conme," the Re Mi replied. "They
are to be pitied-" He paused and then sniled faintly. "You-
have done as was right, Cho. And now" Once nore those

eyes were turned on Ray.

"I think you have al ready done us some service, man from
the future, when you freed Cho fromthe Atl anteans.

Per haps you have powers beyond our know edge, strengths
strange to us. But why do you throw in your lot with Mu?"

"My owmn world is gone. As for aiding Cho, first he aided
me. Ot herwi se-1 do not know. " Then after a noment Ray
added, "Is it possible for ne to return to ny own tinme?"

The Re Mu turned to the priest, and the Naacal answered in
a high, thin voice

"Had the youth cone to us by dream even as we ourselves
visit other tinmes in spirit, perhaps this would be so. But to
go in body, that is a different matter. None of us who have
ventured to do this have ever returned."

"I believe that this truth you nust accept," The Re Mi said.
But his eyes probed deeper, deeper, for a | ong nonent

bef ore he added, "Your given name is Ray, which is |ike
unto our word for the Sun power, a potent sign. Tell ne,
what thought you of this Atlantean ship that should have
been a dead hul k, yet still came after?"

"That it was evil."

"So agree all of you. |, too, believe that it contained evil
And to face new evil is a thing to think long on." He fel
silent, and when he spoke again, his voice held a fornal

not e.

"Let this youth be nunbered anong the Sun-born, even as a

son of our house. The duties of that station shall be his, for
say unto you now, mny son, anong us duties far outweigh

rights. And it may be you wll
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di scover our world a harsh one. Learn of it what you: can,
even as it shall learn of you."

It seenmed that their audi ence was concluded and; they were
free to go. Once nore in the outer corridor,' away fromthe
actual presence of the Enperor, Ray tried to understand

what had been the reason for the Re Mi's inpact on him It
was not the Murian's physical bearing, fine though that was,
nor any great wisdomin his words. It was rather what he
did not do or say but what was ever behind himlike a great,
billow ng cloak, which nade hima figure of awe and
veneration. .;

They returned to the litters and their waiting escort. The
Lady Ai ee was sniling.

"Since we are no | onger on sumons," she said, "I have
asked that we be taken to the nmarketpl ace that Ray may see
the busy heart of the city."

It appeared proper now to | oop back the curtains of the
litters, or so Ray assuned when Cho did so, and he could

see nore of the city. The streets were w de and wel |l paved,
with stone-rimmed beds of flowers and small trees
ornanenting themat intervals. Then, at the edge of a circle,
they cane to a halt, and the Lady; Aiee dism ssed escort and
litter bearers with her thanks.

Ray saw sone in the crowds nore plainly dressed than he
and his conpanions. But there were none in rags, nor did
any appear to be less than well fed.

"The flower sellers-" Lady Aiee indicated a side.; way that
was a riot of color. Cho went to one of the: booths and
returned, after a nmonent or two of bargaining, with a smal
bouquet giving forth a sweet fragrance, which he presented
to his nother. She sniff it appreciatively.

"Now why does not the spring's breath ever grow in our
garden? The Flame knows we have tried to raise

many tines, tending and cosseting it. Yet always doe it
shrivel and die. One of the mysteries no Naacal ca

sol ve. Now'-she placed her hand on Cho's arm"do | not
owe honecoming gifts? What better time to choose them™

"While we are still greatly wel come?" Cho | aughed:

"Ah, yes, by all neans, let us profit by that. Were to, ny
| ady?"

"Krafiti's, | believe."

They went past the alley of the flower sellers and cane to a
side way, where the street was |ined by open-fronted shops.
Sun struck in here and there to raise rai nbow arcs from
wares spread on display trays. Ray had never seen such an
open showi ng of gens, arid he gaped, amazed, |ingering
behind the others. Many of the jewels were set in the red
metal new to him and he asked Cho what it was.

"Orichalcum It has many properties and is a conmpound of
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gol d, copper, and silver, but in what proportion of each is
the guarded secret of the smiths."

One of the merchants arose to greet the Lady Aiee. "Indeed
the Flame favors me this day, that the Sun-born | ady and
her lords find it their pleasure to visit my unworthy shop-"

"Indeed, Krafiti, if you will fashion nasterpieces, then you
must continue to tenpt us past forbearance. | have heard
much of a certain pearl headdress-"

"Let the Sun-born but be seated and it shall be brought for
their inspection. A-Hanml'-he spoke to his assistant-"bring
forth the crown of one hundred and ten."

"Now we shall see true beauty,"” Cho told Ray in a whisper.
"Krafiti is a master craftsman, and his agents bring himthe
finest stones fromall over the world."

The assi stant reappeared bearing a tray of ebony. Onits
bl ack surface rested the |life-sized bust of a woman, al so of
the sane dark wood, and on the head was the crown.

A net of rose-shaded pearls was neant to confine the
wearer's hair in the back, and over the forehead rose the
ni ne- headed serpent constructed of the sane gens, sone as
|l arge as Ray's thunbnail. The Lady Aiee put forth a finger
and stroked the head of the serpent before she spoke.

"Wel |l do you design your tenptations. Now that | have
| ooked upon it, | cannot rest until it is mne."

"But, of course! Did | not fashion this thinking of the Sun-
born? To none else would | offer it. If you do not wish it,
then it shall be broken apart and the pearls used otherw se."

"It is mne. Let it be brought to the courtyard. Now show
us armets, for I owe honmeconing gifts to the warriors

who have seen duty in far places." She sniled at Ray. "It is
the custom anong us to present snall treasures to those
returning fromdifficult journeys. Choose you one of these
and wear it with good fortune."

Ray | ooked down at a bew |l dering array of genmed arm
bands. Then he glanced up at her. "You choose for ne; it is
your gift."

Her sm | e deepened, and he knew she was pl eased.

"This then-" She took up a band carved fromjet in the
form of nine-headed serpents, small dianonds naki ng the
reptilian eyes. "The serpents are for wi sdom which all nen
need. And it is unlike all others-"

"Save this one," Krafiti answered. He held out one of

m | ky jade, nmade to the same design, but with ruby eyes
"Then that is yours, Cho, if it pleases you."

"As it well does," he replied pronptly.

"Upon the inner side you shall set nanes,"” the Lady A ee
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ordered. "For the black 'Ray,' for the jade 'Cho,' and send
themwith the crown."

"It is done, Sun-born."

Ray | ooked at them|ying together, black against white, and
both the brighter seem ng for that contrast. Serpents-they
appear to revere snakes here, he thought, not to hold the
prejudice of his own tine against that species. The arm

band was beautiful inits craftsmanship, a work of art, and it
was a gift of friendship. Yet sonehow He did not know

why he wi shed it would renmain where it now was, to be

worn by another.. It was as if that black band held sone

dire prom se.

He got to his feet quickly, suddenly conscious the others
were waiting for him And the Lady Al ee was watching him
cl osel y.
"What is it?" she asked a little sharply.

"Not hi ng. The contrast, black agai nst white, makes
them nore arresting-"

She | ooked to the bands. "Yes, that is true. And that
is all?"

"All," he replied firmy. He was going to have no
nmore of forebodings born in the inagination-they
seenmed to be far too easily nurtured in this world.

THOUGH Iife in the courtyard of the Lady A ee night
have | uxurious outer trappings, it was not, Ray

di scovered, an idle one for any of them H s own task
seenmed to be learning the Miurian script for reading of
the book rolls. And it was not easy. In the passing of
time Ray began to note that there were portions of
Murian life that were not as open to himas those rolls
over whi ch he pored.

The Lady Ai ee vani shed for hours, active in tenmple
duties. That was the one major building in the city that
he had not been invited to visit. It was, he gathered,
the very heart of the I and. Wy had they negl ected
showing it to hinf

O was it neglect, Ray asked hinsel f one norning
when he had gone to the window to rest his eyes on the
greenery wi thout. He had caught a word or two be-
tween Cho and his nother that very day, enough to
know t hat Cho was going to the tenple for a specia
cerenony devoted to those |ost at sea. Yet nothing had
been said to Ray concerning this.

Was he-had he wal ked again by night in answer to
what the Lady Aiee seened sure was another's will? If
he had, he did not knowit. Did they still hold himin a
certain supicion so they would not take himinto any
shrine they held in respect? -

The Sun was the synmbol of their suprenme being.
That had been easy enough to understand, and it was
one of the oldest of all beliefs. But there was a Flane to
whi ch they alluded now and again, also a sign of
religi ous power.

So far he had kept within the bounds he thought
they had set for him going only on such errands
around the city as he had been invited to share, to the
market, to the docks with Cho, and once on a pl easure
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party on the river, where the Lady Ayna and her

hostess in the city had al so been guests. Wat he had seen,
Ray stored away, to mull over privately. But there was al ways
an uneasy feeling, now growi ng ever stronger, that what he
was shown were only surface things and that all that really
mattered in this land was kept fromhim In spite of the ease
of manner and friendly attitude of those about him he

remai ned ever the stranger

"My ford-"

So intent was he upon his own thoughts that he was startl ed

by those words fromthe doorway. And in his surprise a

smal | suspicion sprang to life. Perhaps he was never really left
al one. He gl anced back at the serving man.

"Yes, Tanpro?"
"A messenger, lord, fromthe Geat One."
"The Lady Aiee, Lord Cho, they are gone-"

"The nmessenger woul d speak with you, lord. He cane in
haste."

A royal nessenger, for hinf
"Admit him?"

But Tanpro had al ready gone, and a nonent later a nan in
the uniform of the palace guard stood in his place.

"To the Sun-born, greeting. The G eat One asks for your
presence in the Hall of the Sky."

Ray nodded. Hi s thoughts were junbled, and he forgot the
formal phrase that should answer that. He followed the

other to a litter, noting that again the curtains were drawn
after his entrance so that he could neither see nor be seen.
Why? Hi s i magi nati on supplied a score of answers in al nost
as many nonents, and each w |l der than that which had
preceded it. The bearers noved at a jog trot, which
suggested the need for speed.

He heard the challenge of sentries, a |lowvoiced reply from
his escort. Then they were out of the bustle of a city street
into conparative quiet. Finally the bearers cane to a halt and
set down their burden.

Ray energed, but not in the same fountained court

yard he had visited before. This was a narrow space between
two high walls. No plants grew here to break the starkness
of those white stone stretches, and there was a prom se of
gri m purpose that awoke wariness. Directly before himwas

a door giving entrance to a tower.

The white surface of its sides was snooth except for the

door. But, as Ray | ooked up, he saw synbols of gold set

above. And for all his past patient study, these he, could not
read. The nessenger-officer stood in the. doorway

nmotioning for Ray to join him
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"The Great One waits!" Inpatience was in his tone. "Above-
" He stood aside to wave Ray onto a stair that curved about
the inner wall of the tower. And the.'

" American clinmbed that alone, the officer remaining bel ow

There was a curious sinplicity to the inner portion of the
tower, as if it had been deliberately designed to copy an

ol der and ruder formof architecture froma day when nen

built in rough stone and | earned skills even as they so built.
The stair canme through an open well into a roomthat

occupi ed the whole of the tower's interior, an enpty room
Again the stair curved up, |eading higher, through a second
enpty room and, a third.

Then he canme to the topnpbst section. Awaiting himthere

were not only the Re Mu but also two of the Naacals.

Behi nd themthe circular expanse of the wall was broken at
interval s by opaque ovals, certainly not nmeant as w ndows,
for, though it was bright sunlight' without, no light entered
t hrough them but cane from gl obes resting on tripods near

the three seats. The rest of the roomwas as bare as those
bel ow.

Ray knelt, feeling awkward and foolish, but follow ng the
ritual of the court. However, none of them made him
greeting. Instead, he found hinself the center of their
probi ng gaze, and his distrust grew. This had the feeling of
an inquisition, save that he had no crime to answer for
"That is the truth. We do not sunmon you to any

accounting.”

It was the Re Mu who spoke.' No, not for anything in the
past are you sunmoned here, but rather for an act to come-"

Ray was bew | dered. "You believe that | nean you harmin
some way?" Here it was, Lady Aiee's suspicion. So he did
have a right. to feel apprehensive.

"No-you rmay be able to work us well, not ill! Tell . him U
Cha. "

"1t is thus," one of the Naacals said. "Those of Atlantis have
now truly closed the | anes of thought, an act never before
committed since land and living things rose fromthe sline of
the sea bottom after Hyperborea was dashed to the depths.

"Al ways have certain minds in the notherland been trained to
communi cate with like in the colonies. Thus does the Re Ml
give his commands to the viceroys of the outer |ands. Now
we can so speak only to the frontier posts of Mayax, no
farther. Those who have chosen of their will to march into

t he Shadow have set up a barrier none of us can pierce. And
what foul ness they plot behind that cloud-that we nust |earn
for the sake of the notherland."

"It is thus." The Re Mu |l eaned forward a little, and again that
overwhel mi ng aura, which seemed as nuch a part of himas

his cl oak, engul fed Ray, whether by the Enperor's deliberate
will or not, the American did not know. "W cannot break

this barrier. But there is a small chance that you might be able
to do so. You cone froma time when different thoughts
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and powers are a part of its people. What bars us may be no
hi ndrance to you. Whuld you be willing to aid us in trying to
see what our enenies would do?"

"Do you nmean-send nme to Atlantis?" Ray asked slowy.
"Not in body, no, but in mnd," replied the Naacal U Cha.

"For such voyaging," the Re Mu added, "we have many
saf eguards. Ali-" He broke off, his eves holding

Ray's. "l see that you know little of the mnd and its _
powers. Your strength in your time is founded on other

means. So, to you, this is a fearsone thing, for you . would
not | oose what you neither understand nor can . control. But
do not suspect this so nuch. Have you not' already talked
mnd to mnd? Once you are taught, you will have use of the

i nner power as have all the Sun-born. But | respect your
hesitation, since to you. this is an unwal ked wi | derness over
which no trails' run, an uncharted sea."

He was useful to them Ray thought. They woul d be' carefu
of a tool they needed. And it was true that he had
communi cated with Cho and the others, and no harm had
cone fromit. Still-the Lady Ai ee had warned hi m he mi ght
al ready have been tested as a tool-by the other side.

"Not so!" Again the Re Mi read his thought. "Think you we
woul d dare to use what we doubted? You shall see the proof
of that here and now. "

The second of the Naacals drew forth from beneath his
cloak a crystal such as Ray had seen in the Lady Aiee's hand
on the night he had wal ked in his sleep

"Hold this within your two hands, touching first your heart
and t hen your forehead."

The priest did not hand it over but tossed the crystal through
the air, and Ray caught it. Obediently he cl osed his hands
upon it, palmto palm It was not cool as he had expected,

but faintly warm He brought his hands to his chest for a |ong
monent, and then, at the Naacal's gesture, raised themto his
f or ehead.

"Return it now"The Naacal held out his hand, and Ray
tossed the snmall sphere back even as it had cone to him It
glowed faintly, but otherwise it was as it had been before.
The three, |ooking upon it, nodded as one.

"None tainted with the Shadow coul d have done this," the Re
Mi said. "Now, what is your choice? It nust be freely

made. "

"How wi Il | know what to look for-if |I go?" Ray asked.
"You will be sent to the proper places,"” replied the
Enper or.

"When?"

"Now. Delay is dangerous."
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-,ay ran his tongue over his lips. Yes or no? He did not

doubt that they believed firmy in what they would do. But

to himit was questionable. Still-let themtry, if it meant so
nmuch.

"Al'l right," he answered quickly, suddenly afraid his
reluctance would w n.

The Naacal s took over. A stone in the wall turned at a touch,
openi ng upon a basin of water that held in its depths a
sparkling life. They stripped himand bathed himin that

water, which left his flesh tingling. Then they wapped himin
a robe as white as theirs and set himdown in the chair that
had been the Re Mu's. The Enperor now stood behind Ray

and cupped his hands in a blindfold over the Arerican's

eyes.

"See a dark curtain hangi ng before you," ordered the
Murian rul er. r

Suddenly it was there, black, thick, tangible, falling in heavy
fol ds.

"Go through-forward!" rang the command in his ears.

Ray obeyed. Between his fingers he felt the snmooth fabric of
that curtain, its weight across his hand as he pushed at it to
open a slit. Then he clung to it in agony, for flane washed
about him searing.

"Back!" Somewhere a voice shouted that, but very faintly.

Ray stunbl ed ahead. The slit was open and prom sed an
escape fromthe fire he could not see. He plunged through it
and was out, in the mdst of light.

He stood at one end of along, colummed hall, the red walls

of which were swall owed by shadows. On those walls in

mute colors, but mssing no details, were murals such as
fiends out of hell night have devi sed and executed. Ray tried
to turn his head, his eyes away, sickened. But the will he
sensed in control of his

actions made himstare at each horror as he went, as
if assessing all their obscenity and cruelty.

As he cane al ong the dusky side of those pillars, Ray

di scovered he was not alone in the hall, for beyond was. a

bl ack stone altar and, about it, a group very intent on' sone
action. There was a chant he did not understand, but he
paused behind a pillar, knowing that this, too,; was

sonet hing that nust be w t nessed.

On the surface of the altar crouched a statue of gold.. The

thing had a bull head with w de stretching

horns, incongruous when coupled to a hunan body. And

around its gl eam ng yell ow hovered a nurky bl ack cl oud.

This Ray recogni zed, without surprise, as evil, the evil inherent in the thoughts of which this
beast-thing was the

synbol .

Those by the altar nunbered five. Two wore red robes, had
shaven skulls, like the Atlantean priest he had seen on board
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the ship, and were servants of this foul god. A third had
warrior's arnor, and the fourth a rich robe and nmany jewels.

The latter had a small round mouth with pale lips, rather like
the sucker of a devilfish. His small eyes were set deep in rolls
of greasy skin. Ray knew instant hate, revulsion, as if all his
enotions had been so hei ghtened that response cane quickly

and in top degree.

On the lower step of the altar lay the fifth man. He had been
stripped and bound, a hel pless prisoner. But fromhimthere
came a kind of light that Ray read as a reflection of
desperate courage. By his skin and hair, Ray guessed the
captive to be Mirian.

The chanting stopped, and one of the priests noved, the
murky light glinting on a blade in his hand.

"Fish one!" The captive spat at the Red Robe. "M stands
against all of you and your devil god!"

As the bl ade sl ashed down, his body arched under the bl ow,
and then he gasped. The other priest was ready to catch the
gushing blood in a waiting bow. Hand to hand that bow
passed, and nen drank fromit

Ray, sick, struggled against the will that held himthere unti
he was rel eased and the hall of horrors was gone. Now he
stood high on a wall above a harbor choked w th ships.

And there he remained for sone tine, as if through his eyes
all bel ow was being carefully exam ned, though to himit
meant no nore than many vessels of different shapes and
sizes closely crowded together.

Then the harbor in turn vani shed, and he was in another hall
but this tine of a palace rather than a tenple. Though the

wall's were still of red stone, here the hall was lined with
other colors, and there were tapestries of fantastic design.

The man of the jewel ed robe, whom he had | ast seen at the

altar of the bull god, sat on a throne with courtiers gathered
around him And over all that assenbl age the nurky cloud
hovered. Ray knew it for an effluviumof spirit, and he did

not question his ability to see it. Before the Poseidon-for this
man coul d be no other-was a group of prisoners, heavily

chai ned Muri ans.

Faint and far away, as if from sonme great distance, Ray
heard the words of the ruler. Sight was far sharper than
sound for him

"You stand al one. Your notherland has left you to us. Even
toni ght the blood of your captain has satisfied the thirst of
Ba-Al. Mi is now as a pinch of dust upon the hem of our

cl oak, which we shall shake off, to be scattered by the w nd.
You woul d do well to see this-"

One of the captives flung back his head, trying to clear his
face of his |oose, tangled hair. "Evil worshiper, Mi lives
forever! Her arns are about us always. If it be her will that
we die for the good of others, than we die. You spawn out

of the pit of the Dark. Do you believe any son of Mi

woul d work wi ckedness at your conmmand?"
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The Poseidon smled cruelly. "So"-his voice was now so
soft and far away that Ray could hardly separate one word
fromthe next-"you still speak stiff-necked and with
arrogance in your nouth, defiance on

your tongues. Nay, | shall kill no nore of you now. You
shall | keep that your feet nmay sear as you are forced to run
across the coals of what was once M. "

"The not herl and does not fall so easily, not while one of
our race yet breathes. If you reckon so, you are the greater
fool!" was the captive's pronpt reply.

Now the fat, oily cheeks of the Posei don darkened, seem ng
to swell with anger. "Qut with themto the slinme pits-out!"

The will sumopned Ray again as he caught a | ast glinpse of
the captives being dragged away. This time he found
hinself in the shop of a nmerchant, |ike unto those he had
visited in the marketplace of the Miurian city.

"Not rmuch | onger nust we stand aside for the traders of

Mu. " There was satisfaction in the voice of the man who
lifted a tankard to his lips, drank, and touched a square of
linen delicately to his lips thereafter

"The not herl and has great powers-" There was a tone of
doubt in that answer from one of his conpanions.

"Bah!" The nerchant drank again and |icked his lips
appreciatively. "Have not the priests of Ba-Al |earning al so?"

Then Ray was in the upper chanber of a tower, or high

buil ding, for froma w ndow nearby there was a hazy

glinmpse of lights far below For the first tine since he had
stepped through tinme's gate, he was surrounded by objects
that had kinship with his owm world. Strange as some were,
the tubing, and much else named it a |aboratory. And at a
table in the far corner were two red-robed Atl anteans.

"W nust have a man to feed it again," one declaimed. And
once nore, though Ray stood close to the pair, their voices
were dimand far away.

"There is one waiting, a Mirian prisoner. Let himwel cone
the enbraces of the Loving One, as will his kin hereafter!"
The priest's vul pine face was alight _ with an eagerness that
was |i ke hunger, and the nurk:

of evil was very dark over his head.

But his fell ow | ooked down at his own hands, where
they lay upon the table, and there was doubt plain in his dark
face.

"Do we open gates we cannot close again? Sonetinmes | fear
we | eap too far, too soon-"

"Does not the Shadow | ord stand to protect his own? The day
of the Flane is now at sunset."”

VWhat evil they, then wought Ray did not remenber. If the wll
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wat ched it through his eyes, it was, nercifully, w ped fromhis
m nd before he stood again at the dark curtain. Once nore he
passed t hrough an agony of fire as he felt its fabric balled

within his fists. And then, weak and ill, he opened his eyes to
the tower roomin Mi, its opaque wall openings |ike great
blind eyes.

The Re Mu faced him but the forner serenity was m ssing
fromhis face. And the Naacals were al so nmen | ooki ng upon an
ultimte doomw th naught to defend them Ray's fatigue was a
heavy burden, a kind of sickness.

"So, that is what they do-unl ock the gates that no hunman
should lay hand to-"the Re Mu hal f whispered. "Do they not
know t hat such as they have invoked al ways turns upon its

woul d-be masters in the end? It can be brought forth, but to
send it hence again is another matter. Peace be on those they
have sent Sunward. And you"-he spoke now to Ray, reaching

out to pull the robe closer about the American's shoul ders-"to
your our debt is beyond neasure, for not to have known what
they do woul d be our disaster."”

"What happened in that | aboratory?"

"Be thankful you cannot remenber. We nust go-to prepare

our answer. But it shall rest heavily upon our minds until we lie
at peace in our grave-niches. They have comitted a sin for

which there is no pardon, and paynment shall be exacted in kind.

U Cha-bring the water of life-"

The el der Naacal handed the Emperor a cup of the sparkling
water. Slipping his arm behind Ray's shoul ders, the Mirian ruler
supported himuntil he had

drunk all of the liquid. As it ran down his throat, Ray
felt newlife and energy cone into him
"You nust rest. And these shall watch so that your
sl eep shall be dream ess. Then we will send you hone-"
Al ready the wei ght of sleep pressed on Ray's eyelids.
He was hardly conscious of the fact that the Naacal s
had produced a mat they snoot hed out on the floor,
that the Re Mu, with his own hands, assisted themin
lowering the Anerican to it. Yet, in spite of his desire
to sleep, he shivered when nenories he did not sum
mon of what he had seen, or thought he had seen, in
Atl antis returned unbidden. Then a hand touched his
forehead, and words were spoken in a | anguage he did
not understand. Menory vani shed, and there was only
sl eep.
When he awoke, there was a soft gl ow about him
Those oval s, which were not wi ndows, held a |ight of
their own, bathing the room him Soneone stirred,
and he turned his head slowy. Even that small nove-
ment required a vast amount of will and detern na-
tion. The Lady Aiee smiled at him
"They have told me of what you have done, and
have cone that you nmay be tended by one of your own
courtyard."
Ray's eyes closed despite his desire. "One of your own
courtyard." But what had any Miurian courtyard to do
with hin? This was not his world, nor his time, and he
was the alien-
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Trees, tall, tall as the towers of Mi, rising up from
the soil. And between them fl owed shadows that nade
a bewi | dering maze of the ground. Sonewhere anobng
themfarther-farther-he nust go-farther-

"Ray! Ray!"
Faintly, like the voices of the Atlantean dreans, so
came that call, but it was inperative, so denmandi ng

that he had to listen-to listen and then to stop run-
ni ng between the trees toward the unknown goal

"Ray!
Hi s hands were caught. He tried to break the grip
E
that held them and coul d not. ?

"Return!"”

Not faint that call but as |loud as a thunderclap
heralding a storm wth such power in it that he
cowered, fearing the comng of a lightning after stroke

"Return!" Again that conmmand was delivered, as if
there could be no question of disobedience.

Ray opened his eyes. Beside himknelt the Lady
Aiee. It was her hands that held his. And behind her
stood the el der Naacal, his fingers upon the lady's
shoul ders, as if they nust be |inked so.

"Stay!" It was the Naacal who comuanded that. Now
he | oosed his grip on the Lady Aiee to bend over Ray.
Bet ween his hands appeared, as if fromthin air, the
crystal globe. And light fromthe wall panels seened to
speed into it, to reissue as a |um nous cloud, bathing
t he Anerican.

Once nore he closed his eyes. But now there were no
trees, no need to seek-nothing but healing sleep.

g

A LONG LEGCED bird ran along the curving line in

the sand that marked the high tide, searching for

victims of the sea. It had already feasted on a snal
devilfish and was anticipating other rich finds. Rounding
a rock, it squawked and flashed in retreat.

