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              Ulglossen was dabbling in polydimensional energy flows again.
 
              Do not try to understand Ulglossen. Ulglossen's time was—is—will be—three million years after Homo sapiens sapiens ruled Earth, and Ulglossen's species is no more to be understood by us than we could be understood by Australopithecus.
 
              To say. then, that Ulglossen built a "time machine" is as erroneous—and as truthful—as saying that a big industrial computer of the late 20th Century is a device for counting with pebbles.
 
              Doing polydimensional vector analysis mentally was, for Ulglossen, too simple and automatic to be called child's play. Actually constructing the mechanism was somewhat more difficult, but Ulglossen went about it with the same toilsome joy that a racing buff goes about rebuilding his Ferrari. When it was finished, Ulglossen viewed it with the equivalent of pride. In doing the mental math, Ulglossen had rounded off at the nineteenth decimal place, for no greater accuracy than that was needed. But, as a result, Ulglossen's "machine" caused slight eddy currents in the time flow as it passed. The resulting effect was much the same as that of an automobile going down a freeway and passing a wadded ball of paper. The paper is picked up and carried a few yards down the freeway before it falls out of the eddy currents and is dropped again.
 
              Ulglossen was not unaware of that fact; it was simply that Ulglossen ignored it.
 
              The device, you see, was merely a side effect of Ulglossen's real work, which was the study of the attenuation of the universal gravitational constant over a period of millions of millenia. Ulglossen happened to be on Earth, and had some experiments to perform in the very early pre-Cambrian. Ulglossen went back to do so.
 
-
 
              I'll try to tell this the best I can. I don't expect you to believe it because, in the first place, I haven't a shred of proof, and, in the second place, I wouldn't believe it myself if I hadn't actually experienced it.
 
              Sure, I might have dreamed it. But it was too solid, too detailed, too logical, too real to have been a dream. So it happened, and I'm stuck with it.
 
              It begins, I suppose, when I got the letter from Sten Örnfeld. I've known Sten for years. We've fought together in some pretty odd places, argued with each other about the damndest things, and once even quarreled over the same woman. (He won.) He's a good drinking buddy, and he'll back a friend in a pinch. What more do you want?
 
              A few years back, Sten and I got interested in what was then the relatively new sport of fast shooting, fast reloading, and accuracy to make points. One of the rules is that you must use full-charge service cartridges. No half-charge wadcutters allowed.
 
              We both enjoyed it.
 
              Then, I didn't see Sten for some time. I didn't think much about it. Sten does a lot of traveling, but, basically, he's a Swede, and he has to go home every so often. I'm only half Swede, and I was born in the United States. Sweden is a lovely country, but it just isn't home to me.
 
              Anyway, I got this letter addressed to me, Theodore Sorenson, with a Stockholm postmark. Sten, so he claimed, had introduced combat pistol shooting to Sweden, and had built a range on his property. He was holding a match in September, and would I come? There would be plenty of akvavit.
 
              He hadn't needed to add that last, but it helped. I made plane reservations and other arrangements.
 
              You would not believe how hard it is to get a handgun into Sweden legally. (I don't know how hard it would be to do it illegally; I've never tried.) Even though Sten Örnfeld had all kinds of connections in high places and had filed a declaration of intent or something, informing the government of his shooting match, and had gotten the government's permission, it was rough sledding. I had to produce all kinds of papers identifying the weapon, and papers showing that I had never been convicted of a felony, and on and on. Fortunately, Sten' letter had warned me about all that. Still, just filling out papers and signing my name must have used up a good liter of ink.
 
              Eventually, they decided I could take my .45 Colt Commander into Sweden. Provided, of course, that I brought it back out again; I couldn't sell it, give it away, or, presumably, lose it, under dire penalties.
 
              Mine isn't an ordinary, off-the-shelf Colt Commander. I had it rebuilt by Pachmayr of Los Angeles. It has a 4-1/2-inch barrel, a BoMar adjustable combat rear sight, a precision-fit slide with a special Micro barrel-bushing, a special trigger assembly that lets me fire the first shot double action, and a lot of other extra goodies. It's hard-chromed all over, which means it can stand up to a lot of weather without rusting. In a machine rest, I can get a three-inch group at a hundred yards with a hundred shots. When Frank Pachmary finishes with a Colt Commander, you can damn well bet you've got one of the finest, hardest-hitting handguns in the world.
 
              So I had no intention of selling, giving away, or losing that weapon.
 
              Sten Örnfeld met me at Arlanda Airport and helped me get through the paperwork. My Swedish is as good as his, just as his English is as good as mine—but he knows the ins-and-outs of the local ways better than I do. Then we got in his plane, and he flew me to his little place in the woods.
 
              Not so little, and more of a forest than woods. It was on the Österdalalven—the Österdal River—on the western slope of the Kjölen, that great ridge of mountains whose peaks separate Norway from Sweden. It was some miles northeast of a little town called Älvadalen, well away from everything.
 
              Sten landed us in a little clearing, and said: "Theodore, we are here."
 
              Sten always called me Theodore, another reason why he was a friend. I have never liked "Ted." My mother was an O'Malley, with red-auburn hair; my father was a blond Swede. Mine came out flaming red-orange. So I was "Ted the Red"—and worse—in school. Like the guy named Sue, it taught me to fight, but I hated it.
 
              Of course, if Sten was speaking Swedish at the time, it came out something like "Taydor" but I didn't mind that.
 
              He showed me through his house, an old-fashioned, sturdy place with the typical high-pitched, snow-shedding roof.
 
              "You're the first one in," he told me. "Sit down and have a little akvavit. Unless you're hungry?"
 
