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In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:
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Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.
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CHAPTER ONE

Professor Addison was deemed an eccentric because he did not behave as ordinary people do. In other words, he was not a wage earner in the accepted sense, he did not kow-tow to any particular employer; he was a man entirely controlled by his own personality, a fanatical scientist, constantly absorbed with that ever-present problem—Space and Time. He did not by any means live in some remote country house and have a sepulchral being for a manservant; nor did he have a forbidding housekeeper and work mysteriously in the basement of what had once been a mansion. Not at all—he worked in an absolutely modern and semi-detached villa on the outskirts of London, and spent all his time turning out somewhat insignificant gadgets, usually for motor cars and other mechanical vehicles, by which he managed to eke out a steady, though by no means prosperous, living.

His wife, Edith, understood him, which was one good thing. She did often wonder, though, why it was that there was not more money available considering the royalties which she knew her husband had accrued from the various gadgets that he had sold over a period of some twenty to twenty-five years. In this instance it was not that Professor Addison was secretive—he simply believed that he was not called upon to disclose his private financial means, not even to his wife, since he was putting aside as much money as he could to buy certain equipment, and it was, of course, that constant obsession of Space and Time which demanded the equipment.

Addison himself was the kind of man you might meet anywhere, in the street, in the bus, in the train. He did not look like a scientific professor; he more conveyed the impression of being a quiet city clerk or a bank manager. His age was nearly fifty, but he looked a good deal younger, though why this was so, considering the amount of scientific data which was accumulated in his brain was anybody’s guess. He seemed to live in a constantly detached, dreamlike state which, truth to tell, was entirely peopled with the scientific creations which were forever passing through his mind. Space and Time—Time and Space; he juggled these two conditions constantly, trying to solve how one might dissociate one from the other. And if any man ever gave himself a complicated problem, outside of endeavouring to solve within a few minutes the Cosmical Calculus, this was it.

Addison had very few friends but many acquaintances, but none of these latter were of any use when it came to arguing about the various scientific theories which he had in mind. Indeed there was only one person who ever seemed to come to the verge of understanding him, and this was Arthur Davis, aged twenty-five, blond and reasonably good looking, and brought into the orbit of the Addison family by reason of the fact that he had more than a passing interest in Addison’s daughter, Kitty, who had just reached the age of twenty-one.

Addison either could not or did not see that young Arthur’s interests were entirely centred on Kitty, otherwise he would not have so often interrupted their tête-a-têtes in the drawing-room of an evening. After all, Arthur Davis had only himself to blame for this; he should not have been so scientifically minded as to interest the father instead of the daughter and, indeed, considering what his destiny was to be, it would have been better if he had never revealed any interest in science whatsoever.

For, drawn like a particle of steel to a magnet, Addison was drawn towards this young man. He seized upon him as the only possible person who might enable him to test out one of his extraordinary theories in practice. The fact that romance or a daughter was the prime reason for Arthur’s presence at all did not interest Professor Addison in the slightest. He had a theory and he meant to use whom ever he could to bring that theory into practice and visible proof.

So it came about one evening in the late summer of 1967, when Arthur and Kitty were lounging in deck chairs in the back garden of the house, that Professor Addison suddenly descended upon them. He came swiftly through the french windows of the drawing-room, entirely silent in his slippers as he crossed the lawn. The first intimation the two young people had of his presence was when he suddenly appeared in front of them waving a sheaf of foolscap papers in his hand.

“I believe,” he exclaimed with an even more vigorous shake of the papers, “that I have got it!”

“Oh!” Arthur Davis said. He gave a rather troubled smile as he glanced briefly towards Kitty. He was too much of a gentleman to enquire what his prospective father-in-law had got, so he remained silent with one eyebrow raised.

Kitty, however, knowing her father so intimately, merely waved one hand.

“If it’s some kind of scientific theory, Dad,” she said with a kind of amused patience, “won’t it keep until a little later? Arthur and I were just discussing a most important matter——”

“It can’t be as important as this is,” her father declared flatly. “This is the solution to Time and Space. Believe it or not there is a way to go backwards or forwards in Time, and I am the man who has found it!”

“Is there any real reason why anybody should want to?” Arthur asked rather uncomfortably, feeling sure he was treading on the scientific corns.

Professor Addison just stared at him. It was as though this blond, reasonably good-looking man had remarked that the Moon was just about to fall out of the sky, and it was also perfectly plain that Professor Addison was not impressed.