Ray, disturbed by that screech of fright, raised his
head fromhis arns and | ooked about the pocket-sized
cove. A butterfly with wings of netallic blue danced
above his head, only to flutter away. The beach was his
alone. He wanted it so. In one sense he was al ways
alone. In spite of the warm acceptance of the Mirians,
there was ever in his mnd a barrier between them the
feeling that this was not real, at least for him

What had happened eventually to this | and and
peopl e? Sonme worl d-wi de catastrophe nust have changed
the whole face of the planet, to reshape it into the
di visions of |and and sea known in his tine. Had
remmants of the Murian nation escaped to nore stable
| ands, been caught on islands that were nmountain tops
raised fromMI's rolling plains? Cvilization nust have
di ed quickly in such chaos. The survivors woul d de-
scend into savagery, and all but |egend woul d vani sh.
Her kings would be the hal f-renmenbered gods of de-
generate races.

Was this now the | ast days of Mu or her prime?

The Barren Lands, they were his own-if anything
here could be linked to him or he to it. Sone day-
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sonme day he woul d go back there.

There was a pattering as the greedy bird, deceived
and heartened by Ray's silence, ventured back. After
wat chi ng the American for a long nonment, the bird
scuttled on to round another rock on the other side of
the cove.

It shot back, again squawking wildly, and Ray heard
spl ashing, as if soneone or sonething noved through
shal | ow wave wash. He hoped they woul d not cone on, an

,d they did not. But their voices carried easily, by sone trick
of the echoing rocks. A single word aroused the American to
strict attention.

"-Ba-Al's tenple on the night of the midyear feast. Ri sk our
necks for Mu? If they believe that, they are fools. | say-free
ourselves as Atlantis did. Expel the Sun-born. If they won't
go-why, then let themneet Ba-Al. He has a use for such, |
understand." The speaker | aughed.

"Then you sail east?" asked another voi ce.

"On the third day fromthis, or sooner if we can clear. These
Murian fools did not question ny sailing authority-why

should they? | amonly a grain trader from U ghur, bound

for the outposts of Mayax, and have taken the sane route

two years now. They know me when | wear that cloak

There is but one small thing. There is one of those accursed
Sun-born-the Lady Ayna-in this city now, and she knows mny

face. | visited her courtyard before the matter of the hide
ships, when | was proclainmed a five-year outlaw. |If she sees
me here in forbidden territory, she will report it. The Sun-

born to Ba-Al, that is what | say!"
"How wi || you pass the eastern guards to reach our friends?"

"That is ny secret. Gve ne what know edge you have

gained, and | shall take it safely, never fear. This is not ny
first trip to carry such. And your brothers in the Shadow wil |
wel cone ne. "

"l dare not seek too much. There are sections of the tenple
that are forbidden and protected. They have ways of reading
more than a man's surface thoughts, these Fl ame-tutored
priests. It is nuch that | have been accepted, even as a
novi ce. "

"You will get what is asked of us." There was a threat in the
first voice now. "W know that in sonme way, recently, they
have been able to penetrate the curtain of darkness. And they
di scovered the Loving One; so nuch have |inked m nds

rel ayed. You must discover how they did this thing and any
def ense t hey

plan-that is vital. Now, get you back before they question
why one who goes to the bedside of an ailing father is seen
at the seashore in talk with a merchant captain from Ui ghur."

"Seen?" There was sharp panic in that cry. "But you said that
this was a place of safety, where we could nmeet wi thout any
fear of discovery.”
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"There is no place that is conpletely safe, you fool! The

el ement of risk is always present in our business. If you do
not believe that, then you are worse than a fool. Never cease
to be aware that you walk a cord over a pit of fire in spite of
your safeguard talisman. Now go!"

Ray crept across the sand to the rock at the end of the cove.
But he was too late to see nore than that one wore the white
robe of a Naacal, the other a |eather tunic once stained bl ue,
now faded and bl eached by salt spray. A plain, crestless

hel met hid the latter's hair, and fromthe rear he mi ght be any
captain of a small trader.

As they vanished up a path on the cliff wall, Ray god to his
feet, brushing sand fromhis tunic. He tried to renenber

where lay the. nearest guard station along™ the road. Surely he
had passed one com ng here.

When he had scranbled up to the road, there was no' one in
sight resenbling the two he wanted to trail. A: couple of

el ephants rocked by, throwing up a cloud of dust, their back
burdens tightly lashed. And a horseman with the roya
couriers' horn slung fromhis shoul der spurred to overtake

t he ponderous nmarch of the beasts.

Al travelers halted at the outer gate of the city, to be passed
by a guard. An ancient custom |ong abandoned,,

had been recently revived and was now a source of nuch
conpl aint and grunbling by those who could see no reason
for such del ays

"Name and rank?" a soldier asked Ray with a weary , voice
of one who had done this fifty tinmes before this.. hour and
would do it doubtlessly fifty tinmes again the

next .
"The Sun-born Ray, of the courtyard of the Lady Aiee.”

"Pass." But the soldier stared in open surprise. To see one
of the Sun-born on foot and al one was so out of the
ordinary as to alert suspicion

Ray hurried into the street beyond, unaware that he was
already a matter of report between the sentry and his
superior. The citadel -he nmust get there as soon as he coul d.
Again he nanmed hinself to a sentry at the outer wall of the
pal ace.

"The Sun-born Ray, with a nmessage of inportance for the
Re Mu!"

He cane into the courtyard of the fountain and, after a wait,
was brought into the audi ence chanber of the Enperor

The Re Mu was attended now not only by the Naacals, but

al so by warriors who | ooked at the Anmerican in surprise.

But the Re Mu beckoned hi m forward.

"One who cones in such haste nust bear a natter of sone
i mport."

Ray gl anced at the officers, and the Murian ruler raised his
hand so those others fell back some distance.. "You nmay

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (72 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:44 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt
speak-"

Swiftly the Arerican told-his story, and as he spoke, the Re
Mi's face becane a mask of authority.

"You have done well to seek us quickly with this. Can you
descri be these nmen-their faces-?"

"No, Great One. Beyond the fact that one wore a Naacal's
robe and the other was a sea officer from Ui ghur, | have no
other identification. | think that | would know their voices
were | to hear them again."

"According to his own words the Lady Ayna knows the
seaman. That is one aid. But the novice-"

One of the Naacals beside the Re Mu stirred, and there was
cold fury in his voice

"Be sure we shall find the traitor and also what arts he has
enpl oyed that the safeguards of the Flame did not uncover
him Wat we learn fromhis lips shall be speedily yours,
Lord of the Flane."

"VWich | eaves the seaman for us. Hold yourself in

readi ness, Sun-born, to return hither and help to identify
him You have our |eave to go-"

Ray returned to the courtyard of the Lady Aiee. He was
tempted to visit the docks and | ook there for a U ghur

seaman in a stained blue jerkin. But it was close to twilight,
and his conmon sense told himthat the forces the | aw

woul d set in notion would be far nore effective than any
amateur effort on his part.

"Ray! Where have you been?" Cho strode al ong the garden
path. "W have been seeking you-"

"I went to the seashore.” Ray hesitated. Should he tell Cho
the rest? Wiy not? There had been no pronise extracted
fromhimnot to. He nmounted to the terrace and found the

m stress of the household already seated at the table.

"I amsorry," he said hurriedly. "I had not thought the hour
so |late."

"But, | think"-her expression changed-"You have a better
excuse for us than nere | apse of menory. |Is that not so?"

"This-" For the second tine he told his story. "Then
reported it to the Re Mu."

"By the Flame! Traitors within the city!" Cho excl ai med.

"Wthin the tenple! But how could evil cloak itself so well
as to enter there undetected?" The Lady A ee sounded
shaken, uncertain, as Ray had never heard her before.

' "The Naacal said they would search himout." Her distress
was such that Ray was uneasy in turn. Sonehow during the

past days he had cone to | ook upon her as one so sure of
hersel f that she remmined a secure support in all difficulties.
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"Those who cross the Naacals," Cho replied, "do not find
life so pleasant that they desire to cling to it long. One could
al most pity such a one."

"No!" H's nother's voice was sharp. "There is no pity for

one who deliberately twists the things of light to serve the
Dark. For this one knows good and, of his own will, serves

evil. He is a chooser of the Shadow

even as those of Atlantis. Pity is for the weak of spirit, not -
the weak of heart-"

"I think now we nove one, perhaps two, steps closer to the
day when the fleet goes forth to the east." Cho sounded as
if he found that a satisfying thought.

Ray remenbered his dreamjourney, or had it been a

drean? To Cho, battle m ght be a matter of black and

white, evil vanqui shed by good. So had the Mirian al ways
spoken of this struggle, in the rare times he mentioned the.
future. But there was that | aboratory in the Atl antean tower
and what had been bl anked from Ray's nenory. Now he

wi shed" he could recall it, for what night be fact can be
wor sened by i magi nati on, and when he allowed hinself to
renenber, nore than one horror vividly cane to life for

hi m

"They may have new weapons,

he said now, "strange ones-

Cho glanced at him "I cannot ask questions, but you speak
as one who knows."

Though he had not been told to keep his dream journey a
secret, Ray had, instinctively, never spoken of it since the
visit to the tower. And this was the first tine Cho had ever
approached the subject even obliquely.

"I amnot sure of what | know, if | know anything at all,6"
Ray said now. And though he spoke the truth, he was sure
that the Murian took it as an evasion

Cho shrugged. "No matter. We live under orders."

Ray hesitated. He had so little in this world to cling to-Cho,
by reason of chance and then through honest |iking, the

Lady Ai ee- Suppose he |lost even such little as he had? But

bef ore he coul d speak, the servants brought the evening

meal , and they tal ked of the small surface things of the day.

The Anerican ate what was set before him not very nuch
aware of taste or flavor, nerely that he was hungry and this
satisfied his need. But he noted after a while that the Lady
Ai ee scarcely touched the contents of the dishes offered her.
At |ast she arose and went to

the edge of the terrace, |ooking beyond the garden wall to
the lights of the city.

"How long will this |ast?" she asked. Her words were | ow,

but they carried.” W shall survive this war-that the casting of
the tenple lots told us. But the end conmes in tine. Perhaps

not during our own years or in the time lived by our sons
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sons. Still the darkness of the future shall swallow us up
And you tell ne, Ray, in your tine we are unknown.

Atlantis falls and nman renmenbers dimy; Mi goes and even

|l egend is lost. The sea covers both of us, and new | ands
arise, with new races who know not the |aw, perhaps any

law. And it all begins again. Nations formfrom savage
bands, new cities, new | earning, new struggles-but no end to
pain and war and evil. Is that not also so?"

Ray nodded. "It is so."

,- "You say in your tinme nmen |land on the noon, reach for

the other planets. But if they cannot conquer the war within
them then they only carry it out and out-perhaps sone day
to the stars. And what will be the good of that?"

"No good," Ray agreed. "Yet-"

"Yet"-she caught the thought fromhim"it is the nature of
our species to be so, at war within, as well as without. And
until we can conquer ourselves, we carry the touch of evi
with us wherever we go. So perhaps we shall set black and

bl oody fingers even upon the brightness of the stars. But
these are the thoughts the Shadow casts upon our minds to
make us believe all struggle is for naught, so surrender
comes the easier. W go up against Atlantis, lest in this time
and pl ace the Shadow does envel ope the earth-our earth.

Mi is old; Mayax, U ghur grow old. Atlantis is rotted by
evil. What of the Barren Lands, Ray?"

"Great plains, and a forest-" He fell silent, thinking of that
forest. "Trees-"

"Trees?" Cho repeated, rousing Ray to the fact that he nust
have said that al oud.

"Such trees as were not known in my day," he expl ai ned.

"At least not in that part of the land. It is a

country that, | think, does not welcome nen." And he

realized that he had unraveled a small part of the nystery. It
was true that the forest did not welcome nman, that it
resisted, tried to expel the intruder.

"Yet, it is your country," said the Lady Ai ee.
"I't will be. Nowit is for no man unless he would battle it."
"VWhich in time he shall." That was a prom se from her.

Li ssa, the Lady Aiee's maid, cane through the begi nning
dusk.

"A messenger fromthe citadel. The Sun-born lords are to
report at once."

"Go in peace." The Lady Aiee held out her hands, one to
each. "Though |I think we have but little of that left to us-so
treasure what we have."

No litters this tine but a file of guards. And the clink of
sword agai nst body arnmor was sharp in the quiet side
street, though lost in the humof the nmain hi ghway.
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The Re Mu was enthroned in the audi ence chanber, but his
only courtiers were two Naacal s and a conpany of

warriors. The escort with Ray and Cho saluted with bared
swords, and the sullen rasp of nmetal against netal caused a
man standi ng before the throne to glance nal evolently at

t hem

"A bench for the Sun-born." The Re Mu acknow edged
their reverences. Two of the warriors pulled forward a
narrow seat for themto share

The Murian ruler turned his attention to the man before
hi m

"Your clearances state that you sail with grain to supply the
eastern outposts of Myax."

"I't is as those state, G eat One."

Ray started with surprise. This was the traitor from U ghur
He woul d swear to it.

"Your home port is Chan-Chal ?"
"That is so, Great One."

He was a younger man than Ray had expected. And there
was a kind of assurance about himthat was

either a very well-nmaintained cover for a man skilled in
nmeeting danger or else a reckless determination to defy his
enem es to the end.

"How many years did you sail with the fleet?"

"The five of custom Geat One. | amno Sun-born to
wal k the decks for only three-"

No cover, Ray was sure. This man knew he was fi ni shed,
but he would go down fighting. H's defiance was now
open.

"Have you heard of one Sydyk?"

"Aye. He was an officer of the fleet, outlawed for stealing
public revenues."

"Sentenced to five years' outlawy. Yet now he wal ks the
streets here. Have you seen hinP"

"Wy set riddles, Geat One?" One of the guards stirred as
if to correct the prisoner's insolence. But a slight gesture
fromthe Emperor kept himin his place. The dark bl ue

eyes of the Re Mu glittered in the nasked cal mof his face.

"No riddle. You have been identified by the Sun-born
Lady Ayna, one who has reason to know Sydyk well, as
that nman."

"She is right. Wio am| to argue with one of the Sun-born?
| have broken outlawy, as have others before. Sell ne in
the open market according to the |law "

Ray wondered-was that why the man from Ui ghur was so
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bol d? Did he believe that he was nerely accused of
breaki ng outl awy and did not suspect that they knew nore
of hin? But would the Re Mu sit in judgnment on such a

m nor case? Had Sydyk no suspici ons because he had been
brought here?

"Lord Ray!"

The Anerican started, then got to his feet to answer the
Enperor's beckoni ng hand.

"You have heard the voice of this nan before?"
"Yes, Geat One. This is he of whom | spoke.",
"You are willing to so swear?"

"I am"”

At the Re Mi's nod Ray returned to his seat. If Sydyk
suspected the worst now, he was tough enough or well
enough trained to give no outward sign

"Traitor!"

The force of that broke through Sydyk's well naintained
front. He pal ed under the dark of his sea tan

"Your acconplice has betrayed all your plans. And now he
has gone to the reward found fitting by those who serve the
Flame he tried to befoul by his very presence in its tenple.
We know why you have come here. You pitiful fool, wll

Ba- Al now conme to your aid? WIIl even his del uded

followers raise a single sword in your behal f? Speak freely
and mayhap conpassi on nmay tenper justice-"

Sydyk m ght have been staggered a nonent earlier, but he
was agai n behind his shield of confidence or desperation

"If I die, | die. But little will be |earned fromnme-"

"No?" The Re Miu sniled, a very small and fleeting snile.
Ray, seeing that, shivered. Never would he want to be so
sm | ed upon

"You shall go with the Naacals."

A shade passed over the face of the man from U ghur, then
was gone again.

"To the Naacals do | go then. But while I can, | shall keep a
still tongue."

"BEvil are you, and the willing servant of evil. Yet courage is
yours if in an ill cause. But this is a tinme when sone nen

must suffer for the good of nany. The Sun of Mi decrees"-
the Re Mu's voice took on the fornmal tone of cerenony-
"let it be so."

They took Sydyk out, but as they passed Ray, the man from
U ghur stared at the Anmerican

"Remenber me in days to come, Sun-born." He made of
that title words of contenmpt. "For Ba-Al shall show by
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whose aid his true servant dies. And his tenple shall see you
yet. | know this as we are sonetinmes given true sight before
deat h approaches!" He | aughed shrilly as the soldiers

dragged hi m on.

Cho was on his feet, staring after. "He saw he saw

you in the Red tenple. A man close to death sonetines
speaks true of the future. May the one above grant that it be
as an invading warrior and not a prisoner you wal k so!"

"W have grown too conpl acent through the years." The

Re Mu's voice cut across Cho's. "Another day and these
traitors mght have been beyond our reach. Perhaps we can
| earn nmore from Sydyk, since the novice was nore timd
and but lately recruited to their service."

He seemed to be musing upon his thoughts and to have
forgotten them Ray expected sonme dism ssal, now that his
part had been played, but it did not come. Long m nutes
dragged by, and there was silence in the chanmber, except
for now and then a faint scrape as sone guard shifted
position. What were they waiting for? Ray wiggled on the
bench. He wished he dared attract attention and so be

rel eased fromthat attendance wi thout purpose. It seened
to himthat even in this white-walled hall there were
shadows that darkened and crept upon them and the

throne, as if night drewin not in a natural way but as a
threat.

The curtain at the doorway parted, and a. guard cane,
saluting the Enperor and passing to his hand a witing
tablet. The Re Mu read and then | ooked up

"Sydyk was unknown in person to those he served. And
toni ght, before he was taken, they forbade himto risk
further comunication with them Lord Ray, what was it
that he said to you as they took himforth?"

"That he foresaw ne in the tenple of Ba-Al.'

"The tenple of Ba-Al. But not how you cane there. Pray to
such gods as you acknow edge that he saw only a portion
of the truth."

Cho stepped forward. "Great One, this Sydyk was

unknown to his nasters in the east, and they will not seek
himfor a space. Cannot one of us take his place, to enter
the heart of the enemies' |and?"

"Those who send spies will be prepared against themin
perhaps a far nore expedi ent manner than we have been
What think you, U Cha? Shall we consider this?"

"It is witten so in the stars.”

"Then"-Cho was al nost breathless-"let me offer nyself for
that service!"

Slowy the Re Mu shook his head. "W make no hasty
deci sions. W shall see, we shall see-"

"Great One-" The senior of the Naacal s spoke, his voice
falling to such a murnur that they could not hear. Ray saw
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t he Enperor nod.

"Lord Cho, it is our will that you search out upon the charts
of the Barren Lands such harbors as m ght give good hiding
to any scout fromthe fleet."

"Yes, G eat One!”

"And you, Lord Ray, will go with Ah-Kamto set into the
records all of Sydyk that you heard."

The younger Naacal stepped away fromthe throne and
waited for Ray to join him

They went through the second doorway, into a corridor

whi ch was | ess public. Ray thought, perhaps a private way

for the Re Mu. He |looked inquiringly at his guide and saw
the gleam of crystal in the other's hand. Then fromit shot a
dazzling beam blinding his eyes.

10 "-SYDYK of U ghur, of the courtyard of the Lady

Ma- Lin, being son to her marshal, one U-Val. In your
fifteenth year you departed for fleet training, serving
under-"

Nanes, a roll of names, ringing through Ray's head. The

voi ce droned on and on with details fromthe life of one
Sydyk, and though Ray tried to shut his ears, or his mnd, to
them he found that he could not. He was held in thrall by
that voice, and what it conveyed to his mnd could not be
erased either, making himconscious of all the mnutiae of
Sydyk's life. At the sane tine, though he could not open his
eyes to see, he was aware of hands on his body, sensations

on his skin of wet and cold, strange odors.

"You were taken by Miurian guards, but you managed to

win free, putting the onus of treachery upon the novice Ru-
Gen, saying that he had approached you for passage out of
Mu and that you had refused him The crew of the C eave
Wave will also be nmind-set in this story. You will follow
these orders. Two hours after you drop anchor off the
frontier post of U MaChal, you nust contrive to cone to
shore al one-foll ow the curve of the beach north until you
reach two pointed rocks standing very tall. There you await
the coming of a snall boat. He who conmands it wll say,
"The east rises,' and you will reply, "The west falls.' You wll
enter the boat and do what nust be done."

What - why? He was caught in a net, vainly trying to fight to
freedom

"For a nonth you will watch and do what has been set

upon you. Then, for a space of three days, a ship of the fleet,
di sguised as a fruit carrier fromthe south, will be off the
harbor of the Five Walled City. She will fly a plague flag to
keep of f boarders. You nust, if you

can, reach her before the fourth day. Do you understand?"

Though he did not, Ray felt his head nove in an answering
nod.

"You are Sydyk out of Ui ghur!"
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Ray opened his eyes. fie was looking into the reflective
surface of a mirror at a man with a brown-yel |l ow skin and
black hair falling in greasy |ocks about a face that, by sone
art, was ol der and coarser than his own.

"Your cl othing-"

A hand appeared at one side of the mirror and indicated a
bundl e of stuffs waiting on a stool. He put on the rough
cloth undertunic and a leather jerkin and kilt, dyed bl ue but
stained with salt and snmelling of sweat and the sea. |nstead
of sandals, there were sea boots of hide with a small fringe
of natural hair left about their tops. Hs fingernails were
rough and had heavy deposits of black under them (rine
lines were deep-etched in the skin of his hands. Were that
small tattoo was on his wist, a broad band of copper

bracel eted the skin. There was a plain sword belt of black

| eather and a bronze helmet without a crest.

"It is done, as well as we nmay," said a voice behind him
though he saw no face in the mrror over his shoul der.
"Remenber to slouch as you wal k; you are fromthe far
frontier, with no manners. Wat are you doi ng?" The voice

was sharp, alert. Ray ran a hand along his right arm and then
the other along the left. What he searched for he could not
qui te remenber. Bl ack, yes, it was black! And he should

wear it here-and it was highly inportant to him

He tried again to fight off the mist that inprisoned his
m nd.

"Black-" In the mirror he saw his lips frame the word
"Bl ack arm et-m ne!"

Suddenly he could see it as clearly in his mnd as he saw this
strange reflection in the mrror. The black arnlet was his.

He woul d not stir fromthis place until they gave it to him
And he fixed upon that with strange stubbornness, as if it

of fered sonme safety now.

There was novenent behind him although he could see
nothing in the mrror. But now he was able to turn, as if it
were a difficult business to get his reluctant body to obey
himin even so small and ordinary a thing.

There were three of them The first an officer by his dress;
then one in a serving man's tunic, who was now busy with a

box of small pots and bottles, over whose shoul der hung a

towel stained yellowbrown |ike the new color of Ray's skin;

and, lastly, a Naacal. It was in the priest's hands that Ray saw
what he sought-a black arm et of serpents with dianond

eyes. He reached for it.

"I't would betray himto the first Atlantean who saw it. No
trader woul d wear such a treasure-" The officer noved to
intercept him

But the Naacal |ooked at Ray. "I do not know. That he
wi shes it so strongly now, this is not to be lightly dism ssed.
Why woul d you have this, nmy son?"

To Ray that black band was a snoldering, living thing. He
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needed it; he nust have it-it was his and they could not take
it!

"Mne!" H's voice was close to a snarl; his hand went to the
dagger at his belt. The world, the room narrowed to the
armet and his need for it.

But it seened that he would not have to fight for it after all,
for the Naacal, still regarding himw th that deep, probing
gaze, now held it out to him his other hand wavi ng back

the officer.

"There is a reason, even if he, nor we, knowit not for now.
But do not wear that openly, ny son.”

Ray fondl ed the cool ness of the band. No, to wear it would
be dangerous; he nust keep it out of sight-to be safe, very
safe. He put it inside his tunic with satisfaction

"Li sten now." There was such authority in the priest's voice
that Ray | ooked at -himsquarely. "You will perhaps come

to believe that what we have done this night is an evil thing
for you. But time and fate left us no other choice in our hour
of need. No man of the notherland could put on the

senbl ance of Sydyk and thus

open cl osed gates for our eyes. W knew that the Shadow
could not bar you when you went before into its lurking

pl ace. Therefore, we must put hand again to the weapon you
give us. There is this: under the power of the Flame we read
the sparks and the stars. Although death shall be as a cloud
over you, a cloak about your shoul ders during the days

before you, still, y by our reading, it will claimyou not.
Rather will it be that what you carry in naked hands is nore
potent than any sword. We use you now wi t hout consent

because we are driven to such neasures. And you may hate

us for that. Yet still-" He paused. "Go in peace a with the
bl essing, the nine times' blessing of the Flame." H s hands
moved in a gesture, as if he drew sone unseen substance out
of the air, filled his palms with it, and then held themup to
shower what he had so invisibly gathered upon the

Aneri can.

The officer noved forward. "Your ship sails at daybreak
Wthin ten days you should be at the neeting place. During
the passage of the canal stay bel ow deck, saying you are
fevered. Your mate will act as captain. Nowwe shall go-"

It must have been early norning as he cane out of the

pal ace on the heels of the officer, with a couple of
guardsnen trailing him But he knew that he coul d not
escape. \Whatever conpul sion they had set upon himin the
citadel kept him nmarching, would nmove him as a chessnan

is noved, until he acconplished what they wi shed of him

For the nonment his mind was nunb and dul |, having sunk

into a fog once his snmall battle for the arml et was won. He
no | onger possessed a spark of rebellion

They came to the docks, to a grain ship. A man chal |l enged
themfromits shadowed deck. Ray blinked in lantern |ight.

"Captain-" the seaman greeted him "All is in readiness-"
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"This is the mate, Ra-Pan." Sone inner portion of the
American's mnd supplied a nane.

"W sail at dawn." Ray returned.

"Aye, sir."

The officer fromthe citadel and the guards did not |inger

When they had gone with no farewells, Ray stood by the rail.

Above the harbor lay the city. Lights gleaned here and there,

but only a few. The city still slept. Ray stirred restlessly. Back
there-he frowned-it was so hard to think. Sydyk out of

U ghur, he was Sydyk out of Ui ghur. He nust not, he dared

not, nowtry to think beyond that.

Dawn was here now. Ra-Pan noved across the deck. Ray
turned to himw th words already on his tongue as if
prepared for himto say.

"l do not feel well. Do you take command for ne."

And the nmate appeared to find nothing amss in that. Ray
went below to a small, dark cabin. Uncurtained al coves
opened fromit. He threw hinmself on a bunk in the one that
was Sydyk's. Though he tried to sleep, over and over in his
m nd tunbl ed thoughts and nenories that were Sydyk's and
that made himindeed feel feverish and ill. So he got up to
drink stale water froma jug. But finally sleep cane, and it
was dreaml ess

Ray awoke shivering, chilled. A wooden trencher, with two
corn-flour cakes and a strip of neat, awaited himon the
table in the outer cabin. He choked down the bread, but the
snel |l of the meat made hi m queasy, and he left it, going out
on deck. There was a strong wi nd bl owing, and they were

on the open sea. Ra-Pan was by the wheel nan. Parts of
Sydyk' s know edge of the ship and its workings were Ray's

to call upon, and he had. been assured that the crew had
been conditioned by some neans to accept himas their
rightful commander. But it would be very easy to nake

some error and awaken suspicion. He | ooked eastward.