              I wasn't; I'd eaten pretty well on the plane. We had akvavit and coffee, and some rågkakor his mother had sent him.
 
              "Tonight," he said, "I'll fix up the spices and the orange rind and the almonds and the raisins, and let 'em soak in the booze overnight for hot glögg tomorrow. And I've fixed it up for some people to drive up from Älvadalen with a julskinka we'll serve fourteen weeks early."
 
              "So I'm the only one here so far?" I said.
 
              "First arrival," he said. "Which poses a problem."
 
              I sipped more akvavit. "Which is?"
 
              "I think—I say I think—you're going to outshoot the whole lot of 'em. Now, I've got this special course laid out, and a lot of 'friend-and-foe' pop-up targets. I was going to let each of you guys run it cold. But there are some of these hard-nosed skvareheads who'd secretly think I took you over the course early so you'd be prepared. They wouldn't say anything, but they'd think it.
 
              "So what do you figure on doing?"
 
              "Well, I haven't set the pop-ups yet; I was going to set 'em in the morning. Instead, I'm going to take all of you over the course before the targets are set, then set 'em up while you guys watch each other here." He roared with laughter. "That will keep you all honest!"
 
              Sten isn't your big Swede; he's a little guy, five-six or so, and I stand six-four. I must outweigh him by thirty-six kilos. I could probably ship him in a flight, but I would be in damn sad condition for a while afterward. I have seen what has happened to a couple of large galoots who thought he'd be an easy pushover. He was standing over them, begging them to get up for more fun, but they couldn't hear him.
 
              "Hey!" he said. "How about checking me out on that fancy piece of artillery, now that we've managed to get it into the country?"
 
              I was willing. I showed him the Pachmayr conversion of the Colt Commander, and he was fascinated. His final comment was: "Goddam, what a gun!"
 
              When we were glowing nicely warm inside the akvavit, and I could taste caraway clear back to my tonsils, Sten put the bottle away. "Got to keep the shootin' eye clear and the shootin' hand steady for tomorrow," he said. "Besides, I've got to do the glögg fixin's."
 
              "Need any help?"
 
              "Nope."
 
              "Is there anyplace I could go hose a few rounds through the tube, just to get the feel in this climate?"
 
              "Sure. There's a dead pine about eighty yards due south. I'm going to cut it down for winter fuel later, but I've put a few slugs in it, myself. Make damn heavy logs, I'll bet." He laughed again. Then: "Hey, you got a name for that blaster of yours yet?"
 
              "No. Not yet." Sten had a habit of naming his weapons, but I'd never gone in for the custom much.
 
              "Shame. Good gun should have a name. Never mind; you'll think of one. It's beginning to get late. Dark in an hour and a half. Dress warm. Good shooting."
 
              Dressing warm was no problem. I was ready for it; I knew that the weather can get pretty chilly in the highlands of Sweden in September. Walking from Sten's little plane hangar to his lodge had told me that I wasn't properly dressed for afternoon; I knew good and well that the clothes I was wearing wouldn't be warm enough for dusk.
 
              "What's the forecast for tomorrow, Sten?" I yelled at him in the kitchen.
 
              "Cold and clear!" he yelled back. "Below freezing'"
 
              "I should have known! You call me out of warm California so I can freeze my ass off trying to fire a handgun in Sweden!"
 
              "Damn right! You got to have some sort of handicap! Shut up and go shoot!"
 
              It really wasn't cold enough yet, but I decided I'd have a little practice in full insulation. I put on my Scandinavian net long Johns, and an aluminized close-weave over that. I get my outdoor clothing from Herter's, in Minnesota; there's no one like them for quality and price. I wore a Guide Association Chamois Cloth tan shirt, Down Arctic pants, and Yukon Leather Pac boots. Over that went the Hudson Bay Down Artie parka with the frost-free, fur-trimmed hood.
 
              For gloves, I had two choices: the pigskin shooting gloves or the Hudson Bay buckskin one-finger mittens. I shoved the mittens in my parka pocket and put on the shooting gloves. Try 'em both, I told myself.
 
              I'd had the parka specially cut for quick-draw work, with an opening on the right side for the pistol and holster. Before I sealed up the parka, I put on the gunbelt, a special job made for me by Don Hume, of Miami, Oklahoma. It has quick-release leather pockets, five of them, for holding extra magazines. The holster is a quick-draw job made for my sidearm. When Don Hume says, "Whatever the need," he means it.
 
              "Carry on, bartender!" I yelled from the door. "I am off to the wars!"
 
              "Be sure that old dead pine doesn't beat you to the draw!" he yelled back.
 
              It was cold outside, but there wasn't much wind. I saw the dead pine, and headed for it.
 
              Night comes on slowly in the north, but it comes early , east of the Kjölen. Those mountains make for a high horizon.
 
              Sven had, indeed, used that pine for target practice; he'd painted a six-inch white circle on it. I went up to the pine, then turned to pace off twenty-five yards.
 
              I was at twenty paces when the wind hit.
 
              I don't know how to describe what happened. It was like a wind, and yet it wasn't. It was as if everything whirled around, and then the wind came.
 
              And I was in the middle of the goddamdest blizzard I had seen since the time I nearly froze to death in Nebraska.
 
              I stood still. Only a damn fool wanders around when he can't see where he's going. I knew I was only fifty yards from Sten's lodge, and I trusted the insulated clothing I was wearing. I wouldn't freeze, and I could wait out the storm until I got my bearings.
 
              I put out my arms and turned slowly. My right hand touched a tree. I hadn't remembered a tree that near, but it gave me an anchor. I stepped over and stood the leeward side of it, away from the wind.
 
              In those two steps, I noticed something impossible to believe.
 
