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THE OLD ROUND HOUSE
by Dave Hawkins

CHAPTER FOUR

Back to the Dark Ages

The thought stone was growing warmer against his chest and it was a comforting relief to
feel Annette’s thoughts moving in his head: “Where are you?” she asked.

Terry checked the read-outs. “Somewhere in the English County of Kent, except it’s not
called that till much later.  My time of arrival is 10.43 September 17 in the year 1186.” It
seemed to be consistent with the calibrations they had set, and now being part Rahlian he
should have been rubbing his hands together, happy to have got there safely; but being also
human, the thought of tempting providence was not to be ignored. “Doesn’t that seem
strange to you?” he mused, “I mean, why would Harold think Medieval England was a safe
place for the Rahlians to start again?  I gather it was a pretty hairy time.”

“He must have had his reasons,” Annette suggested.  “Or maybe he’d planned on
somewhere else and the glitch changed things. Anyway, wherever you are now, that’s
presumably where Harold is. Sorry about the wolf joke from before – not very considerate of
me. I guess we just have to live with what we’ve got.”

“I will, you mean,” he thought sombrely.
“Yes, sorry again,” she apologised.  “I wish I could be with you.  Just you be extra-careful,

Terry - for my sake. I can’t afford to lose my grandfather and you.”
The machine’s hollow, metallic voice was droning its standard observations and

instructions. Terry watched through a window as the shutters started down to reveal beyond
an ancient English countryside which looked green and lush.  Not surprisingly, it was
drizzling.  From what he’d heard, that was typical of UK weather; and on reflection
Melbourne had learned a lesson or two from the tradition. He glanced down at his Rahlian
clothes and hoped they were both warm and waterproof.

Circling the walls, he checked the area where the silver dome sat through the other
windows.  There was no sign of life, thankfully no wolves that he could see.  Walking to the
door, his hand was reaching for the switch panel when Annette said: “Put the thought stone
inside your shirt, Terry.  You don’t want to lose it like Yanu did.”

He hadn’t considered the possibility and his heart skipped a beat.  “How come you can
think of things like that?”

“Female intuition,” she replied, “It’s more reliable than imagination sometimes.  Now –
stone in the shirt; then the door.”

Following her orders like the obedient slave he was, he held his breath and touched the
panel.  The door slid open.  Standing to one side, he peered warily through the gap, hand
ready to close the door if necessary. Nothing came leaping through to savage him – was
that a play on words, or simply a clown-joke because he was nervous?  Maybe ’nervous’
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should be upgraded to Terry-fied?  Dear, oh dear: now he was rambling.  “You’ll be okay,”
Annette coaxed softly, “Believe me. And it looks really lovely there. What possible danger
could there be in such a tranquil place?”

Despite her reassurance, icy fingers were crawling up his spine, warning him to stay safe
inside the dome. “You’re right,” he said; then added a lie she would obviously see through:
“This is going to be a walk in the park.”  With that, he stepped outside.

The air was sweet, if a little chilly; certainly no hint of factories or cars; although there was
a faint whiff of wood-smoke drifting on a light breeze.  The world had been almost clean
once, he decided.  It seemed so perfect; too perfect. Harold and Yanu might have had the
same impression; at least until the door had opened to let the wolf in.  But that hadn’t
happened to Terry.  So far, so good; except...

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Annette. “You can’t afford to close the door in case the
machine leaves you stranded like it did Harold.”

She was absolutely right. He recalled his misgivings about closing the door on Rahl; but
this wasn’t Rahl.  It was a totally different place and time; and after the glitch; maybe the
same one Harold had experienced. Logically, to ensure the machine didn’t go anywhere, the
door had to stay open.  “But if I do that,” his line of thought continued, “Anything might get in
– another wolf... the entire pack, even!”

“Or a person,” added Annette.  “Remember: before Yanu lost contact, he said there was a
village close by.  That’s where he was taking Harold.”

“Even if someone got in, they couldn’t do anything,” Terry reminded her.  “I’m the only one
who can operate the machine.”

“That’s as maybe, but they can still trash the controls.”  She reconsidered the possibility:
“Mind you, the people there are bound to be superstitious; and if they believe it to be some
pagan Devil’s temple they might leave it alone.”  Annette paused to think, then said: “It might
be best to leave the door just ajar.  If you could find something like a thick branch or log to
lay in the opening, that should stop it closing fully.”

“Knowing my luck, it will chop the wood in half and still nick off without me.” He felt her
tired groan and said: “I’m going, okay?  Looking for wood here, boss.  Risking life and limb,
clowning all the way.”

A brief scan of the surroundings proved encouraging.  The silver dome sat in a small
clearing, at the edge of which was the outskirts of a forest.  As luck would have it, a few trees
had already been felled – presumably for building materials – but not all of the timber had
been taken away. Keeping a wary eye open for approaching danger, he walked to a log he
had spotted and dragged it back to the machine.  By the time he had dropped it onto the
threshold, he was out of breath.  Pausing for a few moments to recover, he said: “Before I
close the door, I’m going to try contacting Yanu.  Can you help?”