“Is it possible,” Addison asked slowly, “that a young man in this year of 1967 can possibly fail to see the colossal significance of Time travel? It not only means that we can verify that which is past, but that we can also accurately forecast that which is to come. Can there be anything more tremendous, more epoch making, than a discovery like that?”

“The present, Dad,” Kitty said, “is quite good enough for me, and for Arthur too, for that matter. We much prefer to discover the future as we come to it than be suddenly pitchforked into it.”

“You’re only a child yet,” Addison decided brusquely, then turned his attention back to Arthur. “I feel, Arthur, that you are a young man with intelligence enough to grasp the fundamentals of my theory.”

Arthur smiled rather uneasily. “Well, sir, I’m certainly flattered by your faith in my scientific prowess, but don’t you think it would be better if you discussed it with some of the acknowledged scientists of the day? I mean those men who are responsible for——”

“I prefer to discuss it with you!” Addison raised a finger for emphasis. “And if you wish, I can explain it this very moment, that is if I’m not interrupting anything?” It had suddenly seemed to dawn upon Professor Addison that there might be a reason for his daughter and young Arthur being seated together in the twilight, but almost as soon as he had apologised for his presence, he came back to the subject on hand. “In the face of a discovery like this,” he resumed, “there can be no time for personal considerations such as—er——”

“Sweet nothings in the twilight?” Kitty suggested drily.

“Call it that if you like, my dear, but the fact remains that you and Arthur here can discuss whatever you had been discussing afterwards. For the moment I want you to listen to me.”

Arthur got up from his deckchair rather clumsily and made a brief motion towards it. “You’d better have my chair, sir. I don’t mind standing around. I was getting a little cramped anyway.”

“Thank you, my boy, thank you.” Addison seated himself quickly, rustled his notes in the fading light, peered at them and finally he took his reading glasses out of his pocket and peered again, only to give a grunt of annoyance. “This is no use at all,” he muttered irritably; “it is too dark to see. You’d better both come inside.”

“Oh, Dad, do we have to?” Kitty complained. “We were just having such a lovely conversation and now you have to come barging in with your scientific theories and upsetting everything. I’m sure Arthur is only saying that he is interested out of politeness. He’s not a great scientist; that much I can tell you.”

“I am the best judge of that,” Addison decided. “I have known young Arthur here for many months now, and the brief discussions I have had with him upon scientific matters satisfies me that he has quite a good rudimentary knowledge of all the present-day processes and practises. Yes, you’d better both come inside and I’ll explain things. Be an excellent time now since your mother has gone out for the evening. She always seems to have difficulty in understanding my scientific hypotheses.”

Obviously there was nothing else for it. Professor Addison’s mind was made up, and all considerations of youth and romance had to be flung completely to one side, and because Addison was the master in his own home he naturally had his way. Getting up from the deckchair and still clutching his handful of papers he led the way back across the lawn, through the open French windows and into the lounge. Here he snapped on the lights, thereby making the last move to destroy all the illusions of romance, and motioned to the chesterfield. Very dutifully, like two children who had been caught out by an irascible parent, Kitty and Arthur sat down and patiently waited.

“Now,” Addison said, waving his papers with the air of a producer about to direct a dramatic masterpiece, “just listen to this—particularly you, Arthur—and tell me if you see anything unreasonable in the theory I have worked out.”

“Why do you entirely pick on Arthur, Dad?” Kitty asked somewhat indignantly. “I have a brain, too, remember. I know that technically it is supposed to be a couple of ounces or something shorter than that of the male brain, but what there is of it does function. I thought perhaps I’d better remind you.”

Addison glanced at her as though she were not there. “This is no time for irrelevances, Kitty, if you don’t mind. Naturally if you have anything worth while to contribute to the observations afterwards I’ll be only too pleased to listen.”

Kitty folded her arms and sat back. She was shortish, with dark hair and dark eyes like her father, but she had none of his scientific, energetic fire. She was much more like her mother—somewhat indolent, very pleasure loving, and, as far as science went, not particularly brilliant.

“Time and Space,” Professor Addison commenced, “are always considered scientifically to be interlocked. That is to say, one cannot move in Space without also moving in Time, neither can one move in Time without moving in Space. They are what are technically known as the Inseparable Dimensions. But that Time can be speeded up or slowed down without in any way endangering the Space surrounding it is shown by the very elementary example of a movie projector. For instance, a scene might be photographed by a cine camera at the normal speed of say sixteen frames per second, but upon the showing of the actual scene the speed of the film could quite easily be altered to thirty-two frames per second. In other words, you’d see the scene at double the speed at which it normally existed, thereby the characters would cover twice as much action in the time they originally took to perform the action once. It was from that basis, a very simple one I admit, that my theory sprang some fifteen years ago, and I have been working on it ever since. I felt that if only I could pin down that elusive something, that mysterious relationship between normal time and accelerated or decelerated time without interfering with the surrounding Space, I would be able to project anybody or anything futurewards or into the past, as the case might be.”