There, half the world away, lay Atlantis. And he did not even
know what he was to do there when he arrived-if he arrived.
Yet he was also certain that he could not make a single nove
that would not lead himto Atlantis.

They passed the canal, needing to wait their turn, so Ray
spent three days below in the stale-snelling cabin. Then they
were in the Inner Sea.

-"We stop at Manoa." Ra-Pan nmde one of his infrequent
observations one eveni ng.

It was not a suggestion but a statenent. Ray's warni ng sense
i nstantly awoke. This had not been planned. And self-
preservation, he had cone to believe, would follow only the
obeyi ng of those orders laid upon him

"That is not so. W go on to U-Ma-Chal ."
Ra- Pan frowned. "This is not as al ways."

Were the controls the Naacal s had set on the crewren
beginning to break? If so, the whole ship's conpany m ght
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mut i ny.

"That does not matter." Ray tried to turn upon the U ghurian
the sane conpelling stare the priests used. He had to

convi nce Ra-Pan that this was proper or else they would
account for himbefore the nission was well begun.

"Do you refuse my orders?" he denmanded sharply.

It was as if the mate tried to | ook away but could not. He
wet his lips with his tongue.

"Always it has been Manoa."

Was there or was there not an uncertain note in that? Ray
hoped there was. But from now on he nust be alert that Ra-
Pan or some other did not question him nore.

"But nowit is U Ma-Chal!" he said with enphasis. Ra-Pan
nodded, the dull |ook once nore in his eyes.

So the American watched the crew He ate only of food he
saw the mate taste, slept with a sword ready to hand, and
tried to rest as little as possible.

Seven days nore and they were at the eastern entrance of the
sea. The open weat her appeared also to be at an end; the

ni ght sky was cloudy. Ray stood close to the rail, trying to see
the beacon light of the town. Wthin his tunic something

sharp pressed into his chest. His fingers closed upon the
armet. In all the world there was but one other like it

Who had said that? When? A white band-bel onging to
soneone he had known | ong ago. He drew out the arniet
and turned it around in his hand, fighting to recapture
menory. The di anond eyes fl ashed sparks.

" Ah_ "

Ray closed his fist upon the band. Ra-Pan stood there. The
dul I ness was gone fromhis eyes. He stared at Ray's cl osed
fingers as if he could see through flesh and bone.

"What do you want?" the American denanded. "You shoul d
be at the wheel."

"I came to ask if we make port this night--" But still he
stared at the hand rather than | ooked to Ray's face.

"Have | not already said so? Get to your post!"

In spite of the Arerican's fears, the mate tranped away. Ray
shivered once nore. He was very near to this part of the
venture, and he did not want to know what the next would

be.

"The fort signals, Captain!" the | ookout called at a flash from
shore. "They wi sh to know our nission."

"Ra-Pan"-Ray saw in this his chance, or thought he did-"go
you to answer them™"

He hal f expected the nate to object, but the U ghurian
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obeyed, rowed ashore by two of the crew. Ray nade his

own preparations in haste. He got a dinghy overboard and,

al one at the oars, pulled along, using the nearby shoreline as
his guide. A nurnmur of voices fromthe shore, carrying over
the waves, startled him

"Worth six nonths' wages, and he carries it under his tunic.
VWo will ever know? Kill him or pluck himand | eave him
for the priests of Ba-Al. They m ght even pay us for him"

A lower answering nutter and then a sharp rebuttal. "Sydyk?
No, they have done sone of their cursed thought-neddling.
That is not Sydyk, | tell you. They have set one of their own

men in his place. And that bit of news is worth a fat reward
fromthe east!"

Ray stopped rowi ng. So, the conditioning no | onger held
with the mite. And to | eave the man behi nd hi mno. He
coul d see them now, shadows agai nst a patch of white sand
where they stood arguing. One thrust of the oars ought to
take himin far enough, and there were only two

He gave that |ast push, putting into it all the strength

he coul d nmuster. Dropping the oars, Ray |leaped to the

wave- washed sand. He saw those shadows sw ng around,

and one skidded a little, but a sword glinted in the other's
hand.

"I think you will nmake no sales to Ba-Al this night!" Ray
cried. Stooping, he scooped up sand and hurled it as a

cloud into the swordsman's face. Then he was on the other,
striking with the side of his hand, kicking upward in the style
of fighting for which this eneny was unprepared.

There was a cut-off gasp, and the other fell. Ray, half by
instinct, ducked and pivoted, ready to tackle the other
assailant. He bore himback with a rush until they both
crashed, and then he heard a sickening crack of skull against
rock and got to his feet again unharned, but breathing

hard. One of the seanen lay in a heap against a rock, very
still, and the other was stretched upon the sand.

Ray went to him There was no pul se under the American's

seeking fingers. He pulled at the inert body, dragging it to lie
besi de the other, and set about shoveling sand over them

Whet her they had any confederates he did not know, but at

| east he had gai ned some timne.

It was not until he left that strip of beach, having taken the
further precaution of setting his boat to drift bottom up,

that reaction struck. Long ago he had | earned the tricks of
such warfare, but he could not remenber that ever before

had he dealt death with his hands. He plowed on through

the sand, seeking sone trace of the rocks that marked his
nmeeting place. Inside himthe cold grew, yet there was no
turning fromthis path, nor any return to the person he

sensed he had once been before Sydyk of U ghur had been

sent to invade his m nd.

The cold grew, and he had left his cloak in the boat, tangled
about one of the seats, a nute answer, he hoped, to any
suspi cion that Captain Sydyk had not nmet with disaster. The
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air had frost init, and Ray swng his arnms vigorously for
war nt h.

Then he rounded a point of |and, and before him so

massi ve and unmi stakable as to be easily sighted, even on
this cloudy night, were two pointed rocks. Certainly this was
the meeting place. But if so, he was early; there was no one
wai t i ng.

Ray set his back to the nearest rock and | ooked out to sea.
Toni ght he had killed with his hands. He di scovered that he
was flexing his fingers, then rubbing themup and down
against him as if to brush off nore than sand. They woul d
have killed him perhaps not at this hour and here, but in a
much | ess nmerciful way, by revealing himto the Atl anteans.
Ray had a dimnenory of a man lying on an altar in a red-
wal | ed tenple waiting a death blow. That woul d have been

his portion, if not worse. Still- He continued to rub his
hands.

Then he started away fromthe rock. Sounds cane from
across the water, the faint grate of what m ght be oar in
oarl ock on some woul d-be silent boat. Ray noved to the
water's edge. A skiff cane in through the surf, tw nuffled
figures aboard her.

"The east rises.” The voice was guttural, deep in the throat.

"The west falls." Ray nade answer in -a half-whisper

"Let us be gone. The rats of Mi keep watch, and we are
too near the fort for confort."

Ray waded out to the skiff.

"It is well you are pronpt," commented the Atl antean
"They patrol often nowadays, and we dare not |inger |ong.
You cane al one?"

Did that seem suspicious? But the Naacal had not
war ned hi m w

"l was betrayed-"
"By whon®? And-were you foll owed?"

"By Ra-Pan, nmy mate. The Murians got to him" Ray
i mprovised. "But he is dead."

"So? Well done."

The oarsman sent themon with swift, sure strokes. They
were now beyond the protection of the headl ands, and the
sea air was even colder. Ray could not contro

his shivers, though he tried hard. CQut of the dark arose a
hul I, a peaked cabin roof against the sky. They bunped the
side of a vessel, and a rope | adder was guided into Ray's
hands. He clinbed to the deck. No lights, not even a
shi el ded deck | antern. They must indeed be afraid of being
sighted. Then one of the nen fromthe skiff caught him by
the arm and steered himon
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"Bel ow with you. W& nust get under way."

They went down a steep | adder and pushed between the

flaps of a leather curtain into the main cabin. Red-painted
wal | s, hung with an amazing coll ection of weapons, boxed
about them The floor was a checkerboard of black and
white, marred and stained with grine. There was the odor

of spilled wi ne, unwashed humans, and even nore

unpl easant rem nders that the commander of this ship was
not dainty in his habits.

But also there was a junble of what m ght have been | oot,
as could be seen in a ship that had been raiding. There
were netal plates as well as crude earthenware ones on

the table. Silken hangings, rent and fouled, lay on the
benches. The table itself was a thing of beauty, dark wood
inlaid with designs of silver and ivory, though nuch
scarred and scrat ched.

Ray's Atl antean gui de dropped his cloak on a bench and
poured wi ne froma begenmed flagon into a battered
gobl et .

"Down this. It is a chill night. A nman needs a little fire to
run in his veins."

Had his shudders been so apparent, Ray wondered? He

could only hope they were attributed to the cold wind. He
drank and choked, but turned that into a cough. Over the
goblet rimhe studied his host. The Atlantean was shorter
by an inch or two than hinself, thick of upper arm and
shoul der, the wi dth of which was sonewhat bal anced by a
si zabl e paunch. His long arns ended in huge hairy paws of
hands.

Unli ke the Murians, who were always snooth of face, a
bl ack beard grew in a thick nmat to his cheekbones. A
i beral application of grease had been used to

shape that growth into a point touching his upper chest.
Qut of this his lips showed startlingly thick and red, so
brightly red that one could al nost believe he had applied
some coloring to them

Though he sported so full a beard, he showed, as he now

put aside a crestless bronze helnmet, that his skull had been
shaven except for a single thick lock at the crown. Al so
greased, this was weat hed about the donme of his brown
skul | .

He grinned, showi ng yellow teeth, and patted the

nm dsection of a silken tunic stained with food droppings.

H s gol den belt, Ray thought, had never been fashioned to
contain that paunch. It was closed by a | oop of chain that
added several inches to its length.

"Wl cone to the Black Hawk, brother. | am Captain Taut.
Those of Mu have no reason to | ook upon ne with favor,
though the pickings are | ean these days when all their
mer chant men sul k protected in the Inner Sea."

Ray put down his goblet and waved asi de the gesture of
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refilling it. "I am Sydyk out of U ghur."

"Ho-but you are a seaman. Broken officer fromthe fleet?
They join us now and agai n. How does the notherl and
these days?"

Ray forced a | augh. "You seemto be a reader of pasts,
Captain. Mi-they begin there to wake at last. | got free
only in time."

Captain Taut nodded. "Well, | have always said that the
Murians are far too trusting, but they cannot be thought
utterly blind. Now, you seemto have had sonething of a
wetting, Sydyk-off with those wet rags." He went to
runmage in a chest, returning with new cl ot hing.

"Good stuff. Got themoff a ship we took in the North Sea
before they signaled themin. Belonged to sone officer.
He met Ba-Al, or so | heard.”

Rel uctantly but not daring to show his dislike, Ray put on
the dead man's clothing. Stealthily he transferred the jet
arm et into new hiding.

"Turn in if you wish." Captain Taut pointed to one of the
al coves. "We do not raise land until tonorrow. "

He went out, |eaving Ray al one. Choosing a bunk that
seened | ess odorous than the rest, he stretched , out
wearily. He had cone so far-but what waited beyond the
next hour, the next day?

11

RAY did not dream of trees that night, but he ran and

wal ked through scenes that flowed curiously one into

anot her, so that he was both an onl ooker and a partici pant
in action. He was Sydyk of Ui ghur, reliving past years.
Yet he was al so another, standing apart, watchi ng Sydyk
because there was a desperate need to | earn and

renenber all that Sydyk had done and been

It was a cry of "Land ho!" that awoke Ray at last. He |ay
for a nonent or two, feeling heavy and unrefreshed.

There was the sound of feet crossing the deck, a nuffled
calling of orders. Taut had said | and on the norrow. He
must have slept |long, sunken in those dreans.

Slowmy he sat up. On a neighboring stool lay the salt
crystal ed cl othing of Sydyk, dry now but winkled and yet
further discolored by the wetting of the nigh before. Still
he woul d rather wear that than the plundered garnments.

As he went on deck, he was still buckling on his sword

bel t.

"Hollal" Captain Taut was by the wheel man. "You, nust

have been greatly wearied, friend, to sleep s6. deeply
through the hours. So, you wish to see the first of the Red
Land? We have been favored by Ba-Al. A : follow ng

wind is behind us. | have laid a wager of five silver pieces
we shall raise harbor well before night:-' And this tine |
shall be glad to anchor there. The rats' of Mi grow keener-
sighted, and their teeth are sharp-": He grinned and strode
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a step or two nearer the rail, to-° spit into the sea. "It is
| ean picking when the merchant-, nmen cone not into the

North Sea. But the Poseidon's service prom ses nore than

just hard knocks and nor |oot, though they had better cone

true soon, those golden pronises. And, friend, | care not if
you repeat those words to Chronos's-the Poseidon's-ugly
face... W wolves of the north are no sworn |iege nen of
his, if, we do choose to ally w th himupon occasion. W
want :

more than just fair pronises. Now, what say you to | oaf
bread and other good fill for the belly-none of that

"black stuff that tastes of dust and bl ack beetles, such as
you find on Chronos's own ships-'

He | ed Ray back to the cabin. And the food, though it was
dished up in a strange collection of msnmatched pl ates, was
better than any Rayhad eaten since he left Mi. It would
seemthat such fare was one of Captain Taut's self-

i ndul gences and sonet hi ng upon which he prided hinself.

"I thought"-Ray waved away anot her di sh the captain
urged upon him"that you were of the Atlantean fleet-"

"Of the fleet!" Captain Taut stared. "Me-Taut? Not so-I
ama free captain. There are ten |ike nen who harbor now

at the Five Walled Gty. But only for now, mnd you, only
for now There were no pickings el sewhere-and the

Posei don has big plans. But we own no man master; our
quarrel lies with full-bellied merchantmen and the Mirians
who hol d swords between us and that we woul d take.

However, had they spoken up as |oud and clear as

Chronos, tal ked of our looting the Red Land, we would

have chosen to stand with Mi. They keep their prom ses.

But Mu will have none of us. Now when we nust take

sides, we harbor at Atlantis. There, too, is our free town of
Sanpar. Chronos sent his em ssary to speak us straightly-as
straightly as he can speak. W know well that a nman

wat ches before him to each side, and turns often to | ook
across his shoul der when he cones to the Red Land. But
Chronos has need of us, so we raise his banner-al ways
maki ng sure that there is no shadow reaching toward us
fromthe shore. W have no love for Chronos. He is

over free with ordering this and that. One learns early the
need for a slight deafness in that direction. And he sends
men to Ba-Al, or to that new devil conme at the Red Robes
call-the Loving One.

"It is with us like strange wolves neeting in the forests of
the Barren Lands. Both growl, sniff, show fangs, but do
not strike lest they provoke their own

deaths. Fear and hate can be evenly nmatched to one's
fortune. So we wait and watch, fangs ready for sone day
when he thinks he has the greater power-"

"Ten ships of you?"

"Ten ships, and a berth on this one for you, friend, if you
will it. W can use seanen who are not pledged to the Red
Land. | do not think, and this |I say in warning, Sydyk, that
such a one as you w |l discover Chronos so generous a
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master that you will remain long in his service. Wen you
have had enough of the snell of fear in his fine pal ace,
cone to the sea wolves. | warn you that though a man

sweats blood in his service, the day cones when he wil|l

cast you forth without a piece of silver to your betternent,
if he does not send you to Ba-Al. Wen he needed a ship

to send for you, he named m ne because | have sone

wei ght anong the free captains, and if the Mirians took

me, he would smile, not pour any sop of wine to ease the
thirst of nmy hungry ghost.

"W return; thus he has lost a small part of his ganble.
The news you bear had better, for your sake, be worth
such di sappointment to him But, renenber, cone to us if
you need refuge."

"Why do you offer this? You know nothing of ne," puzzled

Ray.

The captain's heavy shoul ders rose and fell in an
exaggerated shrug. "Wwy? | know not. Perhaps because

you are young and a seaman |ike unto us. | have no liking

for Ba-Al, nor for the red-robed crows who croak in his
tenples. O perhaps it is because | would frustrate
Chronos, if only by so little. Hark-" They heard a new stir
fromthe deck. "Cone aloft. It would seemthat | have won
my wager, and w e cone now to harbor."

Ray was eager to see the main port of Atlantis. It was set
on a wide bay with a narrow entrance. Beyond lay the city,
not as brightly gleam ng as the Miurian capital but far nore
sonber with its dark walls.

"Chronos's hold. They say it cannot be storned because of
its five walls and three canals. But"-Taut

grinned agai n-"that has never yet been tested. Gve ne a
hundred swords of the proper sort and a small smle or two
fromfortune-then-then we mght just prove that belief

fal se.™

Ray gl anced at the wolfish crewin the waist of the vessel
It seemed to himthat their united stare at the shoreline
reflected a fierce hunger

"l believe you," he returned.

Taut | aughed. "Chronos would not. Renmenber, if you have
need, come to us."

The raider worked its way in through a mass of shipping
and anchored a little beyond the docks, where

mer chant men were tied up. A small boat was | owered, and
two of the seanen clinbed down to it. Ray nodded to the
capt ai n.

"May the Sun-" He stopped short, aware that sonme trick of
menory had played himfalse. H's hand went to sword hilt,
though he had no chance of defense.

But the raider captain only gave hima sharp | ook. "Quard
your tongue better, Sydyk. You have been too long in
Murian |l ands. Here they may strike first and ask questions
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afterward, if they hear such a greeting. Get you gone! But
renenber, we lie here-"

Ray clinmbed over the rail, bew |dered. Down in the boat he
sat quietly, his eyes on the dock toward which they rowed

but his thoughts occupied with Captain Taut. That unusua

i nsistence that Ray seek himout if he got into trouble-why?
Judgi ng by his background, the raider would be far nore
likely to sell himout as soon as he gained a hint that Sydyk
was nore-or |ess-than he seemed. Suspicion was the

necessary shield for Ray now, trust was too expensive to

hold to

A man wearing plain body arnor stood on the dock as Ray
di senbar ked.

"Whence cone you, stranger?" There was a ki nd of
i nsol ent contenpt in his denmand.

"U ghur," Ray answered shortly.

"And your name m ght be Sydyk-?"

"It might."

"If it is, you cone with nme," returned the soldier. "If

it is not, you will discover that it is not safe to play r
chil di sh ganes-not with those who now await you."

The Atl antean set off through the crowd, and Ray ,'

mat ched strides to his. Awall of red stone arose high a

over their heads a small distance fromthe dockside. They
skirted this until a gate, overhung with the pointed teeth of a
portcullis, opened. The sol dier spoke to the guard, and they
were passed to a narrow bridge over a canal where dark

water swirled and rippled. a

This bridge ended in another gate, this time in a gray-white

wall. And then a second sweep of water 1 with a bridge
across to a black wall and a third canal. The Atl antean
spoke. '

"See you the guards of Atlantis? They have been well
designed. If any eneny dares to cone to test us, those

gates will be barred and the bridges all withdrawn. There is
no arny that can win past such safeguards as these-"

Ray thought of Captain Taut's boast that with the right sort
of followers, he could give the city dwellers sonething to
think about. To Ray these defenses .appeared too

form dable, if the enenmy canme arned only with such

weapons as he had al ready seen in use.

Two nore walls had to be passed after the |ast cana

before they were in the city. The buildings were of three
colors, red, black, and gray-white. Those, too, |ooked as if
they had been erected with an eye to their possible future
use as fortifications.

There was a different race wal king the streets. They. did
not have the fair skins or the height of the Mirians, and
there were nany nore arnmed nen anong them They
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spoke their guttural tongue as if they did not o want to be
overheard, even by their close neighbors. The city of
Chronos had a snell to it, one that had nothing to do with
the norrmal odors born of many people living close together
No, this was the snell of fear. Ray wondered how he

knew that, but he was sure it was true.

Hi s guide brought himto a |l arge square. Directly facing
them was what had once been a mmjestic tenple

of white marble. But now it |ooked ,as if it had been

del i berately defaced and despoiled. Ray noted that the ,-
At | ant eans nade a busi ness of avoiding any cl ose approach
toit. Before the wide steps |eading to what had been the
tenple platformwere two pillars draped in dull crinson
cloth, now tattered and dusty.

The sol di er | aughed and pointed. "See the tenple of the
Flame, built by those from Mu? Qur fathers of Ba-Al
handl ed it sonewhat roughly on the day when our Dark
One cane into his own."

"Why are the pillars veil ed?" Ray asked.

"It is forbidden to speak of those." The soldier glanced
sharply fromleft to right. "Come-" He qui ckened his pace
across the square. But still they rmust pass close to the
defaced tenple, and as they did so, the Atl antean again
poi nted-to a chi pped and broken line running al ong one
wal | , about the height of a man's breast. Rusty brown
stains were in the stone there.

"That was where we stood the Sun-born, and those who

served them when we made a final end. They did not cry

out, even when, death took them They are stubborn, those
Sun-born. Their children were given to Ba-Al, and it is said
not even the youngest cried. They have courage-but that is
all. And courage will not cloak or shield them agai nst the
will of Ba-Al. Now they have gone, save for a fewin the
slime pits and those given to the priests for experinents-"

"What will happen to those in the slime pits?" Ray did not

| ook again at that wall. He fought against the picture that
hi s inmagi nation, aroused by the guide's words, had painted
for him

"They are brought forth sonmetines and questi oned. The
Posei don keeps them for sone purpose. Come, it grows
late."

"Tell me," he said a nonent | ater. "You have seen M,
man from Ui ghur. Is the notherland as rich as stories
say?"

"It seemed so to ne."
"And the Sun-born, there are many of then®"
Ray thought he saw a chance to plant a snmall seed of

doubt. "Very many-and they have strong powers there. It
is their ancient honel and."

"Chronos has prom sed us their wonen when the nen are
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sent to the altars of Ba-Al. W shall fall upon Mu, and their
powers will not aid them Then all the riches shall also be
ours, and those not of the Sun-born will be our slaves. So
does Ba-Al prom se!" There was conpl ete confidence in

the Atlantean's voice.

Ray's fingers curled, as if about to reach for the soldier:
Menory was not too dimany nore. Things were breaking
through the overlaid crust of Sydyk since he wal ked this
city. To think of the Lady Aiee-the Lady Ayna so used

"It may not be so easy. | have seen the Miurians. They are
good warriors-not just children to be swept easily from
one's path."

"Ah-but they have no Loving One," observed the other
"Now, down there is the tenple of Ba-Al.'

A huge building of red stone squatted at the end of a w de
avenue. But Ray caught no nore than a hasty glinpse of it

before they turned into another street and so came to the

Posei don's pal ace. Here the Atlantean left himw th an

of ficer of the guard.

Through |l ong dark corridors, for any wi ndows were set far
apart and high, hardly nore than slits in the thick stone, up
narrow and wi nding stairs, they went. There was a danp

chill, in this place of many shadows, to set one shivering. It
was far nore a sullen fortress than a pal ace, bearing no
resenbl ance to that of the Re Mu. At last they cane to a

smal | archway that gave on a court |ying open under the

sky.

The officer announced Ray. "The man from U ghur."

He advanced a step or two, very much aware that this was

the real test of the part he played and that the |least fraction
of a mistake, such as the one he had nmade before Taut,

woul d nean his death. He was Sydyk, and nust be only

Sydyk. There was no other safety for him

"Well, where is he, where is he?" sonmeone denmanded
querul ously. "Bid himstep out to be seen, Magos."
"Cone hither, man out of Ui ghur," was the order. Ray
came into the light, which was that of sunset.

"You are late," conplained the first voice.

"There were del ays, Dread Lord," replied Ray with
cauti on.

"Cone! Cone here!"

Ray approached a gold couch and went quickly to his
knees, his head bowed, hoping he | ooked the perfect
hunbl ed and awed servant.

"Look up, ook up! Let me see what nanner of man you
are, Sydyk of Ui ghur!"

This was Chronos, Poseidon of Atlantis-as he had seen
himonce in a dream No, it was danger to renenber that,
now and here, in this conpany.
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Smal|l eyes in a bloated, fat cheeked face under a fringe of
perfumed and el aborately curled hair; fat hands postured
back and forth in studied gestures, now and then lifting to
the pouting lips sone dainty froma heaped pl ate standi ng
on a snall side table at the ruler's el bow Beside him but
standi ng, was a redrobed priest, shaven of skull, very
bright of eyes. Ray thought that he was nore to be feared
than the Posei don he professed to serve

"WIIl the Dread One be pleased to hear the words of this
his slave?" Ray followed the fornula that had been drilled
into him

"Shall he speak fully now, Magos?" Chronos asked the

priest.

"Perhaps it would be well, saving time, Dread One. Then,

if you believe it necessary, he may repeat his report before
the council later."

"Speak then, man from U ghur."

"Fol | owi ng the orders given your slave, | journeyed to Mi,"
began Ray. The words cane so easily that they nust have
been planted in his nmind to be rel eased by the asking of
just such a question

The Posei don squirmed about anong his cushions. "Yes,
yes!" He was inpatient. "But what of their defenses?"

Again the words canme to Ray. "All the coastal forts

have been reinforced, with the reserves called up. And the
fl eet has been recalled to receive further men and new
ships, and to cruise in the western seas-"

"All that is already known to us, you fool! Have you
not hi ng of greater inportance for our ears? Wat of the
matters you were told especially to ferret out?"

"Your slave bribed a young novice of the tenple-he knew
of sonething-"

"And that-that? Know they of the Loving One?"

"Yes. The Naacal s pierced the curtain of darkness and
saw the Loving One-" Still the words spilled out of Ray,
and he knew that they were not of his thinking but had
been set in himfor the answering of just such questions-
though the purpose of his revelations he did not know.

Chronos balled a flat fist and dug it deeply into one of the
cushions that supported his weight. "So-" He | ooked
petulantly at the priest. "You told ne that the curtain could
not be penetrated, and it has been. Are the Naacal s then

so nmuch nore powerful than-"

"Dread One!" The Red Robe's hand nade a warni ng

gesture, indicating Ray. But if the priest did not wi sh such
matters di scussed here and now, his royal master was in

no nood to be silenced.
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"Do these Naacal s have greater powers then?" he
repeated, his voice rising shrill and sharp.

"As | have told you, Dread One"-in return the priest's tone
was even and reasonabl e-"no mnd born of Mi could have
reached us. But we sensed sonething. If they did

penetrate the tenple-"

"I f?" Chronos interrupted him "They nust have done so.
You-do they plan any defense agai nst the Loving One?
What said this cub priest of that?"

"They work upon one, Dread Lord. But of that he could
di scover only that it was a ray of black light." Were did
these words cone fron? Ray wanted to put his hands to
his lips, smother his own voice. But it was no longer his; it
was being used by a brain outside himand in himthis
awoke a new kind of fear. "The novice was detected and
taken before he | earned nore.
Your slave had only a small warning in time to flee-"

"A ray of black light," Magos repeated thoughtfully.
a "You have heard of such? What is it?" Chronos
denmanded.