              The snow around my ankles was four inches deep. There had been no snow on the ground when I started out.
 
              And I don't believe there has ever been a storm which could deposit four inches of snow in less than two seconds.
 
              I just stood there, wondering what the hell had happened. I couldn't see more than a couple of yards in front of me, and the dim light didn't help much. I waited. The howling of that sudden wind was far too loud for my voice to be heard over fifty yards. Sten would never hear me.
 
              But he would know I was out in this mess, and he would know I would keep my head. I could wait. For a while, at least.
 
              I looked at my watch to check the time. Very good. Then I leaned back against the relatively warm tree to wait.
 
              My hands began to get cold. I stripped off the shooting gloves and put on the one-finger mittens. Better.
 
              As sometimes happens in a snowstorm, the wind died down abruptly. It became a gentle breeze. Overhead, the clouds had cleared, and there came almost a dead calm as the last few snowflakes drifted down. My watch told me it had been twenty-seven minutes since the storm had started.
 
              The sun glittered off the fresh snow.
 
              The sun?
 
              By now, it should have been close to the peaks of the Kjölen. It wasn't. It was almost overhead.
 
              I looked carefully around. I should have been able to see the dead pine, and I certainly should have been able to see Sven's lodge.
 
              I could see neither. Around me was nothing but forest.
 
              Only the distant crest of the Kjölen looked the same.
 
              The whole thing was impossible, and I knew it. I also knew that I was seeing what I was seeing.
 
              My mother, bless her, had told me stories when I was a kid—old Irish stories about the Folk of Faerie and the Hollow Hills.
 
              "If you're invited beneath a Hollow Hill by the Faerie Folk, don't ever touch a drop of their drink or a bite of their food, or when you come out after the night, a hundred years will have passed."
 
              Throw out that hypothesis. I hadn't been invited beneath any Hollow Hill, much less taken a drink or eaten a bite.
 
              Unless Sten—
 
              Oh, hell, no! That was silly.
 
              But certainly something had gone wrong with time. Or with my mind. The sun was in the wrong place.
 
              If you can't trust your own mind, what can you trust? As old Whatsisname— Descartes— said: Cogito ergo sum.
 
              I think; therefore, I am.
 
              I decided, therefore, that not only I was, but I was sane.
 
              I had read about cryogenic experiments. Theoretically, if an organism is frozen properly, it can stay in a state of suspended animation for an indefinite time. Suppose that had happened to me. Suppose a sudden blizzard had frozen me stiff, and I had thawed out years later, without realizing that time had passed.
 
              It didn't seem likely. Surely I would have been found by Sten. Or, if not, I'd have waked up flat on my back instead of standing up. No. Not likely.
 
              But I decided to check it out. It would take a long time for Sten's lodge to deteriorate to the point where there were no traces left.
 
              I walked over to where the lodge should have been, trudging through the ankle-deep snow. I'm a pretty good judge of distance and direction, and I checked the whole area where the lodge should have been.
 
              Nothing. Pine needles under the snow; nothing under the pine needles but dirt. Nothing.
 
              There was an old, broken tree stump about where Sten's jiving room should have been. I brushed the snow off it and sat down.
 
              I don't think I thought for several minutes. Then I noticed that I was beginning to get a little chilled. Get some exercise and build a fire. I went out and gathered what broken bits of pine branches I could find, and built a small campfire near the stump. No rubbing two sticks together; my butane lighter still worked.
 
              I sat there for an hour in a pale blue funk, wondering what had happened.
 
              I know it was an hour, because I looked at my watch again. That was when I heard a quiet noise behind me.
 
              I jerked my head around and looked. My hand went to my right hip. But I didn't draw.
 
              Standing not ten paces from me were seven men.
 
              They were quiet and unmoving, like frozen statues except for their eyes, which regarded me with interest, curiosity, and caution.
 
              They were heavily clad in dark furs, like Eskimos wearing black bearskins. Each one carried a long spear and a roundshield.
 
              They weren't Eskimos. Eskimos don't have blue eyes and blond hair. Those blue eyes regarded me with suspicion.
 
              I lifted my hands carefully, showing them empty. I couldn't figure out the spears, but I didn't want to get in a hassle with the locals.
 
              "Good afternoon, gentlemen," I said in Swedish. I kept my voice low and controlled. "Would you care to share the fire with me?"
 
              There was a pause while all of them looked blank. Then one of them stepped forward and said something in an equally low and controlled voice. I couldn't understand a word of it.
 
              Still, it sounded damned familiar.
 
              I can speak—besides English—Swedish, Norwegian, Icelandic, and Danish very well. I speak German with a weird accent, but I can make myself understood easily. Afrikaans is a language I can almost understand, but not quite. This was like that.
 
              "I don't understand," I said.
 
              The man who had stepped out—obviously the leader—turned and said something to the man next to him. The second man answered. Their voices were low and so soft I couldn't get the drift. I figured the second man was second in command.
 
              The leader turned to me again and spoke in a louder voice, very slowly, syllable by syllable.
 
              It took me a few seconds to get it.
 
              I don't know if I can explain it to you. Look; suppose you were in that same situation, and some fur-clad character had come up to you and said: "hwahti-thah-tah-pree-lah-wee-
thiz-show-rez-so-tah-theh-drocht-ahv-mahrch-ath-peersed-tow-theh^row-tah. ..."
 
              You might feel a little left out of it, right?
 
              Then, suddenly, it comes to you that what he is doing is too-carefully pronouncing Chaucer's "Whan that Aprille with his shourës sootë/The droghte of Marche hath percëd to the rootë ..."
 
              And then you have to translate that into modern English as: "When April, with his showers sweet, the drought of March has pierced to the root ..."
 