A hesitation in her mind pattern hinted that Annette was clearly confused.  “I don’t see
how.”
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Terry hadn’t figured it out fully yet, but said: “We both have thought stones, and the
machine is supposed to amplify our mental transmissions.  It did for me when all of this
started.  I’m hoping that if you join me, maybe the added boost can reach him.”

“Always assuming he’s close enough,” Annette put in, “But I guess we have nothing to
lose.  I’m ready when you are.”

The initial attempt was stumbling: Terry calling out in his mind pretty much the same way
the voices had when he’d first heard them. Annette joined in to repeat the name: “Yaar-
noo... Yaaaar-noooo!”  There was no response.  “We’re too uncoordinated,” she criticised.
“Probably sound like echoes. Maybe if we called out together. Ready?  On the count of
three – one, two, three...”

“Yaarnoo...  Yaaaar... Noooo!” they crooned in unison.
The reply was faint, but it was there: “I hear you, Terr...eee.”
“Yanu?”  What a stupid question!  Get with the program, dummy, he sneered at himself.

“Where are you, Yanu?”  There was a break in contact, then the sensation of exertion as if
Yanu was running.

When the Rahlian’s thoughts eventually came back, they were growing louder, clearer; but
were so fragmented that they were unintelligible.  Just then, Terry noticed movement on the
far side of the clearing. A figure had broken from the trees and was heading towards him.
Hopefully it was Yanu; but in case it wasn’t, the boy stepped into the doorway of the machine
and was ready to push the log out of the way.  The figure was closing at speed.  Whoever it
was could certainly run – an Olympic athlete, and some.  Another few seconds and Terry
began to relax on recognising the distinctive black uniform of The Group.  He began rubbing
his hands together and screeching pleasurably; then in Rahlian he called aloud: “Glad you
could make it, Yanu.  Thought you’d never get here.”

The Rahlian leader stopped before Terry, took time out to draw in some well-deserved
oxygen; then repeated the expression of joy.  “And you are a more-than-welcome sight, Little
One."  He stepped closer.  "May I?"

Terry knew the Rahlian leader wanted him to open his mind, and he did so willingly.  It was
not an unpleasant sensation, one he was becoming familiar with; and it saved on long,
verbal explanations.  Being part Rahlian had definite advantages.

"Thank you, Terr...eee,” said Yanu once the memory-scan was over.  "You have a keen
mind and are learning fast."

Terry blushed.  "I've got a long way to go yet.  Where's Harold?"  A sudden, inexplicable
pain startled him, and for no apparent reason he thought he was about to die!

The Raiders

Terry and Yanu looked at one another.  It seemed they had both experienced the same
discomfort at exactly the same instant.  But there was nothing wrong with either of them that
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could account for it.  Yanu was apparently going through more torment than Terry, though.
He was trembling violently, eyes closed, fists clenched tightly together. Annette gasped.
“What’s happening?” she pleaded in desperation.  “Are you being attacked?”

"I am sorry, Annette,” thought Yanu as comfortingly as he was able under the
circumstances. “I did not expose you to that intentionally. And in answer to your question, it
is not we who are in danger. I picked up Harold's distressed mind patterns and mistakenly
passed them on to you."

"He’s in real trouble," stated Terry unnecessarily.
Yanu nodded in his mind.  "According to a woodsman who had seen them in the distance,

soldiers were heading this way.  He thought they were the Sheriff’s men coming to collect
taxes.  We have to assume now that they are brigands, because they are attacking the
village.”

“Does that mean Harold has been injured?” Annette demanded to know.
“Not from any attack, Annette,” Yanu tried to assure her.  “The pain he expressed was due

to his broken leg: probably a result of him being dragged into hiding by one of the villagers.”
“He’s safe,” confirmed Terry, “If a bit shaken.  He wants to know if you remembered to put

the cat out.”
“Thank Heavens for that,” Annette thought, breathing a sigh of relief.
“So did you?” asked Terry, “Put the cat out?”
Annette produced a Rahlian laugh.  “We haven’t got a cat.  It was just a private joke.  At

least it confirms he’s in good spirits; well, sort-of.  I’d like to communicate with him.  Could
you patch me through?”

Yanu interrupted: “I am sorry, Annette, but there is no time. I must return to the village to
find Harold and bring him back to the time machine.”

Following a brief pause, Annette said: “Go with him Terry.”  Yanu started to protest, but
she cut in: “That’s the deal, Yanu.  Terry helps you find Harold; in return for which, he will
bring you all safely home.  Isn’t that right, Terry?”

The boy groaned.  “I’ll thank you not to make my decisions for me.  I am quite capable of
putting myself in extreme danger all on my own.”

“So, you are going?” queried Annette, smiling wryly in his head.
“She who must be obeyed has spoken,” declared Terry.  “Don’t have much choice, do I?”

Crossing fingers, toes and anything else that might help, he touched the panel and waited for
the door to close.  It did, but only partially, stopping when it hit the log.  At least something
was going right.