"l must search the records."” The priest was evasive

"VWhat el se do you have to tell us?" It was as if he greatly
wi shed to switch Chronos's attention fromthat particul ar
subj ect .

"That Ui ghur wavers, Dread One," Ray heard hinself
reporting. "She is not the |oyal daughter, ready to leap to
def ense of the nmotherland, as Mi believes-"

"CGood! Good!" Chronos nmade a whistling sound of
sati sfaction.

"You see." He turned again to the priest. "Already the
seed so carefully sown by our agents begins to sprout, and
will speedily bear fruit. On the appointed day Mi shall cal
for allies, and there will be none to answer. Then she shal
stand al one, ripe to ourplucking."

"Tell me"-the priest now asked a question-"heard you,
while in Miu, any story of a stranger lately cone to high
favor with the Re Mu? One who is not of Mi, but from

af ar, one having sone strange powers?"

"There is such a tale." Ray was still only the tool of that
will which had sent himhere. "To its veracity your slave
cannot bear witness. The commners say that the Re M

and the Naacal s have summoned to their need a power

from outsi de-outsi de-" he repeated.

Chronos sat up abruptly and cushi ons cascaded to the
floor.

"Can this thing be true?" Again he turned upon the Red
Robe for his answer.

"Who can tell, Dread One? Runor reports many things,

but few such are founded in any scrap of truth. However,
this much is |ogic-we have our aid, and it canme not from
the world we know. Mayhap the Naacal s have al so call ed
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in the sane manner. That woul d account for the piercing
of the curtain-they could use their called one in such a
way. "

"Coul d such a sumoned one prevail upon us?" persisted
Chr onos.

"We summon fromthe Dark; they fromother forces-if

that is what has happened. What nan can say which is

the stronger until they neet in sone open battle? No
matter what comes to stand under the banner of M, we
have the Loving One and its kin strong for Atlantis. Know
you no nore of this matter?" he asked Ray.

"No, son of Ba-Al. Wiispers in a city-and as you say,
such whi spers may not even be the thinnest shadow of
truth. "

"But they are enough to prepare us. Man from U ghur,
you have done well in our cause. |Is that not so, Dread
One?" Magos asked of the Posei don.

He appeared to jar the ruler out of some depth of thought.

"Ch-oh, yes, yes. You are free to go. The officer without
wi Il show you the quarters prepared for you."

Ray inched backward, still on his knees, not rising until he
was at the door. Wen he gl anced up, he saw that

Posei don and priest were whispering together, and he

t hought Magos was engaged in soothing his royal master.

- 12

RAY | eaned across the wide sill of the window In this
upper story of the pal ace, the windows were nore than the
narrow slits of the | ower rooms. Through the night outside,
I'ights shone in the harbor, for he was high enough here to
see beyond the walls to the docks.

Down t here sonewhere was the raider that had brought

hi m here. He nused on Captain Taut's pressing and
unexpect ed suggestion that he mght find refuge on board if
there were need. Wiy had the captain gone out of his way
to speak of that, not once but, several tines?

The room behi nd hi mwas bare, poorly furnished. The

Posei don did not treat his faithful servants fromthe
outposts too well, it appeared. Four red walls, a dusty floor,
a battered couch, and a bench- Even Ray's cl othing had

been taken from him and he wore the black netal -on-

| eather arnor of a petty officer in Atlantean service. At

| east they had not |ocked himin, as he nore than half
expected that they would. Taking up his black crestless

hel met, he went out into the silent corridor. In fact, the hal
wore so deserted a | ook that Ray suspected this was a not-
too-much-frequented portion of the sprawling pal ace,

whi ch suited himwell

Now he went down into a better |ighted and busier |ower
corridor. Soldiers and petty officers |ounged on benches at
its far end. He could hear the drone of their talk, with now
and then a laugh. But he had no desire to join their
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conmpany. Then a few words caught his attention.

"-Murians. Yes, tonight. Rare sport within the audi ence
chanmber before the hour is spent.”

Muri an prisoners! He nust see them This-this was

anot her mani festation of the will which had taken over
during his neeting with Chronos. There was no struggling
against it.

A gong boomed hollowy, and the Atlanteans by the door
snapped to attention, nmarched in answer. Reckl essly Ray
hurried to join the tail of the squad.

Here was the red hall he had seen during the dream

journey, and once nore Chronos occupi ed the gold throne.

Ray |ingered behind one of the pillars, assum ng a guard's
stiff posture, trusting thus to pass unnoted. The Posei don
rai sed his scepter, that synmbol of authority which had been
granted by Mi to the first Atlantean lord ruling here in the
east, a bronze trident. The nurmur of sound di ed.

"Let the Twelve of the Law Gving stand forth!" Chronos's

voice was snall and shrill in the mghty proportions of the
hal |, lacking the dignity he undoubtedly strove for. Twel ve
men noved out to take their places, six on either side of the
t hr one.

"Hark you, nen of Atlantis. This be the will of the

Posei don, the beloved of Ba-Al. On the third day of the
mont h of slaying winds, twenty days fromnow, the. fleet of
Atlantis shall set sail toward the falsely terned

“nmotherland.' M, the oppressor, shall lie open to our fire
and swords. So is it spoke, so let it be recorded-'.

The twel ve rai sed their hands.

"I's this also your will, nouthpieces of the provinces?"
asked Chronos.

"Dread One, it is," they answered as one.

"Then it is so. And the word of the | aw nmay not be
changed. "

Al in the hall chanted in answer, "This be the law, and the
word of the |law may not be changed."

Chronos |l eaned forward a little. H s pale tongue: caressed
his pouting lips, as if he prepared to savor: some new and
delightful dainty.

"Bring out the Murian rats whom we have al ready caught
in our nets!"

Ray watched a file of soldiers enter fromthe other side of
the hall, ten men | oaded with chains between; them The
prisoners kept their feet with difficulty..' They were spotted
and befouled with smears of green, sline, and they

tottered, hel ping one another al ong.

5 But when they were brought to face Chronos, they gave
himno salute and held their heads as proudly high as they
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coul d.

"It seenms that you still have spirit. Perhaps our hospitality has
been too generous!" Chronos tittered.

One of the prisoners answered rustily, as if hardshi ps had
sapped the vigor of his voice. "What do you want of us, false
ki ng?"

"Perhaps you are now ready to say your “false' is _ true, to
change al | egi ance-"

Ray knew that was no real offer, merely a cruel teasing.
Al ready the Mirian spokesman shook his head.

"W offer freedom and honor to any who join us." Chronos

continued to snmile.
"Honor!" The Murian's reply had whi p-cut sharpness.

The Poseidon's jows went pasty white. "So." And the evil in
his voice was plain. He was silent for a |l ong nmonment. Magos
reached up to pluck at his sleeve. And Chronos nodded to the
Red Robe.

"Ah, Magos. Yes, yes, | renenber. You need nore nen for
your | aboratories, do you not?"

Ray heard a quickly stifled gasp that nmust have broken from
one of the prisoners. But all else was silence.

"Magos and Ba- Al need nen, strong nmen. You may have
these, Magos. It would seemthey are strong, since they now

have the will to stand before us so. Perhaps | shall come to
wat ch your use of them | have been told it is strangely
diverting."

Ray knew now why he had been sent here by that ruling will.
But he-what coul d he--one nman al one-do? For the present-

wat ch and wait, be ready to seize any opportunity fortune

m ght send. Was that his own thought or one sent by the will?
To depend upon fortune was too risky

Now! They were coming this way. He stood statue straight in

t he shadow of the pillar and watched the guards and the
prisoners pass. Then he took a chance and flitted in their wake.
After all, would any of these

around suspect hin? They woul d watch for a break from
those they guarded, not for outside help for their captives in
the heart of Chronos's own pal ace.

Up the stairs-yes-this way led to the wing of the pal ace
wherein lay his own chanber. He clinbed swiftly, reached that
room and crouched behind a partly open door, a vantage

poi nt fromwhich he could watch the party now at the far end
of the corridor. There-they were putting the prisoners inside-
posting a sentry

Ray snatched up the cover fromhis couch and waited for the
tranp of returning feet. Then he slipped out fromhis own
door to the recess that held the next. Fromhis belt pouch he
took two of the square nmetal coins they had supplied him
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with and tossed themalong the floor. They struck the stone
with a jangl e that sounded very |oud indeed, and the sentry
nmoved forward to | ook at them

The American sprang and struck with the edge of his hand- at
a point where neither hel mnor armor protected the sentry's
throat. He caught the Atlantean before he fell and | owered

himto the floor with a m ni num of sound. Around the inert

body went the covering, and then he dragged the bundl e back
to his own room and bolted the unconsci ous man w thin.

He sped back to the door the sentry had guarded and sprang
its outer bolt. The Miurian spokesnan from the audi ence
chamber stared across a narrow roomat him

"What do you-who are-you-?"

"Cone!" Ray was busy with their chains, using the key pulled
fromthe sentry's belt. But the spokesman jerked away from
hi m

"Fal se hope-a new torture. Do not yield, conrades-"

"I amfreeing you-" Ray was exasperated. They nust be qui ck;
this was no tinme for argunents.

"Who are you?"

"One fromm."

"Which is easy to say but not easy to prove."
"WIIl you chance trust in me? O do you want to ,

await the pleasures of Magos?" Ray demanded. "Tine

waits for no second thoughts here-" >

"He is right," cut in and of the others. "At least with free
hands and out of this room we can nake sure that they
retake only dead nen. Which is a good enough hope for

ne! "

"And our only one. Even if we reach the harbor, there is no
ship. And to strike inland is greater folly-"

Ray thought of Taut. Such a thin hope, but all he had.
"There may even be a ship. But come!"

They were out in the corridor. The Miurian | eader stooped
and caught up the sword the sentry had dropped.

"Do any of you know the inner ways of this place?" asked

Ray. "I cane here only this day-"

One stepped forward. "I was sent here before, but Magos

did not use ne." He could not control the shudder that

shook his skeleton body. "I can take us as far as the outer
gate."

"Then | et us go!"

But they went at a craw ing pace, listening, scouting. Their

gui de did not descend the stair Ray had used earlier but |ed
theminto a side hall and then down a narrower flight,
hal ti ng suddenly before a door
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"The watch room of the guard that serves Magos," he
whi spered. "Wt hin-perhaps arns-"

Ray pushed past the Miurians. |In appearance he was one of
the pal ace guard and so ni ght pass unchal |l enged. He
opened the door. Three men within | ooked up in surprise.

"You!" Ray tried to get the rasp of an order into leis voice.
"Up with you! The Murian prisoners have escaped!"”

Two of the guards gaped at him The third was on his feet.
" How?"

Ray was inpatient. "How should | know? The order is to
go out and hunt them down."

But the ready guard was eying himnarrowy. "There has
been no al arm gong-"

"No tine to sound it yet. And-should we warn theminto
faster flight? Come-"

The two who had rai sed no question obedi ently headed

for the door; the other turned and reached for a small stick
I ying beside a gong. But Ray struck first, sharp and true, as
he had in the upper hall. He did not watch his victimgo
down but whirled and kicked out at the nearest man,

knocki ng himoff balance to the floor, at the same tine
catching a glinpse of the Murian with the sword using that
weapon on the guard who had reached the doorway. A

second or so later the Murians were in the chanber, starting
to strip the guards of their arnmor and weapons. There was

ot her body arnor stacked there, perhaps belonging to nen

of f watch, and nore than half of the forner prisoners were
soon wearing Atlantean uniforns.

When they were ready, Ray spoke. "Now, we nust play a

part. | amthe dator in command of this cohort. W are

going to deliver slaves to a ship of the fleet in the harbor.
But there we have al so another mission, to arrest Captain
Taut of a North Sea raider, who is suspected of treason. So,
as we march hence, you"-he nodded to those for whom

there was no arnor-"are prisoners. Do you stand ready to

try this?"

"Lord, we do!" There was a fierce determ nation in that
answer that promsed ill for any who dared question them
this night. Ray jerked the alarmgong fromits stand and
took it with him The two unconsci ous guards were tied,
thrust back under a table, and the dead man wedged behind
the door where he could not easily be seen

They formed up in the hall. Ray was amazed. These nen

did not resenble Chronos's warriors; suddenly they were

those warriors! They had coiled their | ong hair under the

hel ms, their rags were now uniforms, and in the half |ight
their features could not be clearly distinguished. They noved
as drilled troops.

Wth renewed confidence he gave the order to march.
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Bet ween t hem wavered four prisoners, their arns

apparently bound behind them The party canme into the
courtyard and there, for the first tine, saw sentries. Be
confident, or at |east have the appearance of it, Ray
counsel ed hinsel f.

"Who goes?" denmanded the gate guard as Ray narched the
squad to that portal. This was not the nmain entrance to the
pal ace but a |l esser one his Mirian guide had suggest ed.

"The Dator Sydyk, on the word of the Poseidon," replied
Ray. H's nmouth was so dry that it was hard to get those
words out, and they sounded | ow and harsh-so perhaps
natural to the Atl anteans, though he half thought the
poundi ng of his heart could be heard as well.

"That being-?"

"Business in the harbor. Do | shout my orders to the

wi nd?" He permitted hinmself a small blaze of anger, al nost
sure that fortune had favored themas far as she woul d-t hat
they might end here in a fight. But the nan waved them

t hr ough.

They tranped along briskly. Ray wanted to break into a
run. He expected any nmonent to hear a shout or a gong
beat from behind. The gong he had brought fromthe
guard roomunder his cloak he thrust into a bush just
out si de the gate.

These were the city streets, and the night was so far
advanced that they were enpty. But before themstill were
the five walls and the three canals to cross. To expect their
amazing luck to hold was sheer folly, and he said as nuch

to the Mirians.

"There is this," their | eader comented. "They expect ill to
come fromw thout, not fromw thin, and unless there is an
alarm fromthe pal ace- Ah, well"-he shrugged-"we can but

do the best we can."”

On they marched, past the ruined tenple of the Flame into
the I ower streets, comng finally to the first of the wall gates.
Ray advanced to the sentries there.

"Who goes?"

Wth every sense alert, he was sure they did not seemtoo
surprised to see the squad.

"Dat or Sydyk, on orders of the Poseidon."

"And your purpose, Dator?" Still no sign of alarm no sign
that this was not routine as far as the guards were
concer ned.

"To deliver oar slaves to the harbor. Also to arrest a raider
captain-" He used his bluff, poor as it now seened to him

"You have a tablet of authority, Dator?"

Now-this was it! Ray took a step closer. "Just so, Dator
Woul d you | ook upon it? Here-" He stepped forward as if
to seek the light beneath the gate and held out his hand. The
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officer came to neet him Ray's other hand chopped, and
he caught the sl unping man agai nst him swi nging his body
around. The | ong dagger fromhis belt was now set across
the bare throat of the Atlantean

"You-" he began to the other sentries.

"Now " He heard a soft call fromthe Mirian commander

Men fromthe squad rushed the renmining guards. And

those were swept away, with only one choked cry, quickly
snot hered, to mark the change of guard. The Murian gave

an order, and the fallen nmen were dragged out of sight. He
came back to Ray.

"You have a use for this one?"
"He is perhaps our key out."

The Murian pushed back the captive's lolling head. "He is
sensel ess-"

"But can be roused again," Ray answered. "But |et us get on-

They passed through, closing the gate and wedging it so
behind them Ray slapped the face of his prisoner, and one
of the Murians cane fromthe small guard roomin the wall
to splash water onto the Atlantean. He gasped, and his eyes
opened, w dened. Ray cl apped his hand over the nouth

that had al so begun to open. Again his dagger pricked the
other's throat.

"You will march,"” he said slowy, intent upon nmaking the
ot her understand every word, "and you will do as we say.
Thus you will live. Do otherwise-and it will not matter to
you what happens to us, for you shall not see it.
Under st and?"

The nman's head noved in a jerky nod.

"Now." Ray dropped his gaggi ng hand and swung the

At | antean around, so they stood armin arm but

behi nd the prisoner the Mirian | eader noved up, his dagger
to the other's back.

"W march," Ray ordered

March they did to the second gate, and on the way Ray
spoke in a half whisper, giving orders to their captive.
Whet her he could or woul d obey, that they nust wait to
see. But that the Atlantean was assured that he dealt with
men who intended to carry out their threats, Ray did not
doubt .

"Who goes?" It was the chall enge of the second gate.
The prisoner cleared his throat and then answered.

"Dator Vu-Han. It is orders-pass this dator and his squad to
the harbor."

For a monent there was silence, and Ray heard a tiny gasp
fromVu-Han and felt his small novement as if the Mirian-

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (101 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:44 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt
hel d dagger had pricked the deeper

If the sentry had doubts, he did not voice them Perhaps Vu-
Han woul d be a key even as they hoped. But as they

mar ched t hrough the second gate, Ray knew that he woul d

not breathe really free again until they reached the docks.

The third gate, the first bridge, always the Mirians nmarching
in order, Vu-Han playing the part they had set him

Fourth gate, another bridge. Too good, going too good.
Sonet hi ng i nsi de Ray hanmered a warning. Wo could

expect to get away with this?

Last bridge-and beyond-the | ast gate. Still no alarm free
passage under Vu-Han's guidance. But it was well they had
not conme to depend too nuch upon fortune, for the

Atl antean, in mid-point of that narrow way above the

mur ky canal, suddenly swung his wei ght agai nst Ray, at the
same time crying out. The Anerican had only an instant of
war ni ng, and that only because they were so cl ose he had
felt the tensing of the other's body. He threw himself
forward, and the Atlantean, instead of pushing himinto the
fl ood bel ow, sprawl ed across Ray's body, to fall, with a
second cry, into the water. Ray was aware of the Mirian
officer hurdling his |legs; pounding on the gate ahead, of a
cry from behind, and of the trenbling of the bridge under

him The sentries at the gate behind would rai se the bridge,
woul d crush the fugitives between its bul k and the
descendi ng portcul lis.

He scranbled forward on his hands and knees, not wasting

time to get to his feet. Then his shoul der was caught, and he
was pulled up to join in the Mirians' flight to the already
rai sing end of the span.

At least half their party had reached that point of safety and
were fighting at the gate, and it was only because they did
clear the way that the rest nmade the chancy leap fromthe

qui vering end to the snall portion of safety beyond. Since

the bridges had been designed to keep out attackers, rather
than bottle in woul d-be escapers, that margin of footage on
the other end, where the bridge enbedded during use, did

exi st.

They fought their way through the gate and at | ast heard an
al arm gong boom out. Coming free into the dock road,
they began to run.

"Where to?" called the Mirian | eader

"Can you all sw nmP"

Laughter rippled out of the dark. "Are we not of the fleet?"
"Then we take to the water."

They ran, still huggi ng shadows, w nding a path anopng

bal es and boxes on the wharves. Ray paused once to get his
bearings, to look for the landnmark of a ship of the fleet that

he had fastened on earlier as a way to reach Taut's
anchor age.
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"Cuards!"

He did not need that warning, for he heard the thud of
runni ng feet and the shouti ng.

"To the water-"

They stripped off the arnor, those who had posed as galley

sl aves al ready diving and paddling around waiting for the
others. The sea here was cold; Ray gasped as he felt it close
about him Then he began to swim knowi ng the Mirians

were following him But he was stiff and chilled by the time
he reached for the dangling rope | adder on the side of the
ship. For a nonent he paused, both because he was so

stiff' that any effort

was difficult and because he hoped for a sign from any

deck watchman. But waiting was too | ong and dangerous.

He woul d have to brave this as he had all else this night: So
he clinbed, slipping cautiously over the rail to the deck

"Stand steady, my fine fellow" Lantern light glinted on a
naked bl ade and the hul k of a black shadow that held it.

Ray knew that voice. "Captain Taut!"

"Snake of deep water! Sydyk, said to be out of Ui ghur-"
cane the answer, but the blade did not waver fromits
readi ness to slash out.

"Come in answer to your invitation, Captain-"

"Wth a goodly pack behind you," snorted Taut. "And what
nmor e- ?"

They coul d hear the clanmor on the docks even this far
across the open water.

"What sort of serpent's egg have you hatched, man from
U ghur, and why should it matter to ne?"

"Way it should matter, | do not know," Ray returned as
crisply. "Save that you offered ne refuge. You can send us--
or a portion of us-back into the hands of Chronos's guard.
But | warn you that will not be easy. Or"-he paused before
maki ng his shot in the dark-"you can live |longer, to | ead
your nmen into Poseidon's palace, their steel open in their
hands. "

"So. You have a schene afoot and wish the raiders to do
the dirty end of it. You-who are you who nake free to
tranp ny deck without |et or heed?" he growl ed as the

Muri ans continued to clinmb over the rail and nuster behind
Ray, each carrying a sword he had not abandoned with the
rest on the docks.

"The dirty work as you call it, Captain, has been largely
done. Take service with me, and you will have a powerful
ally-"

"Mu." That was statenment, no question. "And what will M
offer-with the need of going hal fway around the world to
coll ect?"
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"Enrollment in her forces, pardon for past offenses, a
chance to loot in Atlantis-"

"Your authority for all this?" Taut interrupted.

Ray pulled the jet armet frombeneath his undertunic. "Take
this, and these nen-to Mayax. You will find then what I
have prom sed."

"You are very sure of yourself-"

"And of you!" returned Ray boldly. This was such an hour
when even the wi |l dest chance nust be played because there
was not hing el se to do.

He saw the flash of lantern on blade, but that cane as the
captain sheathed his sword. And then the Anerican heard
Taut | augh.

"By the iron claws of Ba-Al, if you have brought ten

Miurians out of the city this night, then | can try to got them
fromthe harbor. And, sea god willing, your men will speak

for me in Mayax before | am bl own out of the water by

t hose who have been non-friends."

"They will speak for you:"
"They-what of you?"

Ray had put his hand to his head and rubbed his finger's

back and forth across his forehead. It was not really an ache
there, behind flesh and bone, that he felt. It was know edge

cold and set--that he could not be a part of Taut's dash for

freedom That will which had set himon the path to Atlantis

was not done with himyet.

"l have not finished what | came here to do,'
knowi ng he spoke the truth.

he said slowy,

"But to return is to face certain death," protested the Mirian
of ficer.

"l have no choice." Ray's voice was bl eak. "Wen you

come, if you come, again to the notherland, tell them
they have indeed fashioned a tool to their service."

"If you nmust stay," Taut. broke in, "go you to the naker of
sails in the shop by the drinking den at the end of the third
wharf. Say to himny nane. It nmay gain you a neasure of
safety. "

"We shall return with you-" began one of the Mirians.

Ray shook his head. "Miu has need of ten bl ades, and
the men to wield them and al so of what know edge you
have gai ned here of the city and its defenses.”

"That is true, even though it be hard saying," agreed the
officer. "But, renenber this. Wen you conme again into the
Sun, you have ten liege nen waiting to back your banner,

my lord. And may the brightness of the Flane |light any path
you take!"
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Ray returned to the | adder, eager to be away, though this
time he m ght be going straight into the arnms of Ba-Al.

13

RAY clung to one of the piles under the wharf. He could

hear voices, though they were too nuffled to nmake out

words clearly. He already knew that the hunters were out.
Fromthis hiding place he could not see the raider. Wuld
Taut be able to get out to sea, perhaps running a gauntlet of
the fleet? O would he even try? The captain's conversion to
Mu was so easy that it nade Ray suspicious. Perhaps he had
only waited for the Arerican to | eave before he signaled the
Posei don's men to collect the escaped Miurians. But if, that
was his plan-why | et Ray go? He would be an. even bi gger
prize.

Unl ess they believed that he could lead themto nore.
Murian contacts in the city and would trail him Yet; Taut
hi nsel f had given hima contact. Though, of course, the
sail maker m ght have the guard waiting

He wedged hinmsel f tighter into his small crevice, but he

could not stop shivering, and not only fromthe chill . of his
soaked undertuni c. Wiy had he cone back-or been sent?

Sonehow they had planted orders in his brain during that

time they had been nmaking himinto Sydyk. And he did not
under st and t hose orders

The novenent overhead ceased. They must have gone on

to search el sewhere. He had been careful not to. swmto a
quay near where they had taken off but one . sone distance

to the west. But where to go now? To try, to get back into
the city was as good as narching up to the nearest guard

with his hands in the air. And he was so tired that he wanted
not hing so nmuch as a dark corner into which he could craw
and perhaps sleep a' little.

Hi s present position was too cranmped. Ray doubted

whet her he coul d make any sort of getaway if they: cane

upon hi m suddenly. Better nmove into the open,;  where

per haps he had a thin chance. Cdunsily he

edged al ong one of the under support beans, transferred to

anot her, working his way to | and, while under himthe water
washed sluggishly. He often halted to listen for noise aloft or
the sound of oars in the harbor.

He hesitated for a | ong nonent before he swuing up and

managed to reach the upper side of the wharf. There were
bal es heaped there, and he scurried to them as one m ght

dart for shelter, wormng his way through a crack between

two into a kind of cave. Although these were a barrier
against the wind, still Ray shivered. He nmust have dozed

wi thout knowing it, for now it was gray instead of dusky in
the cracks and crevices between the piled bales, and he heard
the tranp of feet outside. Mrning? The dock workers

com ng?

Ray pulled out of his hiding place on the water side, ready
for a dive into the oily wash of water below if the need
cane. For the first tine he | ooked down at his body, trying
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to judge what sort of appearance he would nake in the
open.

When they had taken to the water, he had left on the

dockside the kilt, helm and corselet of the guard. What
covered himnow was an undertunic, and it was so stained

by contact with the none-too-clean waters of the harbor that
it resenbled a | aborer's tunic. Hi s boots-he frowned at those-
but he could not discard them Perhaps they did not |ook

too much as if they had been part of a uniform

For weapons he had only a dagger and his two hands. He

hel d those out, regarding themappraisingly. In a country that
knew not hing of the kind of infighting training given in his
own world, they were proving to be better weapons of

defense than any steel. He rubbed them up and down the

front of his clamry tunic.

He was hungry; there was a pinch in his nmiddle. Ray |icked
the salt taste fromhis lips and tried not to think of food.

"Put your back to it-jellyfish! Think you can nove these by
| ooki ng and wi shi ng?"

The shout was underlined by a cracking snap. Ray

started, ready to slip into the scumry water. Then, instead,
he wiggled to the end bale to peer around. There was a
wor k crew nmoving onto the wharf under a whi p-sw ngi ng
overseer. Slaves probably, Ray thought. But save that they
wore rope sandals and he boots, there was little outward

di fference between those slouching, sullen | aborers and

hi nsel f.

Suppose he were to join such a crew-could he pass
unnoticed? But it mght well be that the overseers kept too
close a watch on their charges, that they woul d be as quick
to note one too many as one too few Better not try it.