              It was like that to me. I got it, partly, but it was older than any Northman's tongue I had ever heard. It was more inflected and had more syllables per word than any I knew. It made Icelandic seem modem.
 
              What he had said was: "You say you do not understand?"
 
              I tried to copy his usage and inflection. It came out something like: "Yah. Me no understand."
 
              I won't try to give you any more of my linguistic troubles. I'll just say that the conversation took a little longer than it should have.
 
              "You must understand a little," he said.
 
              "Yah. A little. Not well. I am sorry."
 
              "Who are you, and what do you do here?"
 
              "I called Theodore." But I pronounced it "Taydor".
 
              "What do you do here?" he repeated. Those spears weren't pointed at me, but they were at the ready. I didn't like the looks of the chipped flint points.
 
              "I lost," I said. "I have hunger and suffer from cold."
 
              "Where do you come from?"
 
              "America. Across the western sea."
 
              They looked at each other. Then the leader looked back at me. "You are alone?"
 
              "I am alone." It was a dangerous admission to make. A lone man is easier prey than one who has friends. But I figured a bluff of having friends around wouldn't work, and I didn't want to be caught out as a liar right off the bat. Besides, if worse came to worst, I figured I could gun the seven of them down before they could touch me. But I didn't want to do that. Not unless they attacked me without provocation.
 
              The spears remained at the ready, but the men seemed to relax a little.
 
              "What is your station?" the leader asked.
 
              It took me a second. He was asking my rank in life. Was I a thrall or a freeman or a noble?
 
              "I am a freeman and a warrior," I answered honestly. The time I'd spent in the service ought to count for something. "But I have, as you see, no spear and no shield."
 
              "Then how do we know you are a warrior? How did you lose your spear and shield?"
 
              "I did not lose them. I have come in peace."
 
              That flabbergasted them. There was a lot of low talk among them. I sat quietly.
 
              I was taking the tide as it ran. I still had no idea of what had happened to me, but I was damned if I'd be a stupid tourist in someone else's country.
 
              Finally, the leader said: "Tay'or, you will come with us. We will give you food and drink and we will talk over your oddness."
 
              "I will come," I said. I stood up.
 
              They gripped their spears more tightly, and their eyes widened,
 
              I knew why. It was something none of us had realized while I was seated. I was bigger than any of them. Not a one of them was taller than Sten Örnfeld. But they looked just as tough.
 
              I folded my hands on my chest. "I go where you lead."
 
              They didn't all lead. The head cheese and his lieutenant went ahead; the other five were behind me, spears still at the ready.
 
              It was about twenty minutes' walk, which made sense. The fire I had started had attracted their attention, and the wisp of smoke had led them to me. It had just taken them a little time to decide to investigate.
 
              We ended up at a collection of log cabins. I was marched straight to the largest one and led inside, past a curtain of bearskin. I had to duck my head to get through the doorway. Just inside, the leader stopped and said: ' 'You are in the mead-hall of Vigalaf Wolfslayer. Conduct yourself accordingly."
 
              There was a fire in the middle of the earth-floored room, just below a hole in the roof which was supposed to let the smoke out. Maybe eighty percent of it went out, but the other twenty percent filled the air. Underneath the smell of pine smoke was an odor of rancid fat and cooked meat.
 
              By the fire stood a man with a great gray-blond beard, and long hair to match. He was a giant of a man, compared to the others; he must have stood a full five-eight.
 
               I took him to be Vigalaf Wolfslayer, and, as it turned out, I was right. He said two words: "Explain, Hrotokar."
 
              Hrotokar was the leader of the squad who'd found me. He told his story straight, emphasizing the fact that I had given no trouble.
 
              Vigalaf looked at me for the first time. "Doff your hood in my presence, Giant Tay'or," he said—not arrogantly, but merely as a statement of his due. I peeled back the hood of my parka.
 
              "Truly, not one of Them, then," he said. "The Eaters-of-Men have no such hair, nor such eyes. Are you truly one of us, Giant?"
 
              "A distant relative, Vigalaf Wolfslayer," I said. I thought I was telling the truth, but God knows how distant the relationship was.
 
              "You will call me Father Wolfslayer," he said. Again, no arrogance—just his due.
 
              "I ask pardon, Father Wolfslayer," I said. "I am not familiar with your customs. Forgive me if I err."
 
              He nodded and eased himself down on a pile of furs near the fire. "Sit," he said.
 
              I sat. My escort did not. Evidently, they knew his order had not been addressed to them. There were no furs for me, so I planted my rump on the bare earth of the floor, crossing my legs.
 
              "Bring him mead," he said.
 
              By this time, my eyes had grown accustomed to the gloom in the windowless mead-hall. I saw that there were other people back in the dark corners, all wearing furs. In spite of the fire, there was still a chill; most of the heat was going out the roof hole.
 
              From one dark comer, there was a gurgling noise. Then a figure stepped forward, bearing a horn of mead. I mean it. An honest-to-God cow's horn, ten inches long, full of liquid.
 
              I've done a lot of drinking in a lot of places, but the one drink I'd never tried until that moment was mead. I knew it was made from honey, so I had, somewhere in the back of my mind, the notion that it was sweet, like port or sweet sherry.
 
              No such thing. This stuff tasted like flat beer. It had a certain amount of authority, however.
 
              Before I drank, I thought I ought to say something. I lifted the horn and said: "I thank you for your hospitality, Father Wolfslayer." I drank.
 
              It was evidently the right thing to say. I saw his beard and mustache curl in a smile. "Truly," he said again, "not one of Them."
 
              I took the bit in my teeth. "Forgive my ignorance, Father Wolfslayer, but you speak of Them. Who are They?"
 