“With all due deference,” Arthur said, his chin still on his hand, “I feel that you have made a slight divergence from fact, Professor. In other words, you are merely citing the example of shadow figures, mere photographic reproductions of the original flesh and blood. Obviously one can do anything with a film, but by no conceivable means could you make those original people go through twice as much in the time it originally took for them to do it once. You are entirely ignoring the human element.”

Professor Addison nodded approvingly. “A point well taken my boy, but as I said, that was merely the basis of my theory. Now let me explain to you what I propose to do with living people by altering the time rate at which they are living. Time, brought down to its absolute fundamentals, is purely the process known as entropy, or, more clearly, a constant disorganisation of the Universe.”

Kitty unfolded her arms, politely concealed a yawn behind a somewhat plump hand, her eyelids drooping a little, but she didn’t dare doze, not with her father constantly glancing at her as though he were waiting for some brilliant gem to drop from her rather pouted lips.

“The disorganisation of the Universe,” Addison continued, “is the theory upon which all scientists have built their conclusions ever since science first became accepted as an art. It means that there is more disorganisation in the Universe tomorrow than there was yesterday. In other words, the Universe began as a perfectly ordered conception of electric forces, electrons, protons, neutrons, molecules and so forth, but there came into this ordered Universe what can only be described as a random element. You might liken it to a beautifully contrived house built of a complete pack of fifty-two cards across which a hand suddenly slices and wrecks the whole issue. In other words, disorganisation has begun. Now conceive of trying to put all those playing cards into their exact suits to make up the normal fifty-two total and imagine too that you have no preconceived knowledge of how to do it. You can see from that it would take maybe centuries to accomplish it.

“This is a rather crude analogy, but what it means is that in the beginning of the Universe there were perfectly-balanced forces, as I have said, but into it came this random element which created what is known as entropy. Which means that with every passing second there is more disorganisation, and more disorganisation, until there is finally reached a state where all the possible interchanges of energy matter and radiations have been tried and worked out. When that happens disorganisation will be absolute.

“In other words, there will be no more interchanges possible, or, more simply, by blind chance there will no longer be any possible new way of arranging our fifty-two cards into the correct order without knowing beforehand what the correct order is. When that state of complete disorganisation is reached the Universe will be dead. It will have achieved what scientists will call, and do call at the present day, Cold Death, or, more scientifically, Thermodynamic Equilibrium.”

There was a dead silence for a moment. Kitty looked as though she had really gone to sleep, but she had not. Arthur was seated still very much like Rodin’s statue of “The Thinker,” and it was obvious that he was trying very hard to digest this massive piece of scientific theory, the exact point of which was for the moment obscure—as far as he was concerned anyway.

“In effect,” Kitty said rather drowsily, “it means, Dad, that things weren’t in quite such a muddle yesterday as they are today. Is that it?”

“In a very loose way, yes. It actually means that the atoms, molecules and so forth comprising the Universe were in a more ordered pattern yesterday than they are today, and tomorrow they will be even more disordered, and so the process will go on through the thousands and millions, and the tens of millions of years till every possible interchange has been made, just as I have pointed out. Now we come to the vital point!” Addison raised a finger in sudden emphasis. “If a means could be found to render a person’s atoms, molecules and general physical make-up more organised than it is now he would automatically fit into the Space appropriate to his changed state. Or is that too complicated?”

“Not to me,” Arthur said, straightening up a little at last. “You mean, Professor, that the physical condition must automatically fit into the Space relevant to it?”

“Wonderful!” Addison threw up his hands in genuine admiration. “I knew that I was not mistaken in you, my boy. You have the absolute grasp of the situation. Space and Time are interlinked, certainly, and no power of man’s devising can possibly separate them, but what can be done is for the physical state to be changed so that it is compelled to fit into a Space appropriate to its formation. Let us look at it in a more homely way, even if only for the sake of Kitty,” Addison added rather coldly. “Let us assume that we have a certain key which is specially made so that it will only fit into a certain lock. It means that in whatever other space or lock you use that key it will be absolutely useless, but put it in the correct lock and it will open the door. So then, since a certain physical condition is made to fit into a certain space, by some alchemy of Nature which I will not attempt to explain to either of you, it is obvious that if enough molecules and atomic structures could be altered in a living being to conform to the pattern it had yesterday, it would automatically fit into yesterday’s space, and that person would live in yesterday.”