He swung over the end of the wharf and found another

pl ace fromwhich to clinb to the quay. There were boxes
there being unloaded froma cart, and a waiting |ine of nen
to take themup. Ray waited in the shadows for a chance to
move on. Then he saw that other, a thin man with a face

nore than half nasked in a bush of ragged beard. He wore

a tattered tunic, and he was al so keeping out of sight of the
overseer, his glance flitting back and forth between the
boxes and the man in charge of their unloading. Then, with a
qui ck dart, he joined the tail end of the line of workers,
coming up just intime to receive one of the boxes. |nstead
of followi ng the nan before him he shot to one side and
began to run, the box in his arns.

Ray sei zed the opportunity the other's audaci ous act had
given him

"Thi ef-stop, thief" Wether that was the regulation cry in
such circumstances, the Anerican had no way of telling. But
it brought an answering cry fromthe overseer. Several men
dropped their burdens and broke out of line to follow the
runner. Ray joined with these, playing the part of a hound
after the man who dodged in and out anong carts and
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burden bearers. Then the Anerican saw a wel com ng

doorway and darted into its shadow. The portal gave slightly
under the hand he put out to steady hinmself, and, daringly,
he entered, letting it swing to behind him

The dusk here was darker than the early norning
L

outside. There were many foul snells, but sone odors . of

food made Ray's stonmach knot. He wal ked softly, r- waiting

a second or two outside each curtai ned doorway. There were

smal | sounds from some, a grunt, a scrape, enough to let him
know the building had its inhabitants. But he reached the end

of the hall without seeing any of them There was anot her

door there, and it had an inner |atch, which he eased out of its
bar with infinite care

Beyond lay a narrow alley littered with rubbish. Ray gl anced
fromright to left along it. Mnkind did not 4 change through
the centuries. This could be a back b way through any sl um
Some of the snells were a little nore exotic than those of his
own age--that was all.

There were wi ndows in plenty |ooking down upon this way.

But whet her anyone | ooking through them m ght take an

interest in him It could well be that in such a district as this
one nminded one's own concerns, saw nothing, heard nothing

that was not of one's private business.

He picked a way through the ness of garbage and rubbish

and was drawi ng near to one of the side outlets when he
froze. A groan? Certainly that had been a groan? And it cane
frombehind a rotting basket piled high with refuse. Ray
edged closer to the wall and kicked at a noi some heap of
decaying natter.

There was only a second or two in which to regret his folly.
From behind the basket a wild figure | eaped at him and the
knife in one hand was as bright as the sun. Well trained in
fighting tactics, Ray made a counter nove to that confident
attack. Hs hand closed about a wist, and the knife was
hurl ed against the . wall, but not quite in tine.

Ray pressed his hand against his side. Not in his heart, but only
because of luck. He could feel the warm bl ood ooze through

the stuff of the tunic. Just now he dared not explore the

anount of damage. No pain, though-not yet.

He stooped and caught up the knife the other had dropped,
keeping it ready in his hand as, with his boot,

he pushed at the flaccid body. His attacker nust have struck
hi s head agai nst the wall

As the body rolled, the head noved queerly, too | oose upon

the shoul ders. Ray caught his breath. Dead, he thought-neck
broken. The Atl antean was young, hardly nore than a boy,.

and he was very thin, his bones showi ng clearly under a yellow
skin that was al so marked with purplish eruptions. His tunic
was better than those Ray had seen on the docksi de workers,
and he had a belt with silver studs, a purse hanging fromit.
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There were two rings on his forefingers and a hoop earring in
one ear. Thief-and probably a successful one. Perhaps this
trick had worked well for himin the past . To groan as if he
were the victimof an attack, to draw the attention of

soneone who did not nind his own business-then wal k of f

with the profit fromthe woul d-be investigator's curiosity or
folly.

Ray pressed his hand harder to his side. The wound was
beginning to sting now. And he dared not |et even a smnal

hurt go untended. Leani ng back against the wall, he explored
the cut. It was, he believed, very shallow, nore nuisance than
real trouble. But he must not |ose any blood to weaken him

or attract attention by stains such as were already dark on his
tunic.

Which | eft himno choice. He set to work.

A short time later he strode fromthe far end of the alley with
nmore confidence then when he had entered. The boots and

the |l eather tunic that m ght have betrayed hi m were gone. He
wore the brown garnent of the dead thief and, beneath it,- a
strip of undertunic tied tightly over the cut. The other's
nmoccasin-li ke footgear was a little large on his -feet, but that
was better than too small. And he had a purse with silver

pieces in it. There was nothing left to connect himw th Sydyk
the U ghuri an.

The tranmp of feet from behind-Ray noted that those in the
street glanced up, and a few dodged into doorways. He
thought it prudent to follow their example, though he did not
make the m stake of | ooking over his shoul der to see what
sent theminto hiding.

Fortune and his nose had brought himto a tavern of sorts.
There was the stench of sour wi ne and cooking. Once.. Ray

m ght have found that m xture of strong odors stomach-

turni ng; now he only wanted some food. The front of the
roomwas open to the street. Along it marched a cohort of
the Poseidon's guard. They cane to a halt at the entrance to
the tavern, and Ray knew that this tine fortune had deserted
him and he would have. to face inspection by the eneny. He
gl anced about the room

There were three tables with benches on either side. And
there was a door that |l ed to another roomor roons from
whi ch cane the cooking snell. Two other custoners were
present.

One | ooked as if he might well have spent the night here. He
spraw ed over the end of one of the tables, his head pill ows

on his arns. From him cane a steady series of gurgles and
snorts that suggested he was still deep in a slunber that could
have begun by the enmptying of too nany of the same kind

of tankard as one lying beside him The fingers of one of his
hands were still clasped |laxly about it.

The other man sat at another table facing Ray. He wore

much the same sea-stained jerkin as Ray had been given to

play the part of Sydyk, and he was eating with industry, first

a spoonful of gravy dipped froma bow, then a nout hful

of bread froma piece he kept in his left hand. But Ray saw

the single quick glance he shot at the soldiers without, and the
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Ameri can thought that the diner was less interested in the
food than he wi shed to appear

A worman shuffled out of the inner room Her hair had been
braided with | eather thongs and then pulled into an erect pile
on her head in a grotesque copy of the el aborate style Ray

had seen on the | adies of the Poseidon's court. She had a

sl eevel ess robe |l aced down the font to the waist, bagging
about a bony frame, hacked off short at md-calf. It had

once been a bright orange but was now faded in streaks and
stained with long drip marks here and there.

Her face was puffy fat in contrast to her lean frame, so that
she presented the distinctly odd appearance of a m snated
body and head. Around both arns just bel ow the shoul ders

she had broad bands of copper, and a stud of gilt was set in
t he over-abundant curve of one nostril.

She set both fists on the table before Ray and | eaned toward
hima little to denand, "What'll it be?" Her voice was a

whi ne, and he had al nost to guess at her words, they were

so slurred.

"Food-wi ne-2'" He was handi capped by not know ng what
specific dishes one would order in such a place. Then he
took a chance and pointed to the other diner. "Some of that-
if it is ready."

Her grunt m ght be either agreenent or denial However, she
turned away toward the inner room But before she reached
the door, there was a sharp sound, and they all swing
around to view the entrance.

The dator of the guard stood there, two of his squad to
back him He had sone of the bullying arrogance of a man
who knew he need expect no opposition. Now he sl amed
hi s sheat hed sword down again on the nearest table in an
attention-demandi ng rap.

Here it cones, thought Ray. He neasured the distance
between him and the door to the inner room but , the
worman was in the way. Al so, how could he be sure there
was anot her exit beyond? He m ght dash there only to find
hi nsel f bottled in a trap.

The woman w ped the back of her hand across her |ips.
Then she smiled, or |eered.

"Wne for the | ords?"

"Not your rot gut," returned the dator. "You, there
He pointed to the seaman. "Wio are you and from where?"

The man swal | owed what was in his nouth. "Rissak, mate

on the Sea Horse. What of it? |'ve been in and out of this
port nore years than you've been growing hair on that chin
of yours--"

"For too quick tongues there is an answer-a knife bl ade
across them" the dator retorted, but he did not

tern
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push the matter further. "You then-" He had already turned
to Ray.

"Ran-Sin," Ray inprovised, "fromthe north."
"Stand up!" the dator comuanded.

Ray got to his feet. Suppose he rounded the table or
overturned it-could he get out to the street? Hardly, not with
the rest of the cohort waiting there, doubtless ready and
waiting to stop any suspicious characters their commander

m ght fl ush.

But to his surprise the dator did not order his nmen to nove
in upon a prisoner. Rather did he survey the Anerican with

a long head-to-foot stare, which was repeated back from

foot to head again. Perhaps-perhaps the search parties had
been provided with a description, and his change of clothing
with the dead thief was now to his advant age.

"H n?" One of the squad pointed to the snoring sl eeper
The dator shook his head inpatiently. "Nothing Iike-"

So- Ray thought-he was right. They had a description of

sorts. And it would al so seemthat the dator was one who
depended only on the details as issued fromofficial sources.
But how coul d they know, Ray wondered as they left, that

there was anyone now to be hunted? If Captain Taut had

carried out his part of the bargain, should they not believe all
had escaped, or at |east were on the raider trying to reach

the North Sea?

On the other hand, the captain could have played himfal se,
whi ch had a very good chance of being the truth. O else
Taut had failed, his ship had been taken, and questioni ng of

the prisoners had uncovered the fact that Ray Was still | oose
in the quay district. He had better believe that the worst had
happened.

But what was |left here to do? As yet no further order had
come fromthe will. Wy had that unseen, unheard nonitor,
apparently so deep set in himthat he could not fight it,
brought hi m back? For sonething nore than to play hide
and seek with Poseidon's nen al ong the docks-of that he
coul d be certain.

The woman had gone into the kitchen, and now she .

returned with a tray. There was a bowl of stew, a hunk of
bread, and a tankard of evil-snelling |liquid, which probably
passed for wine in this establishnent.

Ray took a coin fromthe thief's pouch and saw her eyes

wi den a fraction as she beheld it. Too rmuch, he told hinself.
He did not slide it across the table, as he had first intended,
but kept it between two fingers so she saw only its edge.

She smled, with sonme of the same attenpt to ingratiate that
had been in the | ook she had turned upon the dator

"You want sonething else, my |ord?"

"A roomwhere a man can rest privately-" he said.
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"Rest," she repeated. "Oh, perhaps we could find you such.”
Her eyes flickered fromhimto that visible edge of coin,
then back to his face. Then she pointed with her chin.

"Through there," she said, indicating the entrance to

the back room "and up the stair. Take the chamnber
with the blue curtain."

3

Ray spun the coin. Her palmflattened it to the board and
swept it into hiding somewhere about her person. He

pi cked up the tray and took it with him trying not to nove
with such haste as to arouse her suspicions any nore.

The roomw th the blue door curtain was the second from
the top of a breakneck flight of stairs. There had been two
in the kitchen to watch himcross the end of that room
anot her woman, ol der, even | ess prepossessing than the hag-
waitress, and a nman with a bowed back who had been

cutting up sonme stal ked vegetabl es, so bent over his work
that his chin was hard threatened by the sweep of his own
kni f e.

Behi nd the blue curtain was a cell-1like cubbyhole. . No chair
or table existed, only a bed, which was no nore than a pall et
raised on a frane of four legs fromthe dirty floor, and a
shelf on the wall on which stood a jug. But there was a

wi ndow with shutters, now barred. H Ray set the tray on the
shel f and went to open the

wi ndow. It resisted his efforts, but sone prying with his
dagger point finally freed it, and he pushed open the slats of
wood.

A few feet away was a bl ank stone wall, probably that of a

nei ghboring buil ding. Ray | ooked down. A narrow runway

between walls was there, nore than half choked with refuse,

full of traps for the feet of anyone who tried to use it as a
way of quick escape. But at least he felt a fraction easier with
t hat wi ndow open and cl ose to hand.

He sat down on the edge of the unwhol esome | ooking and
snelling pallet and began to eat. The stuff tasted strange, hot
and peppery-probably over spiced to induce the buying of

more drink. But it satisfied his hunger, and he ate it to the

| ast drop, wiping the bow with a crust of bread.

Then he | eaned back against the wall to think. In his
interview with Chronos, that inplanted will had certainly
taken over and dictated what he said. He had been keenly
aware of that during the process. Al so, he was nore than
certain that the rescue of the Mirians had been directed,
even if the details of the action along the way had been his
al one. Therefore, both incidents had been part of the reason
for his being here. But what else remained for himto do?

And how | ong nust he sul k about waiting to be nudged

into acconplishing whatever duty was his? Hi s resentmnent

of such managenent was no | onger quick and hot, but it

was a dull and lasting fire in him Yet until such a tinme as he
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could face those who had sent himhere, he nust stifle that.
A man coul d be blinded by anger and thus easily nmake a
m st ake.

Ray stared very hard out of the w ndow at the wall
"Al'l right." His lips shaped the words he did not say
aloud. "Here | amjust waiting. If | wait too |ong,
perhaps | am finished, and whatever you want of ne
goes undone. Come through wherever you are and give
me a hint. Wiat do you want of me?"

He tried to think that, to make it a silent cry, as if he could
reach across three oceans to the mnd of a

Naacal --or the Re Mu, or whoever had planted the
conmpul sion in him

It seenmed that the stones in that wall darkened trees! Ray shut
his eyes, then opened themagain slowy. This was |ike

| ooki ng through the wong end of a pair of field glasses.
Trees, row upon row of themall tiny. Yet his mnd told
himthat they were really tall-towering

No! That was not the answer-not the trees! He screwed his
eyelids together in an intensity of effort. The trees had no
part of this. He would not | ook at them think of them

"Conme in." He thought of that will nowas if it were a
broadcast sent on interrupted frequencies, one he could only
pi ck up now and then. He put his head down to rest on

balled fists, his eyes still tightly closed. Come in, he begged,
|l et me know what | amto do. Before it is too late, just let
me know

Fordham hel d the small strip of perforated paper in his
hand. So Burton believed this was the answer, did he?

Do not spindle, bend, or tear,"' Hargraves quoted. "I
suppose we shoul d be used to any sort of black, white, red,
green, or blue magic by now, but sonehow | refuse to

accept that a man can be reduced to that! Frankly | don't
want to believe it. It's-it's obscene!l™

"Not a man-no-" corrected Burton. "W asked for an

equation that mght fit a certain mnd pattern so we, could
set up what woul d anpbunt to a homi ng device. Your own
conputer gave us that. Just as it provided you earlier with
your equation for Atlantis."

"Whi ch m ght not have been correct at all!" flared
Hargreaves. "All we saw, recorded, was a forest of trees,
renenber? 1'll believe in Atlantis when | see a little nore

definite proof."

"Al'l right, no one insisted upon its really being Atlantis,"
returned Fordham "But Dr. Burton is right. W fed in the
data; we got an equation; we used that equation and got-
what you saw for yourself, what we

filmed. And we lost a man in there. It's logical to believe
that he hasn't stayed right on that spot where he went to al
this time. And if this will work-"
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"1 f it will work," stressed Hargreaves.

For dham passed his hand over his face. He was tired, so
tired that it was an effort to nmake the small est nove. When
had he really slept? He could not renenber now.

"I't's not all we should have," Burton cut in. "You nust
understand that. W have the facts fromhis arny record,
reports from people who knew him data fromhis |ast
physical, and the like. | must set the odds very high agai nst
its working. But it is the best we can do. To have a better
chance, we ought to have his behavior pattern charted, other
reports, reaching back at | east two years-"

"Since we don't have those"-Fordhamis words slurred into
each other wearily-"we'll try this. Mracles have happened-"

Har greaves shrugged. "I'm begi nning to believe that Genera
Colfax is right. Send in a search party-"

"And maybe | ose them too?" Fordham asked. "Not unti

we nust." He | ooked again at the strip of paper that, the
conputer reported, added up to a man-a living, breathing,
wal ki ng, tal king, thinking, hating, loving man. O did it?
They woul d never be sure, unless their |ong shot succeeded
arid Ray GCsborne cane out of a forest of giant trees to face
themand his own world again in answer to this

experinmental broadcast.

14

DANGER? Ray raised his head, listening intently. But there
was no sound .fromthe hall outside. He stood up and

stepped softly to | ook out of the w ndow, down into that

slit. No one stood there. Yet in himnow there was such a
feeling of being under close scrutiny that it was alnost as if
he could turn his head and see a figure in the other corner

of the room

Acconpanyi ng that sensation of being spied upon cane a
driving desire to be in the open, one he could not withstand
any longer. The walls about himmght be noving in to cut
off air needed by his | aboring lungs. Over all hung such an
aura of nmenace as he had known before only in nightnares.
Though he held onto remmants of caution, Ray knew that he
could not stay in this tenporary hiding place, that he was
being tipped out of it as he hinself mght tip over a basket
to set sonme small terrified animal on the run again.

This had no kinship with the conpul sion that had kept him
in the Atlantean port-this, he was sure, was of the eneny.
But it was al so sonmething he could not easily fight.

Al right---he would get out of here. O else-Ray licked his
lips-if the pressure continued to build, he would sinply
stand there shrieking his identity aloud to these four walls
until his enem es appeared to collect him

Move in obedience to that order-by yielding so nuch, he

m ght still retain sonmething of his owmn will. And as |ong as
he had even a fraction of that, he would keep fighting,

dodgi ng, running! If he only knew why he had been | eft
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here, then he might have both a purpose and a reason to
stand firm

The sail maker's shop Captain Taut had nentioned, should

he head for that? He had no reason at all to

believe in the good will of the raider captain. Still it was al
he had-a shadow of hel p.

He turned suddenly, and his hand went to his side. The

wound t here was tender enough to nmake hi mw nce. He had
inspected it again in the privacy of this room It had crusted
over, and if it were clean, healing had al ready begun

Ray went to the wi ndow again and studi ed the runway one

story bel ow. Wien he | eaned out as far as he dared wi thout
over bal anci ng, he could see that to his left, at the front of the
tavern, there was no opening to the outer street, only a high
boardi ng maki ng a dead end. The other way-yes, there was
perhaps an exit there. (quickly he stripped the top cover-and
the only one, he discovered-fromthe bed, nmaking its end

fast to the leg of the supporting frane. It did not give a very
| ong rope, but enough to provide himw th a safer |anding.

Then he was through the wi ndow, sw nging over the debris.

Ray let go and fell as he had been taught to tunble to save
himsel f fromhurt. Only such | essons had never been

practiced with a viewto landing in a dunp.

Crashing through a top | ayer of refuse, the American struck
less fragile material with bruising force. For a nonent or
two he lay in the mess, pain shooting along his side, fearing
al nost to nove | est he discover a broken bone.

Finally, because that feeling of being hunted was so strong,
Ray clawed his way up and out of the debris. Wth one hand
against the wall for support over the entrapping footing, he
began a careful journey toward the rear of the tavern. |If the
crash of his landing had al armed any inhabitant of the other
upper roons, apparently it had not led themto investigate.

The narrow slit reached the end of the building, but still a
hi gh fence of rotting boards walled himin on the right. To
the left the window ess wall of the other structure continued.
The, wood of the fence was dry and powdery, and Ray

t hought he coul d kick a way through

it, but there was -no need for such drastic methods of
escape as yet.

He struggl ed on through the noi sonme swanp of the refuse

and finally cane to a right angle of the fence neant to bottle
up the slit. As he went, the need for freedom for space in
which to run, had so worked in himthat, as he fronted that
barrier, caution was burned away and he kicked and tore at

the disintegrating wood, breaking his way out into an alley
much the sane as that in which he had nmet the thief.

Shaki ng off as nuch as he could of the filth left by his trip
down the slit, Ray |ooked right and left, uncertain as to
which night promse a small neasure of safety, if any safety
was to be found in this naze of dockside warrens.

If he had not totally lost his sense of direction, then the sai

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (114 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:44 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

shop lay to the left. WIIl ahead a figure was busied, poking
through the refuse, turning over nasty piles of litter with a
I ong stick, now and then pounci ng upon sone bit it
transferred to a bag it dragged behind. Al Ray could see

was stick-thin bare arnms protruding froma huddl e of rags

so old and grined that they had lost all color. The closer he
approached the scavenger, the | ess human it seened. But

when he was perhaps the length of its search stick away, it
moved with a speed he woul d not have thought possible for
such a wal ki ng skel eton, sw nging that same stick around to
trip himup, while fromthe swathing of rags hooding its

head came a shrill cackling.

Again trained refl exes saved Ray as he dodged that tripping
stick. And the scavenger, apparently overbal anced when his
weapon did not connect with Ray's shins as pl anned, went
tottering on a step or two, pulled by the very force of the
i ntended bl ow.

"Yahhhh!" First failure was not deterring the assailant from
another try. But Ray could not bring hinself to close with
the creature. This was not as human as the thief, rather
sonmet hing that had slid so far down fromthe hunman that it
was | oat hsone.

He kicked the bag it had been using to store its
harvest and dodged again. Swinging the stick, it tottered
on, tripping upon the bag, and fell with a shrill wail
Ray ran.

Hi s breath was coming in sharp gasps when he
reached the end of the alley. The way was. narrow,
hardly wider than his outstretched arms, and it gave
upon a street that was nuch in use. Heavy wagons
nmoved there, going to the dock | aden, returning enpty.
Men in uniformdrove those wagons, and sone had
guards riding on themas well. Ray | eaned agai nst the
wal I, in what he hoped was inconspi cuous shadow, to
watch, at first incuriously, as he got back his wind,
then with some attention.

War supplies was his guess, being | oaded on the
ships of the fleet. Preparations for an all-out attenpt
agai nst either Mayax or Mu. Surely they would have to
deal with Mayax before they took--Or tried to take- M.
But how did Chronos hope to engage all the rest of the
world in open war unless there was a way of reaching
Mi by sailing east instead of west? He had never seen
a conplete map of this world. What about Africa? D d
that continent exist in this age, and if so, who held it?
Too bad he knew so little that was hel pful

But possi bl e geographi cal changes slipped fromhis
m nd. He night have left the tavern room escaped the
attack of the scavenger, but he had not |ost that sense
of being under surveillance, and it acted now as a spur
to keep hi m novi ng.

Any extraordi nary behavior here would certainly
alert the guards on the drays. Ray began to wal k al ong,
hugging the walls of the buildings to his left, heading
back to the harbor. If-if whatever will kept himhere
want ed himback in the city, perhaps these wagons
m ght be the answer to such a return. He tried to
exam ne them wi thout betraying too nuch interest,
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searching for any way of hiding on one of the returning
ones.

According to his cursory inspection, there was no
chance of that-not in broad daylight, anyway. Ray
reached the end of the cross street and faced the wide

t horoughfare form ng the spine fromwhich the docks
made one-sided ribs. He crossed the line of carts as
they drew up for a wait, making hinself walk at an
even pace, fighting agai nst hunching his shoul ders
under the eyes of the drivers and guards, expecting any
monent to hear a cry raised, feel steel bite at him

H's trip through the alley had brought himwell
al ong the harbor. Now he was near the western end
and began to watch for the sail maker's shop or the
wi ne booth that would identify it.

"Stop!" It was an instant or two before Ray realized
that command had not been heard by his ear but rang
in his head. And with it came a pressure for obedience.

"Cone! " He had stopped, yes. The sheer surprise had
brought himto a halt, so suddenly that a man ran into
himand turned with a snarl to demand, in argot Ray
coul d barely understand, what he thought he was
doi ng.

"Cone!" Again that cal massunption that he woul d
obey, that he had no recourse, but to answer that call

He turned away fromthe scowing Atlantean. There
was no hel p; he had to answer that inperious sum
mons. But it was not fromthe will that had kept him
here. And as he obeyed it against all his desires, he
knew that that other shrank, dwindled-as if the two
pressures coul d not exist together within him

" Cone! "

Cone where? Hi s conscious mnd mght not know
that, but whatever now controlled his body seened to
be sure. He wal ked east, not at any hurried pace but
steadily as he had done before. And he could not break
the hold that kept himgoing one step after another.

The docks were crowded, and Ray threaded a way
anong nen, wagons, beasts of burden. He passed the
tavern fromwhich he had fled only a little while ago,
went on arid on-

There was a flow of brilliant color here-the tunics of
men, the bright blankets and panniers of the animals
-but Ray becane aware of a spot of red that seened to
glow with sone inner fire. And it waited-for him He
was inprisoned in a cell of flesh and bone that noved to
the command of what al so animated that red pillar there-
No, not a pillar, but a robe-a robe of a deep bl ood shade,
and wearing it, someone who was nore than a mere man

Fear lives with all nmen fromtheir birth to their dying. There
are many snmall fears, and sonmetines terrors that are not

small fromwhich a man may cower in the dust or run

shrieking to escape. Fear can be a prod to action, an eneny

to battle, or a blanket that saps sane life. Ray thought he had
known fear many times before he marched toward it on the

harbor road of Atlantis. But such fear as this-never

"Come! "
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He was coming. There was no choice left him no trick
|l earned in his owm world that he could call to his aid. He
was nesnerized by that terrible aura of fear, drawn to it

They were only a few feet apart now, he and that Red Robe

with the closed face upon which there was no triunph, no

lust of battle. The priest's will was all centered on one thing,
to hold and then to draw, even as he was doi ng.

Ray stared into that lean face, with its beaked nose, its point
of chin, finding it familiar. Then the priest raised his hand,
and about his wist was a shining band that caught Ray's eyes
for a nonent. Watch band reported one small portion of

his brain. Watch band-watch-here- H s! H s watch-which had
been taken from himon the Atlantean ship at the begi nning

of this whole wild adventure. And this-this was the Red

Robe fromthat ship.

The hand hol ding that watch gestured. Pain burst in Ray's
head, and he dropped under the bl ow aimed by the warri or
who had noved in behind him

Ray lay in the dark, and under himwas a hard surface, so
chill that its cold and danp made his bones ache. He noved
his hand to the pul sing agony of his head and heard neta
scrape, felt the jerk at his wist preventing himfrom
compl eti ng that novenent.

"Do you wake at l|ast, conrade?" Wirds out of the dark. It
seened to take a long tinme for themto register any neaning
in his mnd. "I had conme to think but your enpty husk | ay
there and that. you had escaped-"

"Who-who are you?" Ray |ooked in the direction of that
voi ce, but the dark was too conplete to see anything.

"One like yourself, a prisoner waiting the pleasure of
Chronos! May his bones rot before his flesh and his spirit
wai | on the winds, honeless forever!"”

"Are you Murian?" Ray tried to pull hinself up alittle, then
fell back, for the pain in his head was worse

The other made a sound that m ght have been | aughter,
except in this place there was no laughter. "No. | am
Atl antean born, though no friend to Chronos and his

| i egemren. And you?"