              His shaggy gray eyebrows lifted. "You know not?
 
              Truly, you are from afar. They are the demons, the Evil Ones, the Eaters-of-Men. They are from the Far North, and they come to slay and to eat. They speak as do animals. They are Giants!"' He paused. "Not so great as you, but Giants, nonetheless." Another pause. "And they wear frost about them instead of furs, as decent folk do."
 
              I couldn't make any sense out of that, but I filed it away for later reference.
 
              "I know nothing of them, Father Wolfslayer," I said. "They are certainly no friends nor kin of mine."
 
              An enemy of these people, obviously. But the "demon" bit, and the "evil" and the "eaters-of-men" I figured as just so much propaganda.
 
              "You speak well, Giant Tay'or," Vigalaf said. He raised a hand. "Bring him food."
 
              The same person came out from the shadows, bearing a wooden bowl in one hand. This time, I looked more closely at who was serving me.
 
              Me, I wear a beard. It's as red as the rest of my hair. I think shaving is a bore. The rest of the men there wore beards, too. My server was either a beardless boy or a woman. A people who use flint points on their spears find shaving more than a bore; they find it impossible. Besides, the lines around her eyes showed more character than a kid ever had. With those heavy furs on, it was hard to tell anything about her figure, but my instincts told me, more than anything else, that this was no teenage lad.
 
              The glint in her eyes as they met mine confirmed my assessment of the situation. There was a slight smile on her lips as she handed me the bowl.
 
              I automatically took it with my right hand. Then she held out her closed left hand toward mine. I opened my left hand, palm up: She dropped three nuts into it and turned away, going back to her dark corner.
 
              I just sat there for a few seconds. The bowl contained some sort of porridge with a few chunks of meat in it. But there were no utensils to eat it with. And what about those nuts in my other hand?
 
              I could feel every eye in the place on me. This was a test of some kind, but I didn't know what. What the hell should I do next?
 
              Think, Sorenson! Think!
 
              The mead-hall was utterly silent except for the crackling of the fire.
 
              I don't know what sort of logic I used. All I knew was that if I failed this test I had better have my right hand free.
 
              I closed my left hand on the nuts, put the bowl in my lap, and said: "Thank you again, Father Wolfslayer."
 
              There was no answer. Carefully, I began to pick up the lumpy porridge with the thumb and first two fingers of my right hand, conveying the stuff to my mouth. No reaction from the audience. I ate it all. Then I put the bowl on the ground near me. Still no reaction.
 
              It was those damn three nuts, then.
 
              What was a supposed to do with them? Eat them? Give them back? Shove them up my nose? What?
 
              I opened my hand slowly and looked at them. They were some kind of walnut, I guessed, but the shell on them was a lot thicker and harder than the walnuts I was used to.
 
[image: walnut]              I wiped my right hand off on my pantsleg. I didn't want a slick hand if I had to grab for my gun. Then I lifted my head slowly and looked at the Wolfslayer, holding his eyes.
 
              He nodded silently and gestured with one hand.
 
              The broad-shouldered blonde woman brought me a flat rock, laying it on the ground in front of me before she retreated to her corner.
 
              I got it then. Every man in the place—and the woman, too—carried a little stone-headed mallet cinched at the waist.
 
              Well, what the hell. A chance is a chance.
 
              Frank Pachmayr will supply you, if you want them, with magazines that have a quarter-inch of rubber on the bottom, which, according to some, makes it easier to slam the magazine home on the reload. I never cared for them. Mine are steel on the bottom—no rubber. A personal idiosyncrasy.
 
              At that moment, I thanked God for my idiosyncrasy. I put the three walnuts on the flat rock, and drew my weapon.
 
              A gun should never be used that way. But, then, a gun should never be used in any way unless there's need for it. It saved my life that time. I took it out, grabbed it near the muzzle, and carefully cracked nuts with the butt.
 
              Call it instinct, call it intuition, call it what you will. It was the right thing to do. I found out later that the terrible Eaters-of-Men carried large stone axes, but not small ones. If they ever ate nuts, they cracked them by grabbing the nearest rock and slamming them. No delicacy.
 
              The nuts, by the way, were very bitter.
 
              As I ate the last one, there was a deep sigh that sounded all through the mead-hall. Wolfslayer said: "Giant Tay'or, will you be our guest?"
 
              Searching back in my memory for what little I knew about the ancient history of the Northmen, I said: "I have no guest-gift for my host, Father Wolfslayer."
 
              "Your guest-gift will be your strength, if you will give it. Will you fight against Them when the Demons come again?"
 
              That was a tough-one. I only knew one side of the quarrel. But, what the hell, a man who can't choose sides, even if he's wrong, isn't worth a damn. "I have no spear or shield, Father Wolfslayer," I said. And realized I was hedging.
 
              "They will be provided."
 
              "Then I will fight for you."
 
              "Then you are my guest!" Suddenly, he came out with a barrel-roll laugh. "Mead! Mead for all! Come, Giant, sit by me! Here is a skin!"
 
              The party began.
 
              After about the fourth horn of mead, the Wolfslayer leaned over and said: "Where did you come by such a strange mallet?"
 
              "It was made by a friend in a distant country," I said. "It was made for my hands alone." I didn't want the old boy to ask to handle my Colt.
 
              His bushy eyebrows went up again. "Of course. Are not all such, in all places?"
 
              "Of course, Father Wolfslayer." More information. The nutcrackers were personal gear. Fine.
 
              That night, I slept under a bearskin, still wearing my insulated outdoor clothing. I hadn't bathed, but nobody else around there had, either. You could tell.
 