Terry followed Yanu's lead as they broke from a copse of trees and raced down a
sweeping grass slope towards the valley below.  Then they were climbing again, just a small
rise this time. As he reached the crest, Terry caught fleeting glimpses of startled animals
scuttling for their burrows or running for the shelter of a distant forest.  A small flock of birds
shot up from a clump of bracken, wings beating noisily. Once upon a time, the scene below
might have appeared peaceful - a clutter of fairy-tale huts nestling lazily at the foot of gentle
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slopes; at that precise moment, however, the former tranquillity was shattered by raging
chaos.

Peasants and animals alike rushed about the village in blind panic.  Yells and screams
filled the air as a group of riders thundered their horses between the buildings driving all
before them.  Cooking pots overturned.  A frightened ox blundered into one of the huts,
demolishing it in a cloud of dust.  A scrawny dog flew yapping at a horse's heels.  The rider
toppled as his mount reared.  The other invaders left him to his own devices and continued
their harassment of the villagers.

Thanks to the confusion, Terry and Yanu made the first hut without being noticed.  "Do you
know where he is?" gasped Terry in a Rahlian whisper as he leaned panting against the mud
wall.

"I left him over there."  Yanu pointed to a group of four huts near a well.  "I can feel his
pattern.  He is still there, somewhere; and alive."

A gaggle of villagers had banded together in a courageous effort to repel the attack, their
only weapons being simple farm tools and makeshift clubs.  Despite their lack of armaments
and skill in battle, their determination compensated and they were giving a good account of
themselves.  The ragged peasant army provided the diversion Terry and Yanu needed to
reach the huts where Harold was supposed to be.

Yanu made it to the closest hovel.  The door was no more than bundles of saplings lashed
together.  The Rahlian flung it aside and dashed through.  Terry was right on his heels. He
stopped short as Yanu pitched forward, felled by a wooden stool which crashed across his
back.  With no thought for his own safety, Terry hurled himself bodily at the assailant.  They
rolled across the dusty floor, a tangled, squirming heap of arms and legs.  A rough-hewn
table toppled as they collided with it.  A terrified chicken flapped past and ran squawking out
through the open doorway.

A strong hand gripped Terry's shoulder and dragged him off.  It was Yanu.  The Rahlian
had hold of the attacker with his other hand.  He turned the individual so that they could see
a face and both were surprised to find that it was a girl. Hazel eyes blazed and shivered in
fear from a mask coated with grime.  Her lips curled back.  She hissed and snarled like a
wild thing.  Sinewy fingers worked frantically to free themselves; chipped and broken nails
clawed vengefully.

Yanu held her tightly, pinning bare arms to the coarse wool of her tattered dress.  She
stiffened as the fearful stranger stared into her eyes. In a second, her face became quite
calm.  A tangle of matted hair curtained her vacant stare.  Yanu released her.  She slumped
to the floor at his feet and began to cry, a pathetic pile of ragged clothes sobbing out her
misery.

Terry gazed at the floor to watch absently as the toe of his boot idly drew a circle in the
dried earth: girls crying always embarrassed him.  He never knew quite how to handle it.
Yanu, however, was in complete control of the situation. He knelt beside the girl and
infiltrated her mind with soothing, gentle thoughts while stroking her hair. In response, she
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whispered a few seemingly unintelligible words. Finally, Yanu stood up. "The girl says that
the old man is in the next hut. We should hurry."

As they were about to leave, Yanu noticed something outside.  He hastily pushed Terry
back and dragged the door into place.  They waited.  The sound of hooves thundered past.
Something landed on the thatched roof. In seconds the air was filled with loud cracking
noises resembling pistol shots.  The cause was soon evident as smoke began to drift down
and fire started to eat its way through the thatch.

It didn't take much in the way of brains to reason that they would perish if they stayed.
Yanu grabbed the girl, barged the door open and hauled her outside.  Terry followed,
coughing hoarsely, eyes streaming from the effects of the acrid smoke.  He heard Yanu
telling the girl to run for the hills, but he never knew whether she actually took the advice.

By the time they had recovered their senses and had reached the next hut, flames were
already licking around its entrance.  The door burst open.  A burning form the shape of a
man tumbled out.  He fell to the ground, rolling over and over in an attempt to extinguish the
flames which engulfed him. Terry ran to the figure and beat frantically with his bare hands.
He recalled wishing he had some water; then a miraculous deluge cascaded over the
smouldering body.  Yanu dropped the wooden pail and knelt beside the smoking victim.

It was Harold who looked up at them, his face streaked with soot, hair and beard flecked
with soggy black ash.  His broken spectacles were askew.  He adjusted them and peered
over the frames at Yanu. "It's my arm," he said feebly, and tried to move it.  His face
contorted with the pain.  "Broken, I think." The old inventor added a note of sardonic
humour: “At least along with the leg I’ve got a matching pair.”