Ray hesitated. \What was he? A spy he might say. "I came
fromM." That rmuch he coul d answer, giving away no
more than they already knew.

"What nean you?" the other demanded eagerly. "Is there a
| andi ng- war ?"

"Not yet."

"But perhaps soon? That is good hearing to one who has
been here for five years-"

"Here?" Ray could not believe that. This hol e-how coul d
anyone neasure tine or even keep his sanity?
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"No. Inthis cell only a short time. You do not count days in
the dark when there is only the black of night. But they have
brought food eight tinmes. However, before they dragged

me here, | was captive above where there is day in the cells
and sonetinmes even sun. But of what passes outside these
walls, | do not know "

"Atlantis nmoves agai nst M. "

"I't took them | ong enough to nerve thenselves to that. For
a hundred years the priests of Ba-Al have w ought what
manner of magic they could to this end. Five years ago when
| tried to ship out, they were approaching sone sunmit of
their evil. Men whispered of that--"

"How is it that you still live?"

Again that sound which was al nost |aughter. "Brave as
Chronos would like to think himself, he dares not go agai nst
anci ent propheci es. There is sone blood he cannot shed unti
he is truly nmaster of the world which will be a long tine
comng. And he will not kill the true holder of the Trident,
since it was vowed | ong ago that that would bring the wath
of the sea in upon the land."

"VWhat do you nean?"

"The line of the true Posei dons was supposed to have ended

a hundred years ago., but in truth it did not, for the |ast
Posei don's daughter, rather than accept as her consort the

man chosen by the priests of Ba-Al, fled into the nountains,
letting it be thought she died. There she exchanged bracel ets
with the captain of her guard, a Sun-born true to her. And
am a direct descendant of that union, as Chronos knows. He

has slain all the Sun-born he can lay hands on, destroyed the
tenpl e of the Flanme, but he dares not yet put knife to ne-

for it is witten in the stars, to be read even by the priests of
the Shadow, that Atlantis will endure only as |ong as does the
true blood. He keeps ne safe under his hand, but he does

not kill."

"But you are loyal to Mu?"

"How could it be otherw se?" asked the other sinply. "I am
of the house of the Sun in Atlantis; the son may not turn
agai nst his mother. Chronos is not of the Sun-born; that is
one reason his hate for themis so black and bitter. But now
| say, conrade, may the Sun speed the ships of M, for |
cannot believe they are waiting for the Shadow s sons to
attack first--"

"l hope that they come," Ray answered. But, he thought,
what was he doing in the mddle of this quarrel which was
none of his? He could hope for sone mracle to save him
fromwhatever fate those of Atlantis prepared for him but
to count much on such a hope was folly.

"Now, conrade, what of you? Just a short tine ago they
brought you here. You say you are from Mu, yet in

their torchlight you had not the | ook of the notherland-"

"My nane is Ray and | amfromthe Barren Lands-"
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"The Barren Lands? Have they then established a col ony
t here?"

" 1 amnot of Mi, save that the Re Mi has granted ne that
courtesy," Ray said slowy. Ganted hin? No, lulled his
suspi cions that he m ght prove to be a weapon-or whatever
he meant to the will that ruled himhere. WII-Ray suddenly
becane conscious that that was gone fromhim Either it

had been bani shed by the force that Red Robe had used to
draw himtanely into captivity, or else it had w thdrawn
because he was no | onger of use.

"The Barren Lands," the other repeated. "Waitthey cone!"

A sharp click and an oblong of light appeared in the wall.
Ray tried to shield his eyes as two soldiers bearing rods that
gave off yellow light stepped wthin.

"Wl cone, hounds of Chronos!" cried his cellmate. "How
goes it with you? Have those of Mi conme down upon you
yet, or do you still brew sone foul Shadow magi ¢ hopi ng
thus to nmake yourselves new wal | s agai nst Murian steel ?"

Ray turned his head. Fastened to the wall near himwas a
young nman, enaci ated, the cheerful ness of his voice belied
by deep lines about his well-cut nouth. And silver frosted
his long black hair.

One of the warriors grunted as he set a gourd of water and
some hunks of dark bread on the floor. H s conpani ons

thrust one light rod through an iron ring in the wall before
they left together.

"Now | wonder what is the neaning of that?" The Atl antean
prisoner pointed to the light. "They plan sonme trickery. In
this prison one cones in tine to question the very stones of
the walls. Chronos does ; nothing wthout purpose. He

| earned that much from _j Magos."

He reached for the nearest hunk of bread and passed it to
Ray. "Best eat while you may, conrade. Chronos

has a fondness for experinments, and he m ght wish to see
how | ong we can live w thout even crunbs. You have

naned yourself-let nme do |ikewi se. | am Uranos."

"Eat but half," Uranos advised as Ray chewed the tasteless

stuff: "It is better to have | ess today than none tonorrow.
Chronos hat ches some pl an beneath his m sshapen skull that
hol ds nothing but ill for us. Me he fears, not for what |, a

prisoner, can do, but because | amwho | am And you
must al so threaten himin sone fashion, or he would not
hol d us together. The prom se nmade by the stars may not
save me-"

"I met a nan, the captain of a raider, who swore he could
take this city if he led the proper nmen. In spite of all the
wal | s and canals,” Ray said slowy, not know ng why that
cane into his mnd now.

Uranos frowned. "It could well be done. There are secrets
within Chronos's walls, which he has nmanned so securely,
that are secrets even to him?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (119 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:44 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

"You nean?"

"Roons and passages underground where the foot of man

has not stirred dust these hundred years. | have heard tales
of such, and perhaps your captain has also, or knows even
more than tales. If he has found such a way, the core of the
city might lie open to him But this captain is loyal to the
Shadow, is he not?"

"No longer, or so | hope. He sailed with escaped Mirian
prisoners onboard-"

"Then"-Uranos snil ed-"perhaps in the future Chronos may

have some unsought visitors. Wuld that | could | ook upon
his face if and when that happens. Also | think he shall lie
uneasy tonight-"

" W]y?ll

"l suspect we have been overheard, and a report of our
words will be speedily carried to Chronos!"

"Sonmeone |istening?" Ray stared at the walls.

"Years of such hospitality have given ne keen ears. It is not
the first time this has happened. Now there will be a mghty
scurrying, hunting underground ways. Whisper a warning

into a coward's ear and he will straightway feel a knife
pricking his throat. But there

are hundreds of passages; nostly |ong seal ed, and he will
never find themall. So will he sweat and fear-"

"But what if he finds the right passage and sets an anbush
there?" It seenmed to Ray that his cellmate was entirely too
optimistic.

"That is as fortune decrees, but sonehow | think it will not
happen. What nman may change the lines witten on his

forehead at birth, or the future the stars foretell? | believe
that | shall live to reign here-"

In spite of hinself Ray was noved by the Atlantean's
confidence. Could these nen really see the future, or a
portion of it? What had the Lady Ayna once said-that they
saw a future but that sone decision of their own could
change it.

"How can you be so sure?"

Uranos | ooked at him and now that gl ance steadied into a
hard, measuring stare

"If you have passed the First Mysteries, as by your age you
must have, how can you ask that? Wat nmanner of man are
you? O the Barren Lands you said, Miurian by the Re Mi's
favor-but no colonist. Wiat are you?"

"No man of this tinme-"

"You nean?"
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°'l was born into the world of the far future. | came
through time to here. How, and why | do not know. "

Uranos was silent for a long nonent. If the sanme story had
been told him Ray wondered, would he have believed it?

"So-then did the Naacals send forth a sumobns al so? One
that you answered by your com ng?"

"No, | cane by accident.'’
sent ences.

He told the story in a few

"And if you can never return?”

"That | do not know. Nor even if | have any future beyond
this hour, or this day. Judging by our present circunstances,
probably not."

Uranos shook his head. "It is well to be prepared for ill, but
do not yet toss away the future, my friend. Let us forget a
little and give those who listen sonmething to

be heard. Tell ne of your world-no, let nme first show you

m ne-"

And he tal ked of his boyhood in the nmountain valleys and
of how he had hunted horses in the plains.

"Conrade, nowhere in the world is there aught to equal the
beauty of a horse finishing a race, his mane |long on the

wi nd, his hoofs pounding as war druns. The sail ors speak

of ships, the huntsnen of the elk at bay-but the horse fills
my heart. And did | not ride Flane breather to victory five
times over!" Passionate |onging broke through his voice.

"Tell nme-" he began after a pause, and then nade a sharp
gesture toward the door. "They cone again," he said in a
hal f whi sper.

And it seermed to Ray that a kind of evil shadow cane first,
dimming the light rod, hanging about them

15

ACCOVPANYI NG t he guards this tinme was one of the

Red Robes

"Al hail, brother of the Shadow," Uranos addressed him as

their guards released their chains fromrings in the wall
"Why does the servant of Ba-Al come to disturb us?”

The priest |ooked fromRay to Uranos and then centered
his stare on the Sun-born. The American thought that he
had never seen so cold and neasuring a regard. He did not
answer Uranos but spoke to the guards.

"Bring themforth."

They found it hard to get to their feet. The short chai ns had
so held themthat the nuscles of their backs and thighs

were cranped. But pushes fromthe guards sent them

stunmbling out into a narrow hall.

"They count us m ghty heroes," Uranos observed. "See,
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brother, they nmust send eight warriors and a priest to have
us out!"

But if he were trying to bait the Atl anteans into sone

move, none of their escort arose to his needling. |nstead,

the soldiers closed upon them urging themon at a fast

pace after the hurrying priest. They went on up and down

dark passages, and Ray thought how like this was to a gi ant
spi der web, with Chronos, like a bloated insect, in its mdst.
Then they cane to a wider and better lighted hall and

hal ted before a door curtain of netal, not fabric.

Their guards shifted uneasily, keeping their attention riveted
upon the curtain. It was, Ray decided, as if they were

unhappy at being sent here. Then the priest placed his right
hand on the screen, and it opened at what could have been

only a light touch. Wth an audi bl e sigh of relief, the warrior
nearest Ray thrust

the Anerican on the heels of the Red Robe, with Uranos,
simlarly urged, beside him

Two Red Robes waited and caught at their chains as if this
was a matter in which they had long practice. Ray had no
chance to struggle before his arnms were | ocked firmy behind
hi m

"On!'" commanded the third priest who had | ed them

They crossed a bare room and went through a second door
into a chanber with walls the rusty brown of dried bl ood.
There was a single large chair there, carved from one bl ock
of black stone, which | ooked none too confortable. But its
occupant appeared as much at his ease as Chronos lolling
anong cushi ons. Magos brooded. There was a satiated, yet
anticipatory | ook about him such as mi ght have been worn
by a vulture perched above a sl aughter yard.

He was sniling, if the rictus that twisted his thin |ips could be
given such a definition, leaning forward slightly to hear the
better sone tale now being whispered into his ear by anot her
priest. But when his eyes rested upon the prisoners, it becane

a wide and evil snirk.

"So, ny lord Sun-born, Posei don-who-has-no-hope- of -

bei ng, you have cone to nme at last," he said to Uranos. "Do
you hold in menory now a past meeting when | spoke to

you of the will of the Dark master and you refused to listen?
You cut yourself fromthe future that day, Uranos. Do you
regret that?"

Uranos held his head high. "Magos, you claimto be the son

of Ba-Al upon earth. Does the Shadow agree to that, |

wonder? But | can well believe you aspire to play the role as
fittingly as sonmething born of flesh and bl ood can, since such
evil otherw se would not cone into any sane nmind. If you
propose to entreat ne again-"

"Entreat you you!" The high priest |aughed, a chill
thin sound that m ght have issued fromthe bony jaws

of a skull. "Magos does not ask a second tine. Nor have
you any value now. This tine you will serve another
pur pose. "
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"That shall be as the Sun decides. The future lies: within the
tenpl e-"

"Ba-Al's shrine."
"I think not. There still stands another tenple in this city."

Magos's smile was gone. H's eyes burned as Ray had never
seen a human's burn before.

"The Flanme is |ong quenched. You pay a debt-"

"And | say to you, Magos, that in the end the paying shal
cone fromyou. And it shall be such a paying as. this world
has never seen.”

There was such conviction in Uranos's voice that one could
bel i eve he | ooked into the future, reading there enough to
make that not a threat but a prophecy.

"Dare you believe that, you who are an insect upon which the
servant of Ba-Al can set a sandal and no

realize that he has crushed aught at all? Dare you:' speak to
me-ne, the ruler of the world under the.” shadow?"

"Has Chronos heard such words, Magos? He sees hinself the
ruler of the world."

The smile returned to the priest's vulturine face. "Chronos?
Who-what is Chronos? A man uses a tool, to aid in a task
Once done, that tool may be throw

away, perhaps broken. Wen | choose, | shall brush Chronos
i nto not hi ngness. Think not to appeal to. Chronos-"

It was Uranos's turn to |augh. "And again | say,' Magos,
Chronos mi ght not agree with your words. | think, were they
to be reported to him there mght be .u a visitor to your
sl eepi ng chanber with the night, one

carrying steel and knowing howto use it silently-"

But Magos continued to smile. "That is of no inportance,
certainly no concern of yours."

"Then why have you sent for us, son of the pit?"

"Li ke other nmen, Uranos, at tines | w sh anusenent. And

ganmes of chance interest me. My friend, Conth"-he nodded

to the priest who had been whispering to him"has wagered

me a curious ring out of U ghur, aring that is said to give its
hol der sonme odd

powers, that | cannot keep a man alive for seven days in the

| aboratories while he undergoes sone changes. Now | am

proud of the skill of nmy worknen, and | desire that ring

with its attractive history. So | thought of all the prisoners
within these walls who could be spared, and | sunmoned

you-"

Uranos mi ght not be broken, but he had been shaken
enough to say, "Devil!"
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"So have others called nme before they passed through that
door." The high priest pointed to an opening at the far end
of the room "And yet |ater they blessed me when | granted

t hem deat h-nuch, much later. You are strong, Uranos; so

does this other one look also. | think I shall win nmy wager."

He arose, and the icy claws of the priest behind Ray
fastened on the American's shoul ders, propelling him
forward. Magos had taken two steps before lie turned and
cane back.

"Now | ama true son of the Shadow. It has cone to nme

that perhaps Ba-Al should have a voice in this. Therefore,

you twai n shall choose between black and white stones. He

to whomny lord sends the black shall save ny wager, and

he who gains the white shall wait for a while. Yes, that is fit
and proper."

The other priests echoed his laughter. Ray watched Conth
bring a bow and ostentatiously drop two stones, one white,
one black, into it. Then once nore Magos held up a hand.

"Put in tw of the white. If both draw, then | know t hat Ba-
Al wishes themfor hinself: The will of the Shadow is our
full desire. Conth shall draw for Uranos, and Path-tan for
this stranger. Draw, Conth-"

Magos took the bow and held it well above the eye |evel of
the | esser priest. Conth's hand noved and opened to show
a white stone on his palm

Pat h-tan came forward and di pped his fingers in turn. Then
he tossed his prize to the floor, where it rolled to touch
Ray's foot. It was al so white.

"Qur lord has spoken." Magos broke the silence. "By his
will be it so."

The other priests echoed his words. But Ray wonder ed- had

it been only a trick? Wiy did Magos want to threaten and
then reprieve? O indeed had chance sel ected the stones and
Magos been superstitious enough to allow hinself to be

bal ked, believing Ba-Al had guided the priest's groping
fingers?
"Uranos." The high priest came a step closer. "Wat do you
expect-the altar and the knife-or"-he paused-"the enbrace
of the Loving One?"

"What matters it how a Sun-born warrior faces death as

| ong as he does so under the Flame? The body dies,-. but

not that which is the true man. And in death do I.. conquer,
as well you know, who have chosen to turn down the path

of the Shadow. The altar of this devil you speak of-the
Lovi ng One-"

"The devil | speak of ?" Magos replied. "You should not

utter words about things you do not know so lightly,

Uranos. The Loving One it shall be, and you will call upon
your Flanme in that hour, and it will not leap to your calling
Then you will beg for death-but it shall cone in its own

time and by its own desire. And; for you-likew se!" For the
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first tine since they had: entered that roomthe high priest
| ooked straight at Ray. "Take themto the tenple so that
they may be: ready at hand when the hour strikes-"

Once nore they travel ed through dark passages, sone of
them so dusky that they might be noving through an

endl ess night. Once Ray saw trickles of oily noisture on the
wal |l s and sliny tracks left by nanel ess dwellers in these
under ground ways.

They came to steps clinbing up and up, passing ate |east

two other levels of floors, then out into a red-walled

corridor with rods of light set at regular intervals P along it,
and finally into the hall of murals, which Ray

had seen during that dream journey.

"W are in the tenple of Ba-Al." Uranos spoke for' the first
time since they had |left Magos. "See you,: brother, how the
Lord of the Shadow woul d keep hi.,

foul anusenments ever before his worshipers' eyes?"
Ray gave those obscene pictures but a glance and then
averted his gaze.

"Be silent!" One of their escort slapped U anos across

-the nmouth viciously. "Tine for speech, yes, and for wailing
and cal ling upon a | ong-quenched Flanme will come. They

say that the Sun-born do not know how to beg for mercy.

But then the Sun-born have not yet met the Loving One. |
warrant you will squeal as loudly at the last as did the |ast
Miurian who went into the enbrace of That Wich Craw s!"

They were put in a small side chanber, their chains again
snapped to rings in the walls, and then the priests left them
"What was Magos's purpose?’ Ray asked when they were

alone. "Did he play a ganme with those stones? O did he
really believe Ba-A nmde the choice?"

"Who knows?" the other returned. "If he played a ganme, it
was not wholly ained at us, | think. This Loving One-1 wi sh
| knew nore."

He did not agree, Ray decided. He | eaned his head agai nst
the wall as his ol der problem cane back full force. Wiy had
the will kept himhere in the heart of the eneny's country?
What had been the task he had not conpl eted? Since he had
been sunmoned by the Red Robe on the quay, that void

which the will had filled had been enpty in him Had it fled
or been driven out by the power of the Atlantean priest?

Why was he here?

The stones at his back were chill and cold; he was | ost. Not
this time in a forest of giant trees but in a place he could not
descri be, where not his body, but another part of him

drifted without purpose-beyond his control. Lost, yes, as he
never thought anyone or anything could be | ost

Then-t hat whi ch he had becone-that drifting w sp of near
not hi ngness was caught - hel d--drawn i n anot her direction-
and by the will!
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Ray was in his body, and there was a tingling in his flesh, a
war nt h under his skin, which had once conme fromthe
sparkling water in the Murian citadel. In him

again the will was firmy seated-waiting-though for what he
did not know.

"Brother!"

Ray turned his head and | ooked to the other. Uranos had
pulled to the end of his chains and was trying to touch Ray
with one outstretched hand. His face nmirrored anmazenent

and concern.

"How is it with you?" he asked as Ray's gaze net his.

"Well-now," the Anerican answered and knew that was the
truth. Wth the will had cone confidence. Yet do not
depend upon it, caution urged.

"You-it was as if you went fromyour body-" half
whi spered Uranos.

"But | have returned," Ray said. "And al so-" He hesitated.
"Yes-?" Uranos asked.

"I think-listen!" His head still rested against the wall, and it
seemed to himthat through the stone canme sound, very dim
and far away.

The Atlantean turned his head and laid his right ear also to
the wall.

"Li ke sea surf," he said after a | ong nonent.

"What is it?"

They were not given long to speculate. The priests returned
to unhook their chains. As they cane into the great hall of
the tenple, that sound was clearer, sharper, as if sone
acoustic property of the building picked up and anplified it.
It was now i ndeed a roaring. Uranos kept turning his head.

"That-this is battle!" he cried out suddenly.

"Mul'" But how? Ray questioned his own answer. There

surely had not been tine enough for the notherland to
gather an arny, to strike thus at the very heartland of the
eneny. But could he be sure of that. either?

It may well be." Uranos | ooked to the priest holding his
chains. "Look well to the wi ngs of your Shadow now,

brother of the pit. Wen the Flane dances, all darkness fails.
And when the notherland comes to

cl eanse the Iand, naught will remain to give your Dark-god
cover-"

The priest struck him "Ba-Al is not blown as a feather on the
breeze. The Loving One will make you forget all but itself-
and soon!"

Uranos spat blood froma cut Iip. "Look about you. So
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gather now the spirits of the nurdered dead! Think you they
shal |l not guide their avengers, call through your streets for an
end to Ba-Al's rule? | say to you, the Five Walled City shal
vani sh fromthe earth, and even its name will be lost to the
menory of man. Ba- Al nust seek again the pit from which

he craw ed, and those who serve himwill be left to face the
light they fear nore than any sword. That which you have

called up shall be naster, not servant, before it is also sent
once nore into its own place!"

He spoke not as one voicing threats but with such assurance
that he m ght have been a prophet who believed inplicitly in
his vision of a future shortly to cone.

Again the priest raised his hand to strike, but he did not
conplete that bl ow. The roaring had faded sonewhat, and
now t hey heard a pounding, as if soneone ran through the
halls. A priest, who wore a brazen corsel et over his robe and
carried a helmwithin the crook of his arm canme hastily from
behind a row of pillars.

"The Murians-" he panted. "They have sunk ships across the
mout h of the harbor after loosing two fire galleys to ramin
among the fleet. They | anded other forces to the north, and
the herdsnmen of the plains have revolted to join them WMgos
bids you bring these carrion forth to the pyranid above the
wal I's that he may show t hem what power we can send out to
eat themup!"

This-this was what he had been sent to do, said the will within
Ray. This was a part of the battle in which he woul d be the
weapon.

The first sharp consci ousness of that ebbed as the -priests
hurried himon with Uranos. Men who were

dressed half as priests and half as mailed warriors cl osed
about them and brought them out of the tenple.

They coul d hear the roar better, see the glare of fire beyond

the walls and canals, spreading fromthe docks. There was a
tenseness to be felt in the city, its streets crowmded with soldiers
so that the party fromthe tenple. was sl owed. Shock was a

part of it, Ray sensed. The Atl anteans had not expected this

bl ow-not so soon-and not here. How had the Mirian forces

managed to nove so fast and with such secrecy that they

appeared to have caught their enem es unaware-bottled the
Atlanteans in their city?

It nmust be past dawn, but the sky was murky with darkening
clouds. And to those one of their guard called their attention

"See, your Sun is veiled. So does Ba-Al draw his protective
curtains over us this day!"

Uranos was jostled against Ray, and the Anerican noticed the
ot her was breathing deeply, drawing the air, tainted though it
was with all the pollution of the city, into his lungs eagerly.
Then he remenbered that his fell ow prisoner had been a | ong
time captive, and to himthis air was fresh with a kind of
freedom

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (127 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:44 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

"They take us to the west wall. See-there is the pyramd,"
Ur anos observed.

There was an erection of alternate red and bl ack bl ocks, very
dark under the lowering sky. Its top was a square platform
reachi ng perhaps sonme ten feet higher than the adjacent wall.
Up there a small group stood awaiting them

The flight of stairs leading aloft was very steep, its treads
narrow. Twi ce Ray stunbled, to be finally pulled and haul ed
al ong by the guards.

Magos was there. And beside him still in a gold court robe,
with no martial trappings of hel mor body arnor, Chronos.

But the latter did not turn to | ook as the prisoners were half
boosted onto the platform He was biting the nails on his
stubby fingers, staring out, not at the snoke and flane above

t he harbor, but at

the distant clouds, so 'lowlying. An officer came up the steps
of the pyram d at breakneck speed.

"Dread One," he reported, "those who entered the city from
the ruined tenple have been driven back again-"

Chronos turned his head. There were flecks of white at the
corners of his fleshy lips. H's eyes were wild and did not seem
to really see outward but rather inward. And Ray knew t hat

this woul d-be ruler of the world was now filled with fear

"Kill! Kill!" he screeched. "Let there be blood and burning. Let
not one escape! Return not unless you bring also their heads-
each and every head!"

The officer passed Ray in his going. And the Anerican noted
that his face was drawn and haggard, as if

“the news he had brought was not good but ill and that he had
reported defeat instead of part-victory.

It was Magos who gave the next order. Chronos stared once

nmore at the clouds from which cane the sound that had been

like a distant nurmur of ugly, angry surf within the tenple and
that was not the raging of a sea gone nmad but the clanmor of a
maj or battle.

"Place themat the pillars-lash themfast,"
his priests.

Magos conmanded

The platformon which they stood was ringed with pillars.
They were strong, firmy rooted, and several feet taller than
Ray and Uranos who were now bound to them Uranos

nodded across to Ray as Magos cane

to inspect their bonds narrowy. Then the high priest
called to Chronos.

"All is in readiness, Dread One. Shall it be done?"

H s manner was outwardly subservient, but nalice |urked
beneath the |ip service he gave the Posei don. Al nost
reluctantly Chronos cane away fromhis view of the battle.

H s fingers, bloody where he had bitten the nail quicks, were
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pressed to his wobbling paunch as if some inner pain thrust
there. But he summned the energy to | augh at Uranos.

"Ha-true bl ood dies-Atlantis falls-is that not what they said al
those years agone? Well, those who mouthed that did not
know t he Loving One!" He | ooked then to Ray.

"Sydyk out of Ui ghur-nore or less than that, Magos tells ne-
If you are he-or that-which the Naacals called from anot her
world, then nowis the tine we shall see whose calling has
sunmoned a greater power. And | think that you are the |ess-
since Phedor was able to summon you when he w ought

magi ¢ with what was once agai nst your flesh. Such nmagic

nmoves | esser men, and when you answered to it, then you
proved that you were not of the Quter Ones, the terrible ones
we have dealings with. So shall you be food for the greater
and aid it in bringing forth nore of its kind-"

Some of that nade sense, but not all. It was apparent that the

At |l ant eans knew or guessed his identity, thought that he m ght

be sonme focus of unknown power-but, was that true? Ray

sought to reach the will within him It lay there still, but to his
appeal there came no answer.

"Can those beyond"-Chronos waved his hand-"can they see
clearly?"

"Yes. They have far-seeing glasses that will be trained upon
us."

"Then begin, begin! Wat do you wait for? O is there danger
for us?" The Posei don gave back a step or two, edging for the
stair head.

"Never, Dread One. The Loving One will not turn against its
masters. Prepare them for the enbrace-"

Guards were on Ray, slashing at his worn tunic, ripping it

down so that he stood bare to the waist. One drew his dagger
and cut twice across the Anerican's breast, |eaving a shall ow
cross-shaped wound that welled blood. There was no harmin

the cuts, and the reason for them Ray coul d not guess. Uraii os,
he saw, had been simlarly marked.

"Go!" As Magos gave perm ssion, the priestly guards departed
with the speed of those leaving an ill-onmened place. And
Chronos withdrew to the very edge of the

platform It was plain that for all Magos's reassurance, he
did not want to front too closely this ultinate weapon.