              When I woke up, I was sweating, but my nose was cold. Around me, I could hear thunderous snores, but somebody was moving around, too. I opened one eye a crack. I should have known. The men were still sleeping; the women were preparing breakfast. Women's lib had evidently not reached these people. Which reminded me—
 
              Just who the hell were these people?
 
              I was sleeping on my left side (A holstered .45 makes a very lumpy mattress), with my right hand on the butt of my pistol. I kept my eyes closed and checked for hangover. Nope. Whoever their brewmaster was, he made a good brew.
 
              This was the first opportunity that I had had to really think since the squad of seven had found me in the forest. Since then, I had merely been doing my best to stay alive.
 
              I realized that I had accepted one thing: Like Twain's Connecticut Yankee or de Camp's Martin Padway, I had slipped back in time. How far? I didn't know. I still don't. I probably never will. These people weren't Christians, by a long shot, and they'd never heard of Him; I'd got that much in my conversations the previous night.
 
              They'd never heard of Rome, either, but that didn't mean anything. There were a lot of things they might not have heard of, way up here. Like Egypt.
 
              Still, I think I must have been at least fifteen hundred years in my own past, and probably more. Their use of stone instead of metal certainly argued for great antiquity, and they didn't act at all like the bloodthirsty Vikings history records so vividly.
 
              They were a hunting-and-gathering culture, with emphasis on hunting in the winter. Bear seemed to be their big game during the cold months. A hibernating bear, if you can find one, is fairly easy to kill if you can get it before it wakes up. The meat is good, and the skins are useful.
 
              Snores were changing to snorts and snuffles; the men were waking up. I sat up and yawned prodigiously. Almost immediately, the broad-shouldered blonde of the night before was kneeling in front of me with a wooden bowl full of meat chunks and a horn of warm mead. She was really smiling this time, showing teeth. I noticed that the left upper lateral incisor was crooked. Charming. If only she'd had a bath.
 
              "What's your name?" I asked, after thanking her for the food. As I said, I won't go into my linguistic difficulties. She didn't understand me at first, and we had to work it out.
 
              "Brahenagenunda Vigalaf Wolfslayer's Daughter," she told me. "But you should not thank me for the food; you should thank Father Wolfslayer, for the food is his."
 
              "I shall thank him for the food," I said. "I am thanking you for the preparing of it." After all, if she was the Wolfslayer's daughter, I was talking to a princess.
 
              She blushed. "Excuse me. I must serve the others."
 
              It occurred to me then that since everyone addressed the old man as "Father" maybe everyone called themselves his sons and daughters, whether they were biologically his children or not. I found out later that only his true children took the Wolfslayer's name. Brahenagenunda was his daughter, all right.
 
              I saw a couple of the men going out, and I had a hunch I knew where they were going, so I followed them. I was right; they headed for the woods. When I returned, I felt much more comfortable. Snow is a poor substitute for toilet tissue, but it's better than nothing.
 
              The cold was not too bitter. About minus two Celsius, I figured. The people from the other, smaller log cabins were going about their business, their breath, like mine, making white plumes in the air, as if everyone were puffing cigarettes. I was glad I'd never had the habit of smoking; I had the feeling tobacco would be hard to come by here-and-now.
 
              Squad Leader Hrotokar was waiting for me just outside Vigalaf's mead-hall. "Hail, Tay'or."
 
              "Hail, Hrotokar."
 
              "We go to seek the bear, my men and I. Will you come?" Another test, I decided. "I will come."
 
              "There is spear and shield for you." Then he looked me over and became less formal. "Are you sure those funny clothes you're wearing will keep you warm enough?"
 
              "They'll be fine," I assured him. I wasn't going to tell him that they were probably far better than the stuff he was wearing.
 
              "Well, they'll have to do, I guess," he said. "I've got an extra jacket and trousers, but I doubt they'd fit."
 
              "I think you're right. How do we go about this bear hunt?"
 
              Primarily, it turned out, what we did was look for tiny wisps of vapor coming out of a crack in the snow. It indicated that a bear was holed away underneath, breathing slowly and shallowly in hibernation. Then we checked to see if the bear was a female with cubs. We only killed males.
 
              I won't bother telling about that day's hunt, because that's all we did—hunt. Didn't find a damned thing. But Hrotokar and I got to know each other pretty well. Unlike most hunts, we could talk; there's not much danger of waking up a hibernating bear.
 
              The thing was, I wasn't able to get in any practice with spear and shield that day. There's a Greek friend of mine in San Jose who is a nut on spear-and-shield work in the manner of the ancient Greek hoplites. He and a bunch of his buddies worked out the technique, and practiced it, using blunt, padded spears. I practiced with them, and got pretty good at it, but trying it for real is very different indeed. I've had lots of practice with bayonet-and-rifle, too, but I've never had to use it in combat. Or against a bear, even a sleeping one.
 
              The sun shone most of the day, but the clouds came in in the afternoon, and it was snowing again by the time we reached the settlement.
 
              We came in empty-handed, and so did all of the other squads but one. They had a bear, which caused great rejoicing and happiness throughout the community. (I never actually counted them, but I'd estimate there were between fifty-five and sixty people in the whole settlement.) One of the other squads had seen a deer, but that was the one that got away.
 
              During the winter, most of the gathering done by the women is for firewood. Fallen branches, twigs, anything that will burn. If they find an occasional dead tree, or one that has fallen over, they mark the spot and tell the men about it. Then both sexes form a work party to bring it in.
 
              I was not the guest of honor that night in the mead-hall. A guy named Woritegeren, who had killed the bear, got all the kudos—which he deserved. Father Wolfslayer stood up and made a speech about his bravery and prowess, and then a little guy with a limp—a bard, I guess—made up a chant about Woritigeren that made it sound as if he'd slain a two-ton Kodiak all by himself.
 