Yanu said nothing, just glanced about the devastated village.  His eyes stopped roving,
and he was up and running.  Terry and Harold watched, amazed at the Rahlian’s apparent
lack of fear as he went headlong for a charging raider.  The horseman yelled a battle cry and
wielded his sword.  The alien waited until the horse was almost upon him before jumping
aside.  The rider moved quickly in the saddle, swinging the sword over his head and down –
too late, though. Yanu clutched at the man's flapping cloak and leapt away, pulling it with
him. There was no yell or cry, just a dull thud as the raider fell in a heap on the muddy road.

Yanu returned with the horse.  He nodded at the unmoving body he had left behind.  "He is
still alive; and it will do him good to walk for a while."  He lifted Harold with apparent ease
and laid the old scientist across the saddle.  "I am afraid the ride will be uncomfortable."  He
turned his attention to Terry.  "Take him straight to the time machine," he ordered; then he
put out a skinny hand.  "I will need the thought stone."

Remembering Maiaa’s warning about keeping the stone with him at all times caused a
reluctant hesitation. "My sister was quite right to advise that," said Yanu, “But I will only need
the stone for a short time; then I will return it to you.”

“Why do you need it at all?” Terry wanted to know.
“To amplify my mind power,” said Yanu simply.  “There are many raiders and I need to

prevent them from following us.”
“You can’t do it on your own,” the boy insisted.  “Let me come with you – I can help.”
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“You can best do that by taking Harold to the time machine and being ready for when I join
you.”  He offered his up-turned palm.

Terry nodded vague understanding and pulled on the cord to withdraw the pendant from
inside his tunic.  Still unsure, he paused momentarily; then placed the stone in Yanu’s hand.
“How is it going to help?"

The Rahlian sighed mentally. “I am hoping The Group and their additional power may be
able to assist."

"If you can contact them so far from the time machine."
"As you have already said, Little One - there are a lot of ‘if's’.” Yanu passed the reins of

the horse to Terry.  "Let us hope this ‘Force’ of yours is with us.  Now, go quickly!"

Technical Problems

So much for imagination.  He'd have stopped Yanu if he'd thought the alien leader was
really relying on ‘the Force’ which was nothing more than a George Lucas fantasy; but the
chuckle he felt in his head made it pretty clear that the Rahlian wasn't quite that gullible.  He
returned a smile, then switched his limited powers of persuasion to the horse, prior to leading
it away.

Harold cried out in pain.  Terry halted.  "It's all right, lad," hissed the old inventor, "Go as
fast as you can.  I'll survive."

Terry started off again and seemed to feel every jolt that Harold did.  He knew that this
time it was more than just imagination.  It was peculiar how much he knew about the old man
and yet Harold knew nothing of him.  Then again, how could he?  They had never met, not in
the normal sense of the word.  It was time to introduce himself. "My name's Terry," he called
back over his shoulder.  "I had to use your machine to come and look for you.  It was an
accident, really."

"Accidents are what science is all about," gasped Harold.  "Without them we'd still be living
in the Dark Ages."

Terry grinned.  "Even with them, I reckon."
Harold would have laughed, but he cried out instead as the horse stumbled.  Terry looked

back to see the inventor slipping from the saddle.  Muttering apologies, he dragged at the
man's shoulders, pulling him over far enough so that Harold could grip the girth strap.  Then
he chanced a quick look back to the village.  "I've got a feeling our alien friend's in a worse
mess than we are."

Yanu was standing quite still beside the old well.  A group of riders was bearing down on
him, bent on destruction.  The Rahlian's hands went to his forehead.  He looked like a tall,
skinny Canute trying to hold back the raging tide.  Terry sent a plea for him to give up the
madness and run, but Yanu chose to ignore him.
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It seemed they were on their own.  Terry could see the silver dome from the top of the rise.
It was still a long way off and he didn't dare move any faster for Harold's sake.  It was
doubtful the horsemen would take more than a minute or so to overpower Yanu, then they
would be coming his way at a gallop.  Despite this, he needed to see what happened.
Drawing the horse down behind the rise, he tied off the reins on a tree-stump, then climbed
back up to watch.

The riders were almost on Yanu.  The Rahlian had not moved an inch.  In a moment there
would be trampling hooves and shouts of delight as the black-clothed stranger was ground to
a pulp.  But it never occurred.  The horses stopped suddenly, their riders sitting motionless,
swords dangling from limp arms.  Terry was too far away to hear if any words were being
spoken.  Dying to know what was going on, he searched for Yanu's mind-pattern.

A wave of dizziness swept over him.  Everything started to go black.  He pulled out in
panic.  Yanu's power of the mind was frightening and it was obvious Terry had a long way to
go before he could truly consider himself one of The Group.  For the moment, he would have
to be content with watching like any other normal human being.

The men were dismounting and doing something to their saddles.  In a minute they had
the saddles and weapons in small piles on the ground.  Each man then slapped his horse on
the rump and seemed quite unconcerned as the steeds bolted off towards the hills.

Obviously Yanu was in complete control and Terry couldn't justify wasting any more time.
He untied the horse and started down the slope.  Half-way up the other side of the small
valley, he heard running footsteps behind and gaining fast.  He chanced a look: it was Yanu
striding along, fresh as a daisy.