Magos held a brown bowl of such rough fashioning that he

m ght have patted it together noments earlier fromthe

mud of sonme riverbank. In this he dropped dully gl ow ng

bits of charcoal taken froma footed brazier. Setting it
equidistant fromthe pillars and the prisoners, he puffed the
coals into glowing life and then tossed a handful of black
powder on them

Curling brown snoke followed and with it such a stench as

made Ray cough, while it irritated his eyes until tears ran

down his cheeks. It was as if all the unclean things in the city
had been reduced to the handful of powder and set afire.
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The snoke cl eared, but the nauseating odor still hung there.
Chronos had now retreated one step down the stairway.

But Magos was smiling, and all the rest of his life-if he had
much nmore of life, Ray thought-he would remenber that

smle.

"Has your evil failed to answer your call?" asked Uranos.
"You have produced snoke and a mighty snell. But what
el se follows, Magos?"

"Look before you, Uranos. Even now That Wich Craw s
cones to claimour offerings, that it nmay wax strong
enough to open wide a door for all its blood-kin!"
answered the priest.

Ray stared at the stone to which the priest pointed. There
was an odd-| ooki ng shadow there. And it was grow ng!

Under his gaze it gathered form as if it drew substance
fromthe very material on which it rested. And as it grewin
girth, so did it gain in solidarity. No | onger was it shadow.

16

FOR Ray the whole world narrowed to that shadow which

was no | onger shadow. Bl oated sides swelled yet larger; a
head pushed up and out, a blind head with no mark of eyes.
Yet the head wove back and forth as if it quested by either
sight or sound. Then green-black horns snapped into being,
to break the wormi ke outline of the head.

It had no | egs but, beneath, a gaping nouth that puckered
and rel axed rhythm cally, wavered, thickened, grewin
extension; two tentacles, and on these were ulcer pits of
suckers. In color it was basically black, yet splotched here
and there with a dull and | oathsome green, and fromit

came an odor to make a man retch. A giant snail |acking any
shel |, a slug- Conparisons arose in Ray's mnd, but none
were as stomach-turning as the thing itself.

Magos cane forward, and, at either the sound or the
vi bration of his step, the nonster's head whi pped around.
Its long neck stretched; the horns waved vi gorously.

"Seek your prey, dweller in the Quter Darkness,"
commanded the priest. "The bl ood drips to beckon you-
seek your prey!"

The thing raised its head high. Ray wanted to cl ose his eyes,
but he could not. A monent or two and then the cuts in his
flesh or Uanos's would guide it.

Those horns continued to' weave jointlessly, as if testing the
air. Then suddenly it |owered the worm head and hunped
its back as mght a slug in novenent. As snoothly as a
flow of polluted water, it glided toward the prisoners.

It had chosen, Ray saw. His horror at that nonment was so
great that it paralyzed himfor he was the choice. After it
moved a short distance, it gathered its bulk together in a
crouch. Again the horn-waving head arose as if to verify the
scent. The stench fromit was a

gas. Ray wanted the thing to spring nowto finish this. But
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instead it waited, as if it savored--like a

Orefinement of the prom sed feast-the disgust and fear
of its victim deliberately prolonging the advance as though to
suck in his repugnance.

Then it flowed again-nearer. And fromthis there was no

escape. No escape -or was there? Was it Ray Osborne or was it

the will which had brought himhere that stirred then? Suppose-

VWhat he supposed he did not know but only grasped wildly-as a man caught in the
sucki ng maw of qui cksand woul d catch at any branch

over hangi ng that spot-for something within himw th which to

do battle.

Bl ack- bl ack-the creeping thing of the Dark-the bl ackness. Wat
fought black? Wiite-light! The white of the tenple walls of
Mi; the white of a Naacal's robe;

_ the white of-of Flanme! But fire was red-yellow Not so
The Flame was white-white with a dazzling purity. White! The
will within him all within himthat dreaded death, as manki nd
dreaded extinction, stiffened into defense. A white Fl ame

And this thing fromthe pit-it dreaded that Flane. Ray felt it
check, felt the small flash of uneasiness that |ay behind that
check. Its head jerked faster fromside to side. Nowit was no
|l onger silent. A low, whining note hurt his ears. O was that
sound at all?

Fl ame-a shooting Flane-a Flane that noved and made a wal |
before that thing. It was there-he could actually see it now
white Flame that m ght have

seared his eyes with its force and yet did not. And in
himthat will swelled and fl owered but-only through

- him So this was the why and wherefore-he was the
i nstrument through which- Then the will blotted out his own
thoughts; it nust have the whole of himin this struggle.

Again the thing gave a little ground, and its keening whine grew
the shriller. Fear-its fear grew He nust use that fear as the
handl er of a savage beast uses a lash to ward off attack. And
like a whip he cracked his thought:

"Back, nanel ess evil, back into the world wherein you were set
to dwell! Cross not into this! Back to the foulness that is
rightfully yours!"

But the thing retreated no farther, only lay there, its head

darting fromside to side as if it butted against a wall. Then Ray
knew Magos was holding it, using his counter powers to drive

it on. He, too, drew upon sone inner will or force. Ray

faltered. The Loving One hunped forward. Flame-the Fl ame

was there

Again the slug's advance was stayed; the angry whi ne arose.
Under Magos's urging it rocked back and forth, its baffled cry
growi ng louder. But this tine Ray held. How | ong could he do
so?

They were locked in silent battle. Magos and his creature of the
Dark striving to find sone weakness, Ray the channel for the
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will that drew heavily upon his strength. He was weakeni ng.
The thing fl owed-stopped, flowed again.

"Brother, give it ny body!" Faint and far away was that call.
"Gve it ne and gain tinme-"

"No!" Ray rallied. H's body was trenbling; he felt as if only the
chains that bound himto the pillar kept himon his feet.
Forward crept the Loving One

"On!'" commanded Magos.
"Back!" ordered Ray and the will.
Noi se-shouti ng

Ray's concentration broke. The Loving One | eaped. Too late

the Anerican tried to set the barrier again. A tentacle sl apped
across his body; the suckers fastened greedily on the bl oody
cuts. He shrank and yet could not nove fromthe

contam nation of that enbrace.

Fl ame- Fl ane-but there was no Flane that would touch the
thing now mad with bl ood hunger. Only he was not yet done!
It was as if deep within himhe now fronted that will and
demanded of it as it had demanded of him

Ray's head raised. Cone, he told that will-be with me now

And if it had nmade of hima servant and a weapon, SO now in

the depths of extremity he reversed that. Into himflowed, after
a second or two of ammzed

resi stance, a kind of power such as he had never felt before.

The | oathsone fl esh pressed to himquivered. Slowy, with

the added torture of physical pain, the tentacl es | oosened as,
reluctantly, fighting, the nonster drew back. Magos had

rel eased his pressure. Too | ate he saw what was happeni ng.

"Flame! " Ray thought he shouted that aloud. It was an order,
to his own strength, to the will he had seized. "Flane!"

Again it was there, the |eaping, dazzling Fl ane.

"Hol d-those of Mu clinb the stair!" Wrds-w thout
meaning. Al that existed in the world was that Flane created
out of thought, which nust be held, and held, and held

The Loving One twi sted and turned, hissing, but it retreated
fromthe Flame. There was a cry fromthe stairs.

"Hol d!'" shouted Uranos again. "Hold but a little |onger,
brother!"

Magos was desperate. Ray felt the |oosing of the Red priest's
power. He was strong-nmaybe too strong. But if he won, he
must first face a fight, a real fight

The high priest strode back and forth across the platform

hi s thoughts sharp and swift, |ike thunderbolts, prodding the
thing. The Loving One reared, withed, tw sted, crept
forward

And the Flane dwindled. It was not Ray's spirit but his
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body that weakened. And again the tentacles closed about
hi m

"Ray! Ray!" A call. He tried to draw upon the will, but there
was nothing left-

Wiite fire-the Flame agai n? Ray rai sed his head.

No, just a ray, touching the horns of the Loving One. It
withed against him But the tentacles dropped, tearing his
flesh. There was a roaring in his head, he saw distortedly, as
through a watery nmist.

Cl ash of steel against steel. Then he was falling, free of the
pillar. Sonmeone caught him steadied his |inp body, |owered
himgently. He saw a face wavering in

and out of focus. Cho-fromfar away and very |ong ago-

Cho "The-Loving-One-" He tried to warn and thought that

perhaps his words were not even a whisper. But those ice-

bl ue eyes understood; lips curved in a smle as frost-filled as
a winter storm

"Watch, brother."

The Murian raised his hand. Cupped in the palmwas a

crystal, flashing rainbow lights. And fromits center rayed a
shaft of white light. Again Cho played that upon the horns

of the thing and so drove the crawler . back, for it could not
escape the beam he turned upon it.

Magos stood beyond, his face contorted into a mask that
had only a faint humanity in it. And the power in hi mRay
could feel it aimed at themat the Loving One. Yet the
nmonster was out of his control

"Devil!" Magos screaned.

"Drinker of blood," Cho returned. "Listen nowto this beast
of yours. | think it hungers. And is not true that when it
comes to your call, it must be fed, one way or another?
Behol d-t he reckoni ng!"

The Loving One, as if goaded beyond endurance, sprang-

not at the Miurians but at the priest. Its tentacles closed about
Magos with the grimgrip of a trap. The priest tore one arm
free and thrust at the obscene roundness of the slug body.

Hi s dagger sank into the black hide, but when it was

wi thdrawn again, there ° was no trace of a wound on the

sl eek skin. And all the while the Loving One fed.

Ray's head fell back on Cho's arm He had been too close to
that hinself to watch now. But the Murian did -r not |ook
away, and when the nonster would have turned at |ast, Cho
held it with the beam

There was one scream Cho's armtightened about y the
Ameri can. Then the Miurian raised the crystal for the |ast
time.

"It is done," he said. "Now we destroy the doer."

Ray | ooked once nore. A tattered bundle of stained rags |ay
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upon the stone. Above that oozed the nonster,
and it was crooning to itself. Just as Magos's rage had earlier
reached to them so did now a horrible satisfaction

The |ight becane a sharp sword of radiance. At its touch the
creature ceased to croon its contentnment and noved uneasily.
Then it whined, shrilly, its plaint hurting in one's head.

Now t he beam changed color, fromwhite to faint rose, from

rose to red. Then it rippled, as if rising in ever strengthening
waves from a conceal ed source. And in Ray's body he felt the
rhythm of that rippling.

Wi le the Loving One twisted, withed, its whining becane a

vi bration, too high for human ears to catch any |onger. Then

it started to dissolve. Its outlines blurred; a black pool oozed
slowy fromunder it. And the stench was a sickness in the air.

Still Cho held the light steady on that withing bulk. Once the
creature seened to nmake a | ast desperate effort to survive. Its
head |ifted, the body heaved as if to hurl itself at the Mirian,
but the light chained it fast.

So it perished, the body becom ng a pool of liquid
corruption, which, in turn, was consuned by the ray. Then
there was a shouting on the platform echoed fromthe street
bel ow.

"The city falls," Cho said. "They throw down swords and cal
for mercy. And now we nust see to your wounds, brother-"

Another Murian in arnmor went to his knees beside the
Anmeri can. Under that hel net, surely-Ray frowned -a face he
had seen. Yes-this was he who had | ed the prisoners.

"You-then Taut did as he prom sed-"

"Surely, lord, and better-'
head.

began the other, but Cho shook his

"Time for talking later. This now" He sneared a paste across
Ray's breast. "Now, a cloak about you. W must get you into
the hands of the Naacals as soon as we can-"

"Lord!" One of the Miurians spoke; his hand rested on
Uranos's shoul der. "What of this Atlantean?"

"Cho." Ray summopned what snall strength he still possessed.
"This is the real Poseidon, Uranos-their .their prisoner, too.
Listen to him"

"That shall be done.™
Ray sank back on the cloak. The invading party here .

was a small one, eight Mirrain and four wild-Iooking
rogues who might have cone from Taut's own ship.
Uranos knelt beside him

"Warriors' high salute to you, conrade. And for your
courtesy in renenbering me-ny thanks. OF the Atlanteans
taken-1 do not think that one will find .< any to speak for
him*"
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Ray | ooked in the direction the other pointed. Two of the
Muri ans were tying the hands of Chronos behind his fat
body.

"He was captured-"

"Yes. It was his hate and his cowardi ce that kept himd here.
He wanted to witness our ending, and he feared the battle
below. So for himthe gane is now lost, and | do not think
he will relish what will follow"

3

Ray listened in a dreany detachnent. The ointnment Cho had

used on his wounds had taken away the pain. And he felt

queerly light and enpty. The will was gone once nore, and

this time for good-or so he believed. Al about himwas hazy,

as if the place, the nmen, all else save he hinself, had no reality.
He was alive; the Loving One-whatever that horror had been-

was gone, taking Magos with it. And Chronos was a prisoner

"It seems"-Cho returned fromthe head of the stairs-"that we
must stay here yet a while. To travel the streets nowis a
matter of fighting, there are pockets of desperate nen who
will not surrender." He sat down on his heels by Ray and
slipped fromhis own arma band of black, transferring its
coolness to the Anerican's linp arm "This was, in a way, our
key to the city."

"How?" The touch of the arm et had an odd effect on
Ray. It steadied the world and brought it into focus again.

"Captain Taut brought it and the Miurians to speak for him
And Taut knew an inner way to bring troops inside the
wall's. ™

"As | said," Uranos commented, "there were secrets of
whi ch Chronos knew not hi ng, which even the Red Robes
had not explored."

"But-" Ray touched the armet with his other hand, running
his fingers along it. "How did Mu get here-so soon?"

"Ask the Re Mu, ask the Naacal s-ask those who appeared to
us to be so blind to danger and so | acking in preparedness.
The | egions of U ghur canme in fromthe east, and our fleet
fromMayax. But | sailed with Taut in the vanguard,
claimng ny right-"

"Your right?

Cho | ooked surprised. "Are we not sword brothers? The Re
Mi said that you were already in service within the Red
Land-so thus | would cone. | think we set a record-| ook-"
He held out his pal mand showed red blisters on the skin.
"Even officers took their turn at the oars when there was
need. Taut had the command, and | ambut a. first-year
swor dsman when conpared to his experience in such raids.
He knows this coast better than any warder. Once, when he
was pursued by a guard ship whose comuander coul d not

be bought off, he stumbled upon a secret. It is a narrow
break in the cliffs, so small a fault one cannot believe that it
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gi ves upon aught worthwhile. But there is a scrap of beach
and a cave, and then a tunnel that nust have been cut by
men before the recording of tine. The tunnel |eads under
the city to the | ower chanbers of the tenple of the Flane.

"W | anced there by night. And a party remained to lead in
later forces fromthe fleet. Taut swore that the sons of the
Shadow depended so rmuch upon their rings of walls and

wat er that they would be part vanqui shed already if we
appeared in their mdst. And | believe he had the right of

t hat .

"At dawn we captured a Red Robe, and | think he m stook

us for spirits of the nurdered Sun-born, for he told us
freely that Magos planned to sumon the Loving One and
feed it well. The nature of that nonster was such that it
woul d thereby be able to bring fromits own pit others of
its kind, loosing thus a weapon we coul d not stand agai nst.

"W thought that what he drool ed about woul d happen in

the temple of Ba-Al, and we fought to reach there. It was

not until later we saw what chanced' here and knew of our

nm stake. Wthout the walls the | egions of Ui ghur are in
action, and with themthose of Atlantis who have never

taken kindly to rule by the priests of the Geater Dark. Now
such resistance that remains is being hunted out, pocket by
pocket, while ever nore nen cone through the tenple
passage-"

"And this?" Ray pointed to the crystal

"Of the Naacals' nmking, but they have only, a few of them
This was sent to ne just before | entered the passage. W
were warned that we nust be very close to that nonster
before it could be used. But, Ray, twice we saw that evi
thing retreat, and yet you were bound and had no weapon

at all!"

"He has done what | woul d have sworn none could do!"
Uranos burst out. "He beat back that fear with his will, held
the Dark at bay."

"No," said Ray, his fingers still slipping about the jet armet,
that touch which tied himto the here and now "I did what
was set upon ne to do, | sumoned the Fl anme-"

"The Fl ame?" questioned Cho.

"The white Flane," repeated Ray, once nore slipping into
that odd state of detachnent.

"The undying Flame," Cho said. "But that-that is not of
man, for man to | ook upon! Truly the shield of the
mot her| and was rai sed above you on this day!"

"Once that Flane burned in the sanctuary of the altar in this
city." Uranos spoke then.

"But never will it so again," answered Cho.

"What do you nmean?" asked the Atl antean prince.
moon shot is your sinple ganbl e-a school room exer -
cise compared to this," Burton retorted. -
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"When do you rmake the first try?" CGeneral Colfax spoke for
the first tine.

"In exactly fourteen hours, five mnutes. Then we open the gate
and hold it for an hour. Dr. Burton activates the seeker
according to the equation-"

"And then-we just wait." The general spoke as if to hinself.
"We wait," echoed Fordham

"And nmaybe," added Hargreaves, "we just go on waiting-
forever."

RAY struggled up on one armto | ook out into the main hal
of the ruined tenple. Part of the roof was open to the night

sky, and light rods were set in the old brackets to illum nate the
stone bl ocks now serving Mirian war captains as tables and
seats.

"How is it with you?"

The American | ooked over his shoul der at an approaching
Naacal

"Better-"

The priest smled. "So you' re weary of our tending r and

woul d be up and about? Well-" H's fingers touched Ray's wri st

and hunted for his pulse. "Perhaps if | do not suffer such folly,
you will be out on your own anyway." He cl apped hi s hands,

and a man wearing the shorter white tunic of a tenple servant

br ought cl ot hi ng.

Wth help Ray slipped a soft |eather tunic over the bandages

that wapped hi m nurmy-wi se fromarnpit to waist. Over

that went a kilt reinforced with netal strips, but no breast plate.
The priest waved that aside.

"You will not need it, and the weight is too nuch for your
wounds. "

"Cho-?" asked Ray.
"At present he is on duty at the western gate."
"And the city?" _

"I't has surrendered, save for the inner keep of the pal ace.
When nost of the guard discovered Chronos taken, they threw
down their arns. Those who still fight are the Red Robes of
Ba- A1 and such others as have good reason to believe they
deserve no nercy at our hands."

"Ray!" Cho canme swiftly across the hall. He stopped a short

di stance off to survey the American fromhead to foot. "Good-
warrior ready. But you have no sword. This perhaps-l took it
but a short time ago fromthe

captain of the gate-" He had in his hands a belt and sheat hed
sword, the hilt of which gleamed red with a pattern of

r ubi es.
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"Now-that is better. You nust be ready-"
"For what? The Naacal said nost of the fighting was over."

"Not for battle, no. But the Re Mu enters the city at dawn.
Al'l but the inner part of the palace is now ours."

"And Chronos?"

"Swords fromthe private guard at the G eat One hold him
safe. The -Re Mu wi shes to see you."

And |, thought Ray, wish to see him There are questions-but
whet her he woul d ever get a chance to ask them that he did
not know. That sense of unreality had cl osed about him
again. He watched and |istened, but he was not a part of al
this. And now no touching of the armet reunited himwth
this world in which he stood, |like a spectator at a vivid
pageant .

He was with Cho as the Re Mu entered the Five Walled City.

He saw the white war chariot of the Sun drawn by snorting
stallions crunch over the debris of battle. And he even copied
Cho's war salute to the Enperor and went forward with the
Murian when that ruler beckoned to them

"l see you, ny lords-" The Re Mu gave the formal greeting
as Ray again followed Cho's | ead and touched knee to the
dust of the roadway.

Cho bowed his head to give the conventional answer: "W
are yours, Great One, with all loyalty and strength."

But Ray | ooked up into those renpte blue eyes. If the Re Ml
read his thoughts here and now, he knew that Ray did not
echo that and that his outward show of homage was only

t hat - show.

"Never, | think, has the Sun been so ably served, ny |ords-"
returned the Enmperor. "Cone to nme within the hour-"

"W hear and obey," Cho agreed, and they got to their feet
as the chariot runbled on.

Hear and obey, yes; he had heard and woul d obey-in this
much, but not by choice. And he woul d have

answers- Trailing Cho, the American followed the roya
procession into the heart of the city. Townspeople were
bei ng herded al ong by Miurian troops, al so converging on
the center of their half-destroyed capital

Though the soldiers tried to keep sone sort of order and
clear |anes through the throng, the ways were choked. Cho
appeal ed to a harassed officer

"W are summoned by the Great One. How may we-?"

The officer threw up his hands. "Not this way, Sunborn
Take to the | esser streets, even to the roofs, but you will
make no haste-"

Cho took his advice, bringing theminto a side way and
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finally weaving an in-and-out route to reach the tenple once
nore.

"Where is Uranos?" Ray asked as they canme at last to their
goal . He was panting with effort and had to | ean against a
wal | .

"l do not know. He went to the Re Mu last night. If he is as
he clains-" But Cho broke off, for they were now a part of

a crowmd of officers and nmen drawn up behind a hastily
arranged throne. Blocks fromthe fane had been set together
and draped with brilliant war cloaks. There the Re Mu had
taken his seat to judge the city. About himwas a glittering
mass of polished and bejewel ed arnor, with here and there
the plain white robe of a Naacal for contrast, while at the
Enperor's right, on a |l ower block seat, the Naacal U Cha

| eaned forward a little as if he were so shortsighted he had
difficulty in making out with clarity the scene before him

As Cho and Ray mingled with the warriors, there was a
sharp and demanding roll of war druns, four. of them

toget her, standing waist-high to the drunmers on the steps.
And as that died away, so did .the surf Iike nurmur of the
t hr ong.

The Re Mu's face was expressionless, yet in some strange
way it was as if he saw not just the nultitude of people
gathered there but each and every man or wonan in it as an
i ndi vi dual whom he was to judge.

Ray wat ched people in the nearer ranks drop their heads,

|l ook to left or right, but in the end they once nore raised
their eyes as if conmanded to do so by a power they could
not di sobey.

Then the Enperor's hand lifted but an inch or two fromthe
clasp it held, fingers | ocked upon the hilt of a bared sword
that stood upright between his knees, and pointed to the
cracked and stained stone under his feet. At that slightest of
gestures, one of the warriors noved out a pace or so to his

|l eft. Under the edge of that man's hel m Ray saw a face that

he knew. It was Uranos.

"People of Atlantis-" The Re Mui's voice rang with the sane
conmpel ling note as the druns. "Dwellers under the cloak of
t he Shadow "

A ripple crossed the crowded square. They were falling to
their knees, holding up their hands, some in sw ft abasenent,
others nore reluctantly.

"Forgive-" A kind of sobbing wail, which grew stronger,
foll owed that ripple.

"Some things go beyond the bounds of forgiveness. Look

you, choosers of the Dark, upon the stains that stand upon
these walls, think you how they cane to bear such red

testinony agai nst you." The Enperor's sword swung up,

and the rising sun caught fire along its blade, making it flane.
It pointed to the walls where the Sun-born had had their

endi ng.

"W did as those over us conmanded, G eat One. Forgive!"
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"And | say unto you, men of heart would have risen and put
down any who gave such conmands. It becones no man in
a day of judgment to hide behind an order that was evil,

saying, ‘| did as | was commanded.' In each man at birth is
pl aced the know edge of good and evil, and each day, each
hour, is he allowed choices of both. If he chooses ill out of
fear or weakness or lust or greed or rage, still he has had a

choi ce, and by that choice he shall be judged when the fina
day cones. When your forefathers cane to this |and, they
were given two treasures, that they m ght | ook upon them
and renenber the right-" Again his sword fl ashed

and this tinme pointed to the pillars still covered with:: the
dusty, tattered cloths. "Behold, those now go cloaked from

si ght because of shame and hate and fear, because you dare

not | ook upon what you have so openly betrayed. Thus did

you bl ot out the synbols of right. and justice, choosing

rat her the cover of the Shadow,,” some of you following it

even to the pit. So nmust this, city be erased fromthe sight of
men- bl ood cover™ blood. |Is not that justice-the kind you
understand the. best, nen of Atlantis?"

"Mercy-mercy-" It was a thin wail-fromthe wonen and
children, Ray believed. He saw no nman in that throng give
t ongue.

"And what mercy did you show in your day, men of

Atlantis? Think upon that! No, this city shall be as if it never
was-and that by nightfall. And you who have made it an

abode of uncl eanness, what shall be done with you?"

They were silent now, save here and there where a child or
woman cri ed.

"Yes, an abiding place for unclean things have you made this
city. Behold, this tenple lies in ruins while that of Ba-Al
proudly stands. Gve nme a reason, men of Atlantis, why you
shoul d not also suffer the fate of your city?"

"Mercy, Great One. If not for us, then for the children of
our courtyards." A single voice raised that plea.

"Harken to ny words. There are different justices and
differing judgnents. You are weak and foolish, but evil was
taught. unto you-the nost of you. It did not spring in all of
you equal ly. Therefore, | say unto you, go forth fromthis
city, taking naught save what you can carry of food and
clothing within your own two hands. And be forth of the
gates by sundown-|est the greater judgnent overtake you in
the end."

Uranos noved then and went on his knees before the,
Enperor.

"Great One, these are ny people. Suffer me to go with

them to lead themuntil they can .build anew"

"Uranos, in the past these turned their faces from your

house, set aside the rule of those of your blood, to take unto
thensel ves a | eader of their own choice, another of those

choi ces that they made freely. In the notherland, honor and

a service fitted to you await your comng. In this place
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where the blood of your kindred still stains the wall before
your eyes, do you say this? Do you wish to | ead these
peopl e?"

"Great One, you have spoken much of choices in this life

and the making of them and thereafter abiding by the

results of such choosing. Though I am of the Sunborn, yet

am| also of this land, sharing it with these people. So do
choose to go with them and that is a free choice. Alo, | wll
abi de by all that comes of it."

The Re Mu's sword rose high in the air, then descended to
touch Uranos lightly on the right shoul der and on the left.
Finally he reversed that blade and held out the hilt, which
Uranos ki ssed.

"Listen well, nen of Atlantis," the Enperor conmanded. "I
set before you now such a | eader as you have not had since
the old days when this was a fair, clean land. He is of the
Sun-born, yet also is he of Atlantis, an Atl antean of

At | ant eans, and no foreign conqueror. So | say unto you,
cherish himand obey him and abi de by such a choi ce.

"Uranos, Poseidon of Atlantis, do you swear to establish

once nore the dwelling of the Flanme, to walk with your

people in the light, warring upon the Shadow and all its

Il egions, to hold to the law and the justice, under the Sun, to
be a sword and shield for the notherland in her hour of

need?"

"Upon the Flame do | swear it, for ne and for ny people,
G eat One."