“I don’t see that at all,” Kitty complained. “After all, Dad, yesterday has gone, and it can never be recalled.”

“Yesterday has not gone,” Addison replied. “We say that the past has gone and that the future has to come, but in both cases these statements are misnomers. Space and Time may be likened to one continuous state existing from beginning to end, an infinite sea in which we move, but we only experience certain instants because our physical condition can only fit into a certain condition of Time from instant to instant. As the constant disorganisation continues we say that we advance in time; all that we actually do is change our physical state so that it becomes applicable to a new part of Space. In actual fact there is no such thing as Past or Future; it is merely a matter of greater disorganisation to be in the Future Space, or lesser disorganisation to be in the Past Space, or Time, whichever you care to call it. Since they are both interlocked states, the phrases Space or Time are equally applicable.”

Again the silence. Arthur rubbed the end of his nose thoughtfully and then at last made an observation.

“What it means then, Professor, is that if you can find a way to make a person’s physical make-up more disorganised in its atomic structure that person would automatically disappear from the present Time and re-appear in a future Time applicable to his make-up? On the other hand if you could find a way to make that person less disorganised in molecular structure he would appear in a Time supposedly past which would exactly fit his physical structure once again? That, as I see it, is what you are driving at.”

“Absolutely right,” Addison declared, delighted. “The only thing is, it is no longer a question of if I could do such a thing to a person. I have found a way by which I can do it. It is only a matter of the necessary electronic machinery: in actual theory I have the whole thing worked out, and as far as I can see by every possible mathematical test the process cannot possibly go wrong because it is mathematical law that a certain physical vestment must fit into a certain space, just as it is mathematical law that two and two make four no matter what you do. Two and two are not applicable to two and two meaning five, even if you search right through the Universe. It is a matter of mathematics wedded to electronic laws, and when I change a person’s make-up, either making it more organised or more disorganised, that person will automatically go into the past or into the future.”

“With a process like that,” Arthur said slowly, “one could do almost anything One could command the world! For the simple reason that if you know what is going to come in the supposed future you can be ahead of everybody else every time. I remember once reading that if a man only had the gift of knowing two seconds ahead of the present what was going to happen he could have the world, and indeed the whole Universe, at his feet. Maybe you have thought of that, Professor?”

“Yes, I have thought of it,” Addison admitted, “but it is not the slightest interest to me. I certainly do not wish to rule the world, nor do I wish to become some glorified seer who foretells future events. In fact, personally, the future is not of any very great interest to me. I think it might be rather a drawback to know what is going to come. As one is there is a certain contentment in ignorance being bliss. I think the greater interest lies in the past, in verifying many of the so-called facts which we have accumulated from records and archaeological expeditions. That is why, when I have the necessary machinery assembled, I intend to find a way to explore the past, or if not that then somebody who might be willing to do it for me. I’m afraid that, since my whole attention will be needed upon the instruments concerned, I shall not be able to allow myself the privilege of travelling into a past Time, or rather of merging into a past Time. I do not like the word ‘travelling’ because it is not entirely correct. One does not travel in Time: one is automatically put into a past or future state because of the electronic physical change which has been made in the body.”

“If it is a matter of finance,” Arthur said, “surely the various scientific bodies will be only too willing to put up the money for the necessary equipment?”

“I have little doubt but that they would,” Addison agreed, “only it so happens that this theory of mine is so completely off the beaten track that I intend to keep it entirely to myself. I will not share a secret as valuable as this with the most trustworthy scientist on Earth, not because I doubt the integrity of the scientist concerned, but because I know their monumental absent-mindedness, and it might easily be that they would betray their knowledge to someone entirely unscrupulous, with the most disastrous results to mankind in general. That is why I intend to try and build my own equipment and then find a volunteer who would permit me to project him, or her, into a past or future Time.”

“You wouldn’t have to look very far,” Arthur said with a rather whimsical smile. “I would be willing to be sent either into the future or past. Not only for the scientific interest of the thing, but also for the extraordinary thrill of doing it.”