Terry picked up on the Rahlian's concern that the riders would catch their horses soon
enough and would then be giving chase.  He tried to walk faster, but his legs were too tired
to cooperate fully.  Yanu called a brief halt.  Seemingly without effort, he lifted the boy onto
the saddle behind the old man.  "Hold on tightly to Harold, Little One.  I have relaxed his
mind so that he will feel no pain, but he will not be able to help himself."

Yanu waited for the boy to grab a handful of mane and Harold's belt, then urged the horse
into a canter.  Although only a short ride, by the time they were at the silver dome Terry was
exhausted.  Yanu helped him down and he walked on trembling legs to the silver dome
where he placed a hand on the panel to open the door fully. The Rahlian slid Harold from
the saddle and carried him inside. After dragging the log clear of the doorway, Terry
entered.

Harold was fully conscious now and more than a little concerned as he watched the boy
walking to stand before the console. Terry glanced back at him and sent the old man a tired
smile.  "I know what you're thinking, Harold – literally, I do - and it's okay. With Annette’s
help I’m going to make a few minor adjustments before I close the door.  With luck, we’ll go
straight to Rahl and not Melbourne."

Harold was frowning.  “Two things,” he said, “How can Annette help if she isn’t here?  And
where exactly is she?”
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Yanu stepped closer.  “Maybe I can reassure Harold.” With one hand on the thought
stone, he placed the other on the old man’s forehead and held it there for a few seconds.

“Ah, I see,” said Harold sombrely, his tired eyes clouded by reservation.  “That makes it
much clearer; and, unfortunately, more awkward; particularly for my granddaughter.  There is
a problem you may not have considered – the power core will be severely depleted by now
and needs re-charging.  This can only be done in my laboratory.  In its present state, the
machine is very unlikely to make the journey to Rahl. Even if it does, it will never be able to
leave. Your only choice, Terry, is to forget recalibrating and simply close the door.
Hopefully, the machine will repeat its performance when it left us stranded; always assuming
the power remaining is sufficient.”

The three just looked at one another, mulling over the problem.  The delay was frustrating
Annette.  “What are you waiting for? Don’t worry about me – you can pick me up on the next
run.  Just shut the door and get going.”  Plagued by uncertainty, Terry did his usual –
absolutely nothing.  Annette exploded in his mind: ”Do it, Terry!  That’s an order!”

Terry snapped.  “Bloody woman!  Will you stop bossing me around and let me think!”  He
could feel the girl’s abrasive thoughts boiling and added: “I have a suggestion that might
work.”

“I know you do,” thought Annette sourly, “And you know I know.”
“So does Yanu,” grated Terry, trying to hold his temper at bay. ”Everyone knows except

Harold, and he’s the only one who can verify if my idea is feasible; so could you please butt
out while I talk with him.”

Harold had been watching what seemed to him like a silent movie. The two actors, Terry
and Yanu, said nothing; even their lips weren’t moving, yet their animated expressions made
it plain that they were communicating various concepts and emotions telepathically. Yanu
sent a grim smile to the old man and nodded. Harold gathered all was about to be revealed;
at least he hoped so and said: "Well?"

Yanu and, surprisingly, Annette remained quiet as Terry voiced his idea.  It was relatively
simple – in theory.  The inventor pondered the boy’s suggestion for a long minute before
commenting.  “I have experienced The Group’s mental abilities, if only briefly; and I accept
that, when combined as one, a powerful energy force is released that can control the minds
of others; but we are not talking about people here.  I have serious doubts that a
concentration of thoughts, no matter how strong, will be able to influence a machine.”

“But it just might work,” insisted Terry.  “And even if it doesn’t, we’re no worse off.  I say we
give it a go.  What do you reckon, Yanu?”  He didn’t really need to ask – the Rahlian had
already given his consent and was in the process of contacting The Group.

Annette had picked up on the thoughts and said: “I agree with Harold: we should go with
the pre-set coordinates. Let’s hope the machine will return to home base as it did before;
but,” and there was a heavy pause in her thoughts, “If the panel flashes ‘Reset’ when you
close the door, we’ll have to think of a plan B.”

Although the possibility was unnerving, Terry tried to manufacture positive vibes.  “Won’t
need it – trust me.” He walked to stand beside the door, hand poised over the switch panel,
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looking back at the others.  Harold was lying on the floor, while Yanu was close to the
console, fingers rested on the thought stone; and he was obviously concentrating deeply.
“Just remember,” Terry added with a smirk, “I’m just the doorman; if this all goes pear-
shaped, it’s down to the nerds and the mind-squad and nothing to do with me.”

Even without the pendant and separated by a short distance, Terry could feel something
significant building; not merely in his thoughts, but also within the silver dome.  As if to
confirm that this was not in his imagination, the power core was reacting to the phenomenon
and the light in the central pillar had begun to pulsate, despite the fact that the door was still
open. It seemed a good time to rectify that now; but before he closed the door it really
needed some kind-of historic speech. He was trying to think of one when Annette ruined it
for him.