              Then Father Wolfslayer shouted: "Mead! Bring mead!"
 
              A woman came from the shadows and brought Woritigeren his horn of mead, but it wasn't Brahenagenunda. This one was older and a good deal more worn looking.
 
              Another woman, even older, came out and whispered into Vigalaf Wolfslayer's ear. He scowled.
 
              There was tension in the air; I could tell that. The mead for the hero was supposed to be served by the Wolfslayer's youngest and prettiest daughter, and that hadn't been done.
 
              Technically, Woritigeren had been given a social put-down.
 
              Vigalaf Wolfslayer rose with majestic dignity. "Woritigeren Hero," he said, looking at the hunter, who was still holding his mead-horn untasted, "neither I nor my women meant insult here. I have just been told that Vigalaf's Daughter Brahenagenunda has not returned from her wood-gathering. The sun has gone to his rest, and the blizzard is over all." He turned to the little guy with the limp. "Make us a prayer to the All-Father, Song Chanter.''
 
              He made us a prayer. I didn't understand a word of it; it was in a language even older than the one they spoke. But it had a solemnity and dignity that made it a prayer.
 
              One thing. I almost got caught out. I started to bow my head, but I saw what the others were doing in time, and looked upward, out the smoke-hole, toward the sky. I guess they believed in looking God in the face when they talked to Him.
 
              When it was over, the Wolfslayer said: "It is her Wyrd. We shall look for her in the morning."
 
              He was right, of course. I wanted to charge out right then and start searching, but in a blizzard, without lights, it would have been senseless. He—and we—had done all that was possible for the time being.
 
              Wolfslayer lifted his mead horn. "Now, Woritigeren Hero, to your honor."
 
              And the party was on again.
 
              It may seem heartless, the way they behaved. Here was a woman—girl, really; she was only sixteen—out in the dark and the freezing cold, alone and without help, while her friends and relatives were having a merry time and getting all boozed up. But these were a practical people. When nothing can be done, do something else. She couldn't be rescued yet, so get on with the original schedule. When the time came, things would be done.
 
              In the morning, the sky was clear again. The squads went out, this time both hunting and searching. Deer, bear, or dear Brahenagenunda, whatever we could find.
 
              We found nothing. The snow had covered everything. It was six inches deep on the level, and deeper in the drifts. She might have been lying under the snow somewhere, but you can't search every snowdrift.
 
              There was no party in the mead-hall that evening. Neither game nor maid had been found. It was a gloomy night. I slept only because I was exhausted.
 
              The next morning, I went out again with Hrotokar's squad. The gloom was still with us. We didn't talk much.
 
              It was about noon when we came across the Death Sign.
 
              That's what Hrotokar called it.
 
              "The Demons," he said very softly. "They are here."
 
              I saw what he was pointing at. It was a human skull— the upper part, with the jawbone missing—impaled on a stake about thirty yards away.
 
              "What does it mean?" I asked.
 
              "War," he said simply. "They, too, want the bear and the deer. They come from the North, with their clothing of frost. This is our hunting country, but They want to take it from us. Drive us away or kill us. Come, let us see."
 
              He gave orders to the rest of the squad to be on the lookout, in case this was a trap of some kind. We went up to the Death Sign without seeing or hearing any living thing around.
 
              The skull was a fresh one. There were still shreds of boiled flesh clinging to parts of it. The stake had been thrust through the opening where the spinal column had been. Footprints led to and from the grisly thing. It had been put there sometime that morning.
 
              Hrotokar said in a low grating voice: "All-Father curse them. A man's skull they would have kept to drink from."
 
              Then I saw the crooked left upper lateral incisor.
 
              I know, now, what the word berserker means. A red haze of absolute hatred came over me. If there had been anyone to vent that hatred against, I damn well would have done it. I don't know how long that red haze lasted. It seemed eternal from inside, but the others were still standing in the same positions when I came out of it, so it couldn't have been too long.
 
              I had not lost the hatred; it had merely become cold and calculating instead of hot and wild. "Hrotokar," I said calmly, "what do we do next?"
 
              "We must tell the Wolfslayer," he said. From the sound of his voice, I could tell that the same cold hatred had come over him.
 
              "And what will he do?"
 
              "All the fighting men will follow these tracks until we find the Eaters-of-Men, and then we will slay them." He turned to one of the men. "Fleet-of-Foot, go and—"
 
              "Hold, Hrotokar Squad-Leader," I said carefully. "This is a trap." Don't ask me how I knew; I just knew. "If Father Wolfslayer sends all the fighting men, that will leave the settlement unguarded. That is what They want us to do. Then, while we are following the trail, They will go to the settlement and butcher the women, the children, and the old ones."
 
              He frowned. "That very well may be, Tay'or. What, then, should we do?"
 
              "How many of the Eaters-of-Men are there?" I asked.
 
              "Half again as many as we have in the settlement. Maybe more. Perhaps we cannot win." He shrugged. "We must try."
 
              "We can win. Do you trust me, Hrotokar?" 
 
              He looked at me for a long moment. "I trust you, Giant Fire-Hair."
 
              "Good. Now, here's what you do: Send Fleet-of-Foot to warn Father Wolfslayer. But Father Wolfslayer is not to send more than another squad to us. The rest should stay at the settlement to hold off the Demons. Meanwhile, we and the new squad will loop around and come upon the Demons from behind. Do you understand?"
 
              A wolfish grin came over his face, and he nodded. "I see. It shall be done."
 