For the second tinme he kissed the hilt of the Re Mu's sword
and then arose and turned to face those watching himfrom
bel ow. They gave himno greeting, but as he wal ked down

the steps of the tenple, they pressed forward. Sonme went to
their knees, kissing his hands, the hemof his cloak. Wth
them about him he turned once nore to face the throne

now above him

"W shall obey the commands | aid upon us, and at sunset
we shall be gone," he said.

The ripple spread once nore across the square, and Ray

t hought the people were preparing to scatter. Only once
more the drunms rolled, and that sumons held them In the
i ssuing silence the Re Mu spoke again.

"Men of Atlantis, you have cone to judgnment. Now do you
al so judge. What -will you do with this nan?"

The Murians about the throne parted, and a party of guards
came through. Chronos, white, his face twi tching, his head
jerking fromside to side, was half led, half dragged in their
m dst.

Sound then, such a rising snarl came fromthe crowd as

made Ray step back a pace. He had heard, read, of npb

fury, but he had never seen it in action. This was as horrible
inits way as the Loving One

"To us, Geat One, to us!" The scream arose from a
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hundred and then thousands of throats.
"What say you, Chronos? Is this justice? Do you wish it?"

To Ray's amazenent the deposed Poseidon |ifted his head,
stilling that crazy jerking.

"Yes," he answered. Did he have sone idea that that neant
escape, or was he mad?

The Re Mu nodded. "The choice is yours, so be it."

As the Mirian guards stepped back, the mob licked up in a
wave and Chronos was gone. No scream no sound, save a

ki nd of worrying-an eddy in the nob-then nothing. The

throng broke, streaned away fromthe square, and the Re

Mu rose fromhis inprovised throne and went back into the
tenpl e, the Naacals closing in about him An officer cane to
Cho and Ray.

"The Great One wi shes you."

They came into that part of the tenple where there was a
stone nuch hacked and defaced with scorching, a centra
altar once, Ray believed. And by that now stood both the Re
Mi and U-Cha. It was to Cho the Enperor first spoke.

"You asked of us the post of greatest danger, Sunborn. And
you wrought well thereafter. Al so by your

hands was that spawn of evil-that thing sumoned from

anot her worl d-slain. What do you claimfromus in return?”

"Naught. The duty was mne."

The Re Mu smiled. "Naught-the answer of youth and
courage and what lies in the norning of life. But your
naught is not enough. To you the serpent, and after you
.those of your sons and sons' sons. Cone you-"

Cho knelt at the Enperor's feet. Fromhis own war hel m
the Re Mu detached a circlet of a striking serpent, fitting it
on Cho's, while those about raised their bared swords.

"You-" The Re Mu | ooked to Ray. "Ah, yes, you have that

to ask of us also. No, by rights you can demand. Since you
did not surrender your will to duty, the choice was taken
fromyou."

"Yes," Ray replied shortly.

"You were not of our blood; this was not your quarrel. In
our nonent of great danger, we forged of you a weapon

of which we had need. If you think all this, it is the truth.
have spoken much of choices and of standing by the result

of such choices. W chose to use a stranger who trusted us,
and this was ill doing. But for this |I have a single answer:
my choice |ay between the good of one nman and the

sal vation of all ny people.

"We could not reach into this land; it was too well guarded
by barriers that were not only visible men and steel, walls
and water, but also that which had been rai sed by Magos

and his adepts to speedily trip any of our blood daring to
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venture here. | think you had a taste of their weapons when
you were taken at |ast.

"Because you were not of us, you had certain inborn

saf equards we could not hope to devel op. Thus we put into
you that which we had that was needful to open doors.

You were the key, the only one we had."

"Even to the Loving One?" asked Ray evenly. He had not
knelt as did Cho. He was gazing eye to eye with this man
who ruled nost of a world. And now there was no awe

bet ween them

"Even to the Loving One," agreed the Re Mu. "That was

only the first, the scout, if you will, of an arny of its kind
Magos woul d have | oosed upon us. It, too, was a key, for
each time it was summoned, and fed, it grew a stronger tie
with this world. Eventually it woul d have brought its kind-
and perhaps worse-for the place fromwhich Magos

summoned it is alien and, to us, always the stronghold of
the eneny. And we do not know what other horrors that

pit may hold. So you were to be the bait to bring it forth
when there was still a chance to deal with it and cl ose that
gate.

"And | say that, in all our history, no man ever served the
mot her |l and as have you, a stranger. Nor has any man ever

faced such evil and held it powerless for a space. It is not in
my power to reward you fittingly, for to speak of rewards

is to belittle what you have done. But ask whatever you
desire-"

"Return to ny own tinme and place," asked Ray.

The Re Mu stood in silence. Then he said slowy, "our
know edge, all that exists, shall be yours. Wether this can be
done, | do not know But if it cannot--?"

"l do not know. Only that | am'-it was Ray's turn to

hesitate, to find it difficult to put into words his feelings-
"not of this time. It may be that | cannot return, but | nust
try-"

"So be it!"

As Ray stepped back, Cho nmatched step with him The
Muri an was sober-faced.

"Do-do you hate us, brother?" he asked. "Because of what
they willed you to do? | did not know that this was so. But
I can see how it would raise anger in a man-"

"Hate-" Ray repeated. He felt no enotion, only a kind of
weary enptiness, an odd dislocation, as if he were not a

part of life any nore but existed in a place not neant for
him A swimrer in the ocean, |ooking upon all the wonders
and colors of a world that was not his own and never

could be, in which he was the alien visitor, mght feel this
way, Ray deci ded. Since he had been enptied of the wll

and seen the Loving One die,

- he had been an onl ooker only. And to be real again" No, not
hate," he said nore to hinmself than Cho. r "Only tired-1 am
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tired-"

"And-if you cannot return?' The. Mirian put out his hand but
did not quite touch Ray, as if he, also, felt they were sonmehow
separate and even a neeting of -. fingers upon fingers could
not in any way unite them

"l do not know"

Cho's hand dropped to his side, but he continued to walk

besi de Ray, now and then glancing at him He was tired, Ray

t hought, and now he went back to that place in the tenple

where he had been brought for treatnment, stretching out on

the couch there. Cho had y - thrown hinself down on a

nei ghboring pile of cloaks and was quickly asleep. But though

he was so weary, the American could not sleep hinself. He

shut his eyes and tried to picture-yes, this tinme - tried to see the
trees, the silent forest.

The Re Mu had offered hi mwhatever he wished. A . ship

m ght be the answer, a ship to the north, and then across the
plain and into the dusk of the forest-to the “:- place where he
had entered this tine. And what if he did cone to stand once
more on that very spot and nothi ng happened?

He heard a small novenent nearby and opened his eyes. U

Cha, | ooking. very old-old and faded in his white robe, as if
that had far nore substance than the frail body it covered-
stood there gazing down at him

"You were that will," Ray said.

"I was that will--in part," agreed the Naacal

"But," he added, "the will was less than you held it to be,
t hough you nay not believe that, for the strength behind the
will was nore than half yours."

"But | did not want---"

"To do our bidding? Yes, that is also true. Only; think upon
this-when the will had need, there were depths to draw upon
such as you will not find anong us. Different you are,
compl ex to our measuring, for you have been shaped in other
days by a life we know nothing of. But | think that what you
are now i s not

what you were when you stepped fromyour tinme into ours.

A smith draws nolten netal fromthe heat and beats upon it.

He chills, reheats, works. And what he has in his hands at the
end of his labors is not what he held at the begi nning."

Ray sat up. Under the bandages his wounds pained hima little.
And somehow that pain was faintly reassuring, nmaking him
more alive instead of only a detached onl ooker

"Do you nmean-that this change night keep me here?"

"It is a thought that perhaps you should hold in your mnd,
my son, for this nmuch | amsure of-you are not the sane
man who cane to us. Perhaps that change began even as you
entered fromyour world and is of a process |like unto

growt h. So-"
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"So | should be prepared to fail. Very well, you have warned
me. But will you also help nme?"

"Wth all that we have-we know-yes."
"Not here," said Ray, "nor in Mi, but in the north-"

U Cha | ooked at himin surprise. "To the north-in the Barren
Lands? But we have no tenple, no place of |earning-"

"I only know that it is fromthe north | cane and there | nust
return. Also that it nmust be soon, | believe, or not at all."

U- Chas head bowed. "So be it."

Then he raised his thin hand, on the back of which the old
vei ns made heavy blue ridges. And in the air between them he
drew a sign that to Ray was not visible.

"Let your spirit rest and your mind give ease to your body,
for it is not this day, nor tonmorrow, nor perhaps nmany
tonmorrows, that we can aid you on that trail. Until then be at
peace. "

And Ray, |ying back upon the couch, discovered sleep waiting,
a dream ess rest in which no shadows or nmenories dared to
nove.

At sunset he stood outside the city in conpany with Cho and
those tough raiders who had gui ded the Mirian

forces into the citadel. The | ast of the survivors fromthe
town were straggling through the inland gates, formng into
fam ly groups, then into conpanies, to trudge on and on,

the mounted rebels fromthe plains form ng the guard to
keep them noving, while in the city a house-to-house search
was in progress to nake sure no hiders were forgotten

And it was dusk when the [ast of those searchers also cane
forth. Wien they, too, reached the hills, beans of |ight shot
fromthe Miurian ships of fshore, frompoints inland. There
was a crash as those rays net, |ouder than any thunder-cl ap,
a shuddering of ground that knocked many of the watchers
fromtheir feet. And a cloud of gritty dust was caught by
whirling winds, drawn up to darken the sky still nore.

"The tenple of Ba-Al-" Cho caught at the American's
shoul der. "Look you to the tenple!"

In the rubble the sullen red-walled structure still squatted, to
their eyes intact. Again the beans cl osed, now ai med upon

that one building al one, but when they were gone, still it

st ood.

Then fromthe sky itself, as , if their nmachines of destruction

had drawn sonme force of nature, cane a jagged stroke of
bl i ndi ng, dazzling light. There was a sound to deafen them
and when they could see again, the tenple was gone.

But in that nmonent Ray had a curious inpression he could
neither believe nor explain, nor did he ever speak of it
afterwards. He thought he saw a bl ack shadow, not unlike
that of a crouching human body surnounted by a bull's

head, flee into the night, drawi ng about it as a concealing
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cl oak the very substance of the nornal dark

As they turned to seek their ships, a nounted man rode up
fromthe sl ow noving snake of the Atlantean refugees.
Uranos | eaned fromthe saddle to speak to Ray.

"Conrade, | have not forgotten. Al mine is yours; ask it of
me. Thus shall it also be with -our sons and sons' sons.
Shoul d you call, and | shall come, even unto

have need-the ends of the earth. Now | nust go with ny
peopl e. But renenber, brother-"

Ray's hand went to clasp his. "No debt between us." This
he must nmake the other understand. "Go in peace, freely

The fingers tightened on his and then | oosed, and the rider
was gone. But Cho was now beside the Anerican

"The ships wait-and al so the notherl and-"

Toget her they started for the shore.
18

"TH S is your |anding? You are sure of the place?"
- Ray coul d al nost agree to the doubt expressed by

Captain Taut. There was no marker on that deserted
and enpty shore, and one piece of this coast was very
i ke another, but Ray was sure.

- "Right there," he repeated confidently. He turned his

head; it was hard even by so little to break that cord
whi ch he had felt drawing himwith an intensity that
grew stronger the nearer they approached the Barren
Lands.

Hone to the notherland, Cho had said days earlier. But Ray had
known then that such a return could not

;- be for him would not be. As he had told U Cha, there
was only one road to take, and that lay north. And

- Taut, sailing under new orders, to hunt down fugitive
fragments of the Atlantean fleet scouts, had agreed to

- set hi m ashore where he w shed.

- The raider captain pulled his sea cloak tighter about his thick
shoul ders. There was a chill breeze, nore like

= the breath of the winters Ray had known in the land this
woul d becore. Now he coul d .see patches of white ashore,
traces of snow.

"We'll cruise to the east. Light your signal fire when you want to
be taken off-"

Ray nodded. That signal, he thought, would probably . never be
| ighted. Best make Taut understand that.

"I may not return at all," he said. "I go to find ny own people."

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (146 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:44 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

"Ask no questions, and you'll be told no fancy tales,” replied the
other. "Ch, aye, every man is entitled to his own secrets. There is
no colony here, only wilds and things in them such as nake for

hard neetings, one way or another. There were Atl antean ships
cruising here, and some will turn pirate now. Qutlaws make their
camps back there." He waved his hand to the

shore. "Walk quietly, warrior, and keep your hand ever on sword
hilt while you do so. We'll watch for your signal."

"And if you do not see it within five days, go about your own
busi ness and do not seek nme further," repeated Ray firmy.

"Agreed. But then what do | report when |I return? That | |anded
you in a w | derness, that you woul d have no escort from anong
us, and that | left you alone here? | think that | would have to

accept sword-challenge if | said that. Especially when facing the
Sun- born Cho whom you tricked when you stole away from
himto come aboard my ship, bearing those orders with you."

"Tell himto ask his questions of U Cha, the Naacal. There are
t hose who know what | nust do."

Ray was inpatient. He al nost wanted to dive over the side of
the ship and swm But at |last Taut did not appear to wish to
waste nmore tine in argunment. The captain gave orders, and Ray
was rowed ashore. He junped fromthe boat to the, wave-

washed sand and turned to catch the provision bag the

steersman threwto him But he did not wait thereafter to watch
the boat return to the shinp.

W nd and wave had worked upon the sand dunes, but not too

far away were fire-snoked stones. Yes, his inner urging had | ed
himaright. This was the place of the Atlantean canp where he
had been a captive. Now

Ray cached the bag of supplies behind a convenient rock. That

was only an unnecessary burden and one he woul d probably

never see again. He began to wal k on as steady a course inland as
if his feet followed a well-marked road, as sure of his route as if
that path stretched snoothl y-paved before him

In tine he cane to the ravine where lay the cl eaned bones of the
el k. He scranbled up the rise down which they had brought him

a prisoner. Before him against the sky, was the dark Iine of the
forest. There was no sun today. The sky was cold and drear, and
winter bit nore deeply here.

Dark was that forest, for, in spite of the season, there had

not been a conplete |oss of |eaves fromthe trees, so a dusky
canopy still hung overhead. He put aside a w thered vine that
struck agai nst the crest of his Mirian hel met and paused to

pull the hemof his cloak fromthe thorny grasp of a bush

Beneath the soles of his high sea boots was a noss carpet, its
green only faintly touched with brown. As he | ooked on

down those tree aisles, he could see only murk. This was his
recurring dream of the forest and what might walk there to
meet him Yet this was his road, and now he had no power

to turn fromit. There was no will overriding his fears and
desires as there had been in Atlantis, but he felt an

overwhel ming need to go on and on, to reach the pl ace
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where he had cone through tine. The need had been only

an uneasi ness of spirit at first, but it had grown stronger and
stronger each day, pulling at himin a way he could no | onger
resist, even if he had wanted to.

The | eat her and deni m he had worn then were gone. He had

a tunic of hide, tanned to fabric-softness, the netal -enforced
kilt of a soldier, and over his bandaged chest a corsel et of
metal. A sword belt weighed about his waist, the sheath
rubbi ng agai nst his thigh. By so nuch had he changed. He
wondered fleetingly what they would thi nk when they saw

him the men of his own tine. H s fantastic story-perhaps his
clothing would give it sone credence.

Heedl ess of scratches, Ray broke through the | ast of the
under brush that fringed the true forest and trotted on down
the aisle before him He had fled this way in panic: Wuld he
be able to find again the exact spot of the breakthrough? At

| east that pull on himcontinued, and he had conme to trust it
as a kind of hom ng devi ce.

He was running again, this time into the wood, not fromit.
Now- now now

"Something is coming in!'" Burton pushed asi de one
ear phone.

They could see the alien scene on the screen, the

giant trees, the edge of the forest gl ade. Hargreaves gl anced
around at the others gathered there. He thought-they didn't
really believe it. Until nowin spite of the film all the other
shots-they didn't believe it. You can't-until you actually see it
for yourself.

"A reading-give me a reading!" Burton demanded sharply of
one of his three assistants.

Each repeated a series of coordinates, and Burton adjusted
dials before him frowning

"Dal berg-repeat!"”

The man to the left reread his figures. Burton's 7 pencil dug
hard into the surface of the pad at his el bow as he scri bbl ed.
Hi s frown deepened. He added, crossed out with a vicious
stroke, and set down another line of figures.

"What is it?" asked General Colfax.

Burton waved an inpatient demand for quiet. "Canpbell-try-

" Anot her flood of equations was delivered to his right-hand
nei ghbor. Fingers flicked keys; dials were turned. Burton
hunched hi s shoul ders, |eaning farther forward until his nose
tip was not far, fromthat smaller viewscreen repeating the
scene on 'the |arger

Fordham spoke for the first time. "Ten mnutes to go on this
hol d. "

Burton | ooked around. "That may not be enough. W have
hi m or soneone-on the beam You've got to hold I onger-"

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (148 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:44 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

"If we do, we'll have to draw fromthe reserve. And we may
bl ow any chance of another try very soon."

"But we have him | tell you!"

"You sai d-' hi mor sonet hing. The general spoke: ™ again.
"You didn't sound so sure a nonent ago."

"We're doing this all on a supposition basis, on an: equation

built frominadequate data," Burton replied.' "Naturally we

must expect sone variation. WlIl, we do have a fix on a

mnd now, and it's conming in, answering , the beam | don't

think we could pick up anything but

- your man. W built our call around what we know of
himand himonly."

"But you're still not sure." The general picked up a small cone
fromthe table to give his own orders.

- "Smal |, alert your nen. Pick up whoever cones

t hrough, | want him brought here on the double the
m nute he shows."

Fordham consulted his own dials. "Six mnutes to go on this
setting. How close is he now?" he asked of Burton

"Less than a mle. You'll have to switch onto the extra tine, |
tell you!"

Fordham s fingers drummed on the edge of the panel. Finally
he pulled a mke to him "Let her go onto extra. Yes, | said
switch onto extra when the tine is up!"

Those trees on the screen, just an innocent picture now,

Har greaves thought. There were nen stationed down there by

the Indian nound, ready to junp on what was being pulled

through, back into their time. This Ray Osborne-or soneone-

or sonmething. It was human with a human brain or Burton's

beam coul d not have snared it, pulled it in. But was it their nman
or someone whose true world included that awesome forest?

Ray's boot toe caught in a half-rotted, earth-enbedded branch
He threw out his arns in an involuntary effort to keep his
bal ance and nmanaged to remain on his feet

S as he tottered forward into a glade. Hi s hand sl apped
against a tree trunk, and he gripped the bark. Then-the tree-it
was fading! He stunbled again and went to one knee.

Shadows whirling in and out, around and about himin a giddy
dance. There was a | arger shadow | oonm ng- heaped earth-a
mound- = The | ndi an nmound!

Wth an inarticulate cry Ray threw hinself at that. But his hands
did not touch earth, even though he could see it. He pulled

hi nsel f up. There was the nound, but though he drove his fist

at its solid surface- What solid surface? H s hand went into

- through-what his eyes assured himwas frozen earth.

He backed away a step or two, his hands still up and out.
Shadows runni ng toward hi mfrom behind the nound, |ess
stable than the earth he could not touch. Men-he could see
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faces, uniforns, but they were misty. He watched themthrow
out hands, try to hold him One |aunched hinself in a tackle
aimed at Ray's knees-to go sprawing along the ground, his
hands graspi ng the sane not hi ngness that Ray had net in the
nmound.

"No-no!" Ray heard his own wild shout. This was the end of
the nightmare, the end he had never met in sleep but had to
face waki ng. He-retreated again. The shadow nen-one raised a
gun-fired.

"No!" Ray cried again. The forest, safety in the forest. WIIl it to
return, will the trees back again!

The shadow nen and the nound which was and yet was not -
no!

A wld rebellion burst in him And that cord which had pull ed
himback to this insanity broke. Trees-trees- Ray closed his eyes
and t hought of trees. Suddenly in his mnd they stood, tall
strong, alive again. WIIl it, urged that inner part of him
Renenber, you held agai nst the Loving One; you nust hold

now or el se be lost in a shadow world where you cannot exi st.

Tr ees!

Subst ance agai nst his shoul der. Not daring to open his eyes,
Ray put out his hand, and it struck the roughness of bark. He
curled his fingers tight, trying to anchor hinself to that. A tree!

Salt sweat trickled down his cheeks. Trees-around himtrees
and not a world of substancel ess shadows!

He dared now to open his eyes. Yes, there were trees about
him But ahead-as if he | ooked through an open door or

wi ndow he saw the lift of the mound's sides, and against it
men-sol di ers. They were nore real than shadows now but t hat
was because they were in their place and he in his, not trying to
nmove across a forbidden barrier. The cord that had drawn

hi m here was broken. Instead he | ooked at strangers in a
strange and forbi dden worl d.

For a | ong nmonent they stood so. Then that w ndow -in

what, tine or space?-vani shed. He was alone in the forest.
Wth a gasp, Ray | eaned against the tree at his side.

What had happened? He had surely half returned to his own
time. The mound, the uniforns on the nen, were eye-proof

of that. But he had not been able to go wholly through. See
but touch not-never again. He nust accept that there was to
be no return. But for the nonent the sheer relief of escape
fromthat half-world was all that he knew.

"What happened?" General Col fax broke the silence first.

Burton sat still, staring into the screen, his fingers gripping
the edge of the board before him a | ook of conplete
di sbelief on his face. Fordham answered first.

"We're finished-for the present. The installations are burned
out-conpletely.” He tapped the surface of sone of the dials
before him Their needl es renmained fixed and qui et.

"You saw him" Burton turned his head, |ooking to
Har greaves in appeal. "You did see hinP"
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"A shadow a ghost-'
word of description

Har greaves funbl ed for the proper

"He wore arnor," the general supplied, "and a sword. Not
your man. O, if he was, what has he been doi ng over there?
But why didn't he come through?”

"He can't," Fordham answered. "If that was Gsborne and

we brought him back, he's no |onger of our world. There
were plenty of theories we studied when we set up
Qperation Atlantis. You know the ol d paradox they al ways
cite when one discusses tine travel-that a man could go
back and alter his own famly history and the result would
be that he hinself would never be born at all. W weren't
attenpting that type of tine travel. But suppose Gsborne in
sonme way did sonmething inportant to the history on that

| evel -becane involved in action that gave himroots there
Then wel | -he m ght becone fixed in that world."

The general got to his feet. "If you're right-then the sane
thing night happen to anyone who tried to cross over?"

For dham nodded. The general turned his small comunit
around.

"Il make ny report."

"To suspend the project," Fordham said, rather than

quest i oned.

"To suspend. Maybe we can | ook through. But |'d advise
no goi ng through-.not until we know nore nuch nore-"

"And Gsborne?" asked Burton

"If that was OGsborne, he seens to have found a place for
hinsel f. Unl ess we can |learn nore, he'll stay-" Fordham
replied.

"I think," said Hargreaves, "that maybe he's not too badly
of f - al ways supposing we did catch Gsborne in that m nd-
beam He's been gone sone weeks, |lost in an unknown

worl d. When he returns, or half returns, he's wearing arnor,
carrying a weapon. Apparently he's nade a good contact

wi th whoever inhabits that |evel and found so much of a

pl ace anong them that he has been provided with clothing
and arns. Also-if Dr. Fordhamis right-perhaps he has

acconpl i shed somet hing i nportant over there. | wonder"-
he | ooked at the blank screen-"I wonder what it was."
"Wel [ "-Burton arose slowy-"we'll probably never know.

He's sonmewhere we can't reach-in safety."”

"Not sonmewhere" - Fordham shook his head-"but
sone when, an uncharted sonewhen."

The comin General Colfax's hand crackled. He raised it to
his ear. "Colfax here, cone in." He listened for a noment
and then turned to face the others. There was shocked
amazenent in his face.

"Report fromthe Pentagon. A new | andmass in the Atlantic,
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another in the Pacific-not rising fromthe sea bottom just
suddenly there! Right there, as if they had al ways been-"

"Atlantis-" Fordham hal f whispered. "But howwhy-?"

"Ask your conputers for a new equation. W plant a
man over there by m stake-and we get two continents
in exchange. It seenms we nmay have a sonewhen on this
side, too. Only it's in the here and now, and we have to
deal with it. Those lands-if they have people-if they
are open-they' |l have to be dealt with."

"Up for grabs, unless they' ve arrived conplete with
i nhabi tants,'' comrented Hargreaves. "Perhaps we had
better begin wondering about that. Maybe Gsborne-
wi Il have the best of two possible worlds fromnow on."

Tall trees, but nothing alarm ng about them now in
spite of the gl oom beneath their sky-piercing branches.
Ray noved easily. He only hoped that he could find his
way back to the shore now that the guide that had
brought himno | onger operated. The sense of security
that had come with the return of the trees still held. It
was as if his escape fromthe shadowy half world was
an escape froma danger threatening nore than his
body.

There was no goi ng back. He accepted that now.
What U Cha had warned nmust be the truth. H s ac-
tions here had set a barrier between him and the past.
Now t hat he knew that and accepted it, the reality he
had lost in the Five Walled City encl osed hi magain.

This was the here and now and was all he had-or
needed. After all, his own tinme had no nore to offer-
rather | ess than he had found here.

He was out of the forest, and now he fell into a jog
trot. How |l ong had he been ashore? It was still far from
eveni ng. Perhaps the raider still hung close enough to
see his signal soon

Now Ray was running, as he had once run fromthe
same wood before. What had the Re Mu prom sed-
what ever he asked for? Now, now he was beginning to
know what he did want--a- stake in this |land. There
m ght be those willing to settle here. But it was his
own land, his last link with the past--though he nust
not hold to it for that reason. The Barren Lands-t hat
nane was all wong. They were not barren-|ook at

that forest, this plain! Good land just waiting for
nman.

Overhead, the clouds parted, letting through the
bri ghtness of the sun. The dried grasses of the plains
turned gol den under his feet. Barren? No! Sonmeday
there woul d be cities here, people-

Ray was breathing hard. He slowed to a wal k as he
cane at last to the seashore. But in spite of the pain
beneath his ribs, the weariness settling on him he
began to conb the rocks for driftwood. A big pile,
enough to nake a pillar of snoke once sonme brush was
added to it. Taut's |ookout ought to catch sight of it
soon.

He squatted on his heels to touch the fire stick from
his belt pouch to that fire. He blewit into vigorous life.

Barren Lands-real |ands- He thought of that wi n-

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt (152 of 153) [1/17/03 1:19:45 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%200peration%20Time%20Search.txt

dow and the shadows novi ng beyond it. This was the
here and now. Wat was that? Somewhere-no, sone-

when. And it had no life for himany nore. He threw on
sone nore brush and watched the dark snoke spiral

up under the sun, a warm and now conforting sun.
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