“Now, Terry – hit the pad,” she ordered. Typically, he was caught unawares and
hesitated.  “Do it NOW!”  Annette was almost screaming.  “They can’t hold this level of
concentration forever!”  Terry broke from his stupor, slapped his palm on the pad and held it
there.

The door slid shut; the swish... swish... started up; the power core pulsated faster and
faster; then the dome lurched and the lights went out!

They all waited, Annette impatiently as usual.  “Something’s gone wrong, hasn’t it?”
“Shut up!” hissed Terry.  “Yanu’s concentrating.”
The Rahlian’s efforts and those of The Group must have doubled because the power core

began to glow again; dimly at first, then brighter as the pulses climbing the column gradually
speeded up.  The swishing sound returned.  It too was laboured and hesitant at first, but
eventually settled into a smooth rhythm. All seemed well, until the light-pulses and speed of
the swishing continued to increase far beyond expectations. In moments, the interior of the
silver dome was so bright that it hurt the eyes.  Terry had to close his, and he did it so tightly
that his head boomed with the strain.  Holding his breath made it worse.  Sounds roared in
his ears and he was physically shaking.  Then suddenly a complete contrast enveloped the
interior – no sound, no sensations of any kind, except for one; and this was in Terry’s head:
“It is over, Terr...eee,” said Yanu.  “The machine has stopped.  Its journey is complete; but I
have no idea where we are.”

Down on Power

Annette came through: “See what the destination read-outs say, Terry.”
He checked the location first and was relieved to note Melbourne, Australia was pin-

pointed on the chart monitor.  Next was the time and date: 10.15 on September 17 1997.
“So far, so good,” he said, and repeated the read-outs aloud for Harold’s benefit; then added:
“Always assuming we are back home and not somewhere else. I still can’t get my head
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around the time thing, though - it seems hard to believe how much a time-traveller can
achieve in two minutes actual.”

“That’s something I don’t fully understand myself yet,” said Harold.  “As for where we are,
we will know once the machine has shut down; and that needs to be done as soon as
possible to begin the re-charge...”

The inventor broke off at the sound of thumping.  It was coming from the door.  Then there
was a muffled voice from outside: “I know you're in there. This is the Police. Unlock the
door and come out!"

Terry extended Harold a sheepish look.  "I just remembered - we have a bit of a problem."
"It would certainly seem that way," said Harold.  He nodded at the centre console. “We

can leave via the laboratory.  No-one can enter until the machine has finished its cycle. Help
me, Yanu: I have to...”  The old man tutted.  “I’m forgetting – I’m not the operator anymore.
It’s over to you, Terry. Verify your signature and I’ll tell you what to do from there.”

The de-activation procedure was almost completed when there was more thumping on the
door.  “Come out now, son,” warned the voice, “If I have to call for backup, it won’t go well for
you.”

Yanu asked Terry to delay for a minute.  First he picked up Harold and placed him onto the
circular base; then he turned and walked to the door. The Rahlian’s bony hand went to his
bald forehead.  The voice outside began another warning, but cut off in mid-sentence as
Yanu’s projected mental power took control. He paused momentarily, then strode back to
the centre console. "Finish the shut-down, Terr...eee. By the time the policeman gathers his
senses we will have gone and the silver dome will be back to what you call the old round
house.”

Although he had seen it in Annette’s memories, butterflies were rioting in Terry’s stomach
as he stood on the centre console and it began descending through the floor. The module
came to rest in a huge subterranean chamber, the walls of which were lined with computers
and machines. Harold gave instructions to set the re-charge in motion, then said: “We can
leave it now.  If you wouldn’t mind carrying me, Yanu, I’ll direct you to my study.”

“No need,” said Terry as he began to walk off. “Follow me.”
The old inventor squirmed uncomfortably in Yanu's arms to focus on the boy.  "How do you

know the way?  I'm sure you haven't been here before."
"No," said Terry, "But Annette has.  From what I gather she spends half her life here.  No

wonder she’s such a nerd.” The last comment was made mentally.
“You are pushing your luck, buster,” growled the girl.
Terry gave a mental shrug.  “Just thought I’d stir you.  Don’t take it to heart.”
They had reached the end of a corridor and began climbing a flight of steps that seemed to

lead nowhere except a blank wall.  Terry put out a hand to press one of the polished wood
panels. Part of the wall slid aside to reveal the inventor's study beyond. The boy walked
straight to the desk, picked up a phone; then began flicking through a teledex. Not having
been a party to the thought-transfer between the boy and his granddaughter, Harold was still
puzzled.  "This is incredible.  You know my house, too!  Er, who are you intending to call?"
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"The Doctor."
"I am a Doctor," grumbled Harold.  He waited until Yanu had placed him on a leather-

covered couch by the wall then added: "And I'm not having some freckle-faced quack
straight out of medical school poking me about.  The only treatment I need right now is from
the decanter over there."  He pointed to a piece of carved mahogany furniture.