              It took an hour for the second squad to arrive. Then we started following the tracks. But not too far. Only one of the Demons had been needed to place that skull where it would be found, and it was his job to lead us off. As soon as the tracks in the snow began leading off in the wrong direction, Hrotokar and I led the men around in an arc, back toward the settlement.
 
              Sure enough, the place was under siege.
 
              The besiegers had the place surrounded. Hrotokar had been underestimating when he said that there were half again as many of the invaders as there were of Father Wolfslayer's people. There were over fifty males of the Demons surrounding the log cabins. That meant that their total numbers probably exceeded a hundred.
 
              The Demons were human, of course. There was nothing supernatural about them. They came from the far east of Asia, I think. They were big, about six feet tall, and their faces were definitely Oriental. Mongols? Huns? I don't know. You name it, and you can have it. You wouldn't want it.
 
              They weren't Eskimos; I knew that. But they wore "frost." Polar bear skins. White, you see. And they came from the North.
 
              That makes sense, too. Look at a map of northern Europe. In order to get down into southern Sweden, they'd have to come from the North. From the East, they'd have had to come up through Finland and down south again.
 
              Whoever they were, I did not like them.
 
              They were closing in on the settlement when I and the fourteen men with me came up behind them.
 
              "Do we attack now, Fire-Hair?" Hrotokar asked softly. I don't know why, but he had evidently decided to give the leadership to me. He didn't sound very confident—after all, fifteen men against fifty?—but for some reason he trusted me.
 
              "Friend," I asked gently, "how many of those could you kill in a charge?"
 
              His eyes narrowed as he looked at me. "We come from behind. At least fifteen. Perhaps thirty."
 
              "Good. Kill me fifteen, and the rest I shall take care of."
 
              I only had fifty rounds of ammo, and in a firefight you can't be sure every shot will count.
 
              His eyes widened. "Do you swear?"
 
              "I swear by the All-Father and by my life," I said. "Go, Friend Hrotokar. Kill the cannibal sons-of-bitches!" And I added: "When you go, scream like furies! I will be with you every hand of the way."
 
              And I was.
 
              When the two squads charged in, screaming war cries, I was with them. The Demons heard us and turned.
 
              They came at us, spears at the ready. When there was twenty yards between the two opposing ranks, I tossed away my spear and shield, dropped to one knee, and drew my pistol.
 
              The thunder of that weapon echoed across the snowfield as I placed each shot. I think my own men hesitated when they heard that noise, but they charged on when they saw it was me doing the damage.
 
              They didn't know what to make of it, but they saw the Demons, the Eaters-of-Men, fall one after another, and they knew I was doing my part, as I had promised.
 
              Forty-five caliber hardball slugs from service ammo does more damage to living flesh than any other handgun ammo in existence. A man hit solidly with one of those bullets goes down and stays down.
 
              I fired as if I were firing at pop-up targets, except that there was no 'friend-or-foe.' If it was wearing a polar-bear suit, it was a foe.
 
              The cold hatred for these horrors burned in my brain. They were targets, nothing more. They were things to be shot down and obliterated. When one magazine was empty, I put in another without even thinking about it.
 
              I still had half a magazine left when the fighting was over.
 
              Forty-four of the no-good sons-of-bitches had fallen to me. Hrotokar and his squads had taken care of the rest.
 
              I sat there on the ground, exhausted. Killing is not fun; it is horrible. It is something you must do to preserve your own life, or that of your loved ones.
 
              I don't know how long I sat there, with my pistol in my hand, but the next thing I knew, there was someone towering above me.
 
              "Giant Tay'or Fire-Hair," he began. Then he stopped.
 
              I looked up. It was Father Wolfslayer. He looked rather frightened. He cleared his throat.
 
              I stood up to face him. I still couldn't talk.
 
              All of of them backed away from me—not in fear, but in reverence. I didn't like that.
 
              "We know you now for what you are," the Wolfslayer continued. "We will—"
 
              And then something cut him off. The world spun again.
 
-
 
              Ulglossen, having finished the experiments necessary, prepared to return to—
 
              But wait! In the twenty-first decimal, there was an aberration. Some life-form had been dragged from its proper space^time. Poor thing. On the way back, Ulglossen would return the life-form to its proper era. More or less. After all, one should be kind, but one need not be overly solicitous toward life-forms of the past. Still, Ulglossen was a kindly being.
 
-
 
              There was no snow on the ground. I was alone in the forest.
 
              Before me was the dead pine that Sten Örnfeld had drawn a target on.
 
              I turned. There was Sten's lodge, fifty yards away.
 
              I went toward it. It didn't fade or go away. It was solid, as it should be. Somehow, some way, I was back in my own time.
 
              I walked to the door. I think it took me at least two minutes to decide to open it. "Sten?" I said.
 
              "Yah? What do you want? I thought you were going out to shoot."
 
              "Changed my mind," I said. "I'm short of ammo."
 
              "Dumbbell," he said kindly. "Sit down and relax. We'll have a drink together when I'm finished."
 
              "Sure, Sten; sure," I said. I sat down on the couch.
 
              I think I know what happened. I remember hearing Hrotokar in the background saying: "His hammer smashed them! Killed them! And then came back to his hand!"
 
              I can see how that illusion could come about.


              I hold the hammer in my hand and there is a thunderbolt and the foe falls dead—his head smashed in. And then the hammer is back in my hand. Sure.
 
              Those folk had already shortened my name from "Teydor" to "Tey'or"; why not one syllable further?
 
              My weapon has a name now, as Sten suggested. I looked up a man who knows Norse runes, and I had another man engrave those runes on my pistol, on the right, just above the trigger.
 [image: mjollnir]
              The engraving says: Mjolnir.
 
              Yah.
 
              The original.
 
 
 
The End
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