"It's bad for your health," said Terry as he ambled over to the cabinet.
"But very good for my temper," said Harold with a hint of warning in his voice.
Terry rolled his eyes at Yanu then brought the brandy and a glass back to Harold.  The old

man reached for it.  Terry held back.  "Only if you promise you'll get your arm and leg seen
to.  And I don't mean tomorrow."

Harold muttered under his breath.  "You sound like your Mother."
"You don't know my Mother."
"No, but if I did it would doubtless confirm from whom you learned your overbearing

attitude.”  He sighed. “Oh, very well, I promise.  But only because you bullied me."
Terry poured a small amount of brandy into the glass and handed it to Harold.  The

inventor looked at the dribble in disappointment.  "Are you sure you can spare it?"
"Terr...eee just wants you to keep a clear head, Harold," explained Yanu in stilted, faltering

English.  "We have been discussing your concern for the machine losing power."
Harold frowned.  "You have? When?  I didn't hear you."
"You wouldn't have," said Terry, tapping the side of his head to indicate that the

communication had been telepathic.
The old man sneered.  “I’m not sure I can get used to this mind-speak.”
“Sorry, but you’re stuck with it,” declared the boy, “Pretty much as I’m stuck with being a

time-machine operator. So, how bad is it? - the machine, I mean."
Harold had finished his drink and held out the glass for a refill.  "I'm not even confident it

will make another trip.  We really ought to wait until the energy banks recharge." He noticed
a strange look come over both the boy and Yanu.  "Something wrong?"

Yanu stared at them and spoke aloud in Rahlian, words Harold was unable to understand.
Terrry interpreted: "The Sens are close - they are coming to arrest the entire Group!”

“Who are the Sens?” asked the inventor.
“The Rahlian Police,” explained Terry, “And they’re nothing like ours.  Gestapo would be a

better comparison.”  He switched to mental power and contacted Annette: “You have to get
out!  Find somewhere to hide.  I’ll come for you as soon as I can.”

There was a break in communication.  Terry assumed she was talking to The Group.
Then she came back to him, her thoughts rushed: “The Old One wants me to leave with
Gannah and Lohinn.  They’ll take me to our original destination on Rahl. I’ll wait for you
there.  How long do you think you’ll be?”

Terry looked to Harold for an answer, then realised that the old man had not heard the
‘conversation’.  “How long will the re-charge take, Harold?”

The inventor gazed up at the ceiling.  “Two days, maybe three.”
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The boy was stunned and gazed into Yanu’s eyes.  Following an almost instantaneous
mind-transfer, Terry asked: “If we left now, would there be sufficient power to return us to
Rahl? We may be the only chance Annette and The Group have left."

The Old One’s thoughts drifted in.  They were both sad and determined.  “Forget us, Little
One.  Save Annette, if you can.”

“But...”
“As you say in your language: no buts, Terr...eee.  I know you respect me, so do this for

me.  Have no regrets – you have already earned your place in Rahlian history; and, if fate so
wishes, there may come a time when you will be able to return to us.  Remember,” he added
finally, “The passing of time is something we have no control over, unlike you.  Farewell,
Little One.  I hope we meet again.”

Terry tried to explain the desperation of the situation, but Harold remained adamant: “I will
not allow you to risk your lives.  This is my time machine, and I determine how and when it
will be used.”

The boy scowled at him.  “You’re forgetting: you aren’t in charge anymore – I am.  I’m
going to take your infemeral machine back to Rahl to save your granddaughter; and there’s
nothing you can do to stop me.  Is that clear, Harold?”

Harold sighed.  “Crystal.  And the word’s infernal.”
“Now you’re starting to sound like my mother.”  Terry glanced at Yanu.  “Despite what the

Old One said, I’d like to try bringing some of The Group back with us.”
The boy must have spoken out loud and in English because Harold intervened: "I doubt

you’ll be able to achieve that, not without sufficient re-charge.  The way it is at present, even
taking Yanu is too big a risk, literally. His size will drain too much power on the outward
journey; then no-one is likely to get back.” The old man stared across the room vacantly,
sadly, but only for a while.  Then his gaze swung slowly towards the boy. “You’ve had some
practice, young Terry, so I imagine you know what I’m thinking.”

Terry stared back.  He'd been expecting this, had already thought of the answer to their
problem.  "I'm the only one small enough for the job, right?"  Harold nodded soberly.  Terry
swallowed.  "If I do go, will there be enough power left to return me and Annette?”

Harold looked down into his glass.  "I sincerely hope so, but I can’t be sure.”
The room went silent.  Harold concentrated on his drink while Yanu made a positive effort

not to invade the boy's thoughts.  Despite this, Terry was aware of the tension, and
something waiting in the shadows at the back of his mind - waiting for the answer only he
could give.  It was funny, but this was one of those scenarios he'd replayed in his imagination
so many times.  The trouble was, once this one began he wasn't the Game-Master any
more: he was merely one of the players.  And there was no guarantee that he would be
around at the end.

He blinked his eyes clear and wiped sweating palms on his trousers.  "Can I have a pen
and paper, please. I'd like to write a small note to Mum."  He swallowed hard.  "Just in
case..."  He couldn't complete the sentence. Harold pointed to the desk.  On his way to it,
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Terry looked at Yanu.  The Rahlian leader gave no reassurances that everything was going
to be all right, just a deep feeling of apology.

A small intercom on the desk before him startled Terry as it buzzed. "What's that?"
A puzzled frown made Harold's grey eyebrows seem even bushier.  "It's someone at the

front door.  I'm not expecting anyone."  Ignoring protests, he rolled off the couch and limped
over to the desk with Yanu's help.  Leaning close to the speaker, he pressed a switch and
spoke: "Yes?  Can I help you?"

"It's the Police, Sir," replied the tinny voice from the intercom.  "Could I have a word with
you please?"  Harold replied that it was inconvenient.  The policeman was insistent.  "I saw a
boy acting suspiciously, Sir. I thought he went into your gazebo, but when I checked just
now he wasn't there.  Could I see you for a moment?"  It was obvious from his tone that the
man was unnerved by having to talk to a machine.

"I'm sorry, officer," said Harold without hesitation, "I can't come to the door - Doctor's
orders.  I'm sure it's nothing to worry about."

"I think he may have been trying to break in," the officer insisted and waited.  When he
received no reply, he added: "Would you mind if I looked around a bit, just in case?"

Harold smiled. "By all means, officer.  And thank you for your concern."
Terry breathed a sigh of relief.  "That was close."
"Yes..sss?"  Harold almost collapsed under the pain.  Yanu carried him back to the couch

and the old man sat quietly.
Terry got up from the desk and brought Harold his note.  "It's finished."
Harold took the piece of paper and folded it without even glancing at what had been

written.  "You would like this delivered to your Mother with some kind of explanation."
Terry nodded.  "If I don't come back."
"Most unlikely, lad." The inventor's smile was obviously forced. "But it's as well to be

prepared."
Yanu handed the thought stone to Terry.  "You will need this, Little One.  It will help to

amplify your thought waves so that The Group can supplement the power core; but I warn
you...”

“I know,” said Terry, “I’m not used to this level of concentration and it will probably be
painful.”  He switched to Annette: “You’ll have to leave your thought stone with The Group so
that I can...”

“Already done,” she replied.  “Maiaa was expecting I’d have to give it up, so she gave me
another session in the training module to boost my mental abilities. Hopefully, that will
compensate a bit.”

“Believe me, it worked,” said Terry.  “You’re almost shouting.”
“Sorry.”  Annette broke off momentarily; then: “I have to go.  Add another 30 minutes to

your arrival time.  I’ll be waiting for you.”  In seconds her mind pattern faded and eventually
disappeared altogether.

Terry closed his eyes briefly, hoping to gather courage from some unknown deity; but it
clearly wasn’t listening.  Walking across the study, he was brushing his clothes absently,
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nervously and said aloud: "I'm scared stiff.” He looked to Harold for a reply. “Is that
normal?"

The old man nodded and sighed.  "Very much so; but remember: we stopped dealing in
normal some time ago."

Once before the bookcase, Terry moved the particular novel which would activate the
switch.  The entire shelf unit slid aside with a rumble revealing the staircase which led down
to the underground tunnel system.  He turned and gave a small wave.

No-one spoke.  All the words had been said.  Now it was time for actions.

This was not the first time he had travelled alone; but there was a difference.  The power
hadn’t been an issue before, and the mental boosting of it had been dealt with by Yanu.
How he would handle it was of concern, mainly because he was unsure if he had the
capacity - and if not, would his inexperience detract from the efforts of The Group? The
stone dangling on his chest warmed up as The Old One slipped into his thoughts: “Do not
worry, Little One.  We will guide you.”

Although the words were comforting, the boy still had his doubts.  Bundling them to the
back of his mind, he concentrated on the settings, including advancing the time of arrival.
That seemed logical.  It would take Annette at least twenty minutes to make it out to the
machine’s arrival point.  Thinking about her spawned an emptiness in his stomach.  He
shrugged this away too – they would be together again very soon; assuming nothing went
wrong.

If it did, Terry was so involved that he failed to notice.  The pain of the mental-boost for the
power core was so intense that he eventually could bear it no longer and lapsed into
unconsciousness.  He awoke on the floor.  Bleary eyes confirmed he was still in the silver
dome.  Climbing to his feet, he wobbled on jelly-legs to the console.  The read-outs were as
hoped for.  He was back on Rahl.

Excitement built on his way to the door. All being well, Annette would be standing outside,
complaining about him being late. As his hand was reaching for the door switch-panel, he
tried to contact her, but there was no reply; not at first. Then Maiaa was in his head: “Do not
open the door, Terr...eee.  The Sens are outside.”

His stomach knotted.  “What about Annette – is she safe?”
There was a long pause, a heavy, apologetic one.  “I am sorry, Terr...ee, but the Sens

have her.  I am so sorry...”
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