“Well, I’m dead against it,” Kitty told him flatly, thoroughly awakening at last. “I never heard of such a thing! Dad, do you realise that you might kill Arthur or, for that matter, anybody else outright with such a fantastic idea? How do you know the thing is practical? Many things look absolutely right on paper and then are hopeless in practice. I could mention the instance of many aircraft which have looked wonderful on the drawing board and then they have come down smashed to pieces when tried in the air——”

“I’m not concerned with aircraft or drawing boards or mistakes,” Addison said, slapping his sheet of notes emphatically on the nearby occasional table. “This is something utterly different from aircraft or anything in that line. It is a bending of the forces of Nature to the ingenuity and skill of the human mind, and I am perfectly convinced that no possible error of judgment can be made and, Arthur, I thank you most sincerely for your offer, and when I have assembled the necessary machinery—which unfortunately in my not extremely monied position may take some time—I will certainly ask you if you are still of the same mind. After all, Kitty,” Addison added, looking at his daughter sombrely, “it is not for you to decide what Arthur should do. If he is willing to help me then he will do so. All I shall ask of him is a signed statement exonerating me from all blame if by some inconceivable mischance he should suffer injury or death on account of the experiment.”

“I don’t like it,” Kitty said uncomfortably, “and I say it again, I still don’t like it. Doesn’t it occur to you that Arthur and I are engaged and that we want to marry and be peaceable and settle down? How on earth are we going to do that if you project Arthur into the future or into the past? All you’re doing is ignoring all our personal wishes in the matter and are playing on Arthur’s love of scientific experiments. No matter what you may call it I think it is confoundedly unfair.”

Addison came forward slowly. His manner seemed to have changed abruptly from that of the almost autocratic scientist into that of an understanding father. He laid a hand on Kitty’s shoulder.

“It is not that I have forgotten the personal issues, Kitty,” he said simply. “I realise how you feel towards Arthur and how Arthur feels towards you, but you surely must see that if I were to call on someone from the general public to volunteer for this task it would mean that the secret would no longer be in the family, so to speak? That is why I am hoping that Arthur will be the subject. Mind you, there is one very simple way out of the difficulty that is worrying you. I have enough faith in this invention to send you, my own daughter, into a past or future Time along with Arthur so that you may still be together although no longer in the present. I know that sounds a tall order, but since it will be many months before I shall have the necessary machinery assembled, you will have ample time to come to some kind of a decision.”

“And being free, white, and twenty-one, there’s nobody can influence you,” Arthur grinned. “I am thinking of your mother,” he added rather uncomfortably.

“Yes,” Addison agreed, straightening up and rubbing one eyebrow pensively. “There will, of course, be my wife to convince, and it will not be very easy. Unfortunately her grasp of things scientific is not what it might be, and she will probably fear that I am planning some homicidal experiment and will finish up on trial in the Old Bailey. No matter,” he said with a sudden resolute movement, “I will find a way round that when the time comes. Meanwhile I would like both of you to think over what I have said very carefully, and when the time comes I will ask you again.”

Addison crossed the room, picked up his notes from the occasional table and glanced through them, then a thought seemed to strike him.

“I should have mentioned,” he added, “that I shall not send any organic subject, that is a living subject, into either the past or future until I have tested the apparatus with a rabbit, a cat, or a dog, or some creature of that nature to make sure that it operates.”

“How can you possibly be sure of that?” Kitty demanded, bewildered. “If you send a cat into the past, for instance, we shall never know what has happened to it. And if you send something into the future we shall have to wait a terribly long time to see whether it worked or not.”

Addison smiled. “That is easily overcome. If I send a cat, say, five minutes into the future, the possibilities are that that cat would reappear in five minutes if the apparatus is perfect. If it does not reappear after the five minutes then, of course, I shall not take the risk of sending either you or Arthur till I have found out what has gone wrong.”

Arthur grinned with a certain air of bravado, and Kitty gave him an anxious glance. Addison surveyed them both, folded his notes, then turned to go.

“I have one or two details still to work out,” he said, “so I will leave you to continue the conversation which I’m afraid I rather ruthlessly interrupted. When I have anything really important to bring to your notice I shall, of course, let you know. Meanwhile, Arthur, if I don’t see you again tonight I’ll say goodnight now, and good luck.”


CHAPTER TWO

Professor Addison was no crackpot, nor was he chasing rainbows. By a process of mathematics and infinitely painstaking scientific deductions he had undoubtedly worked out a master theory in regard to Space and Time. He had utilised what other scientists before him had overlooked, namely that every particle of matter in the Universe must fit into a certain space in that Universe, and therefore into a certain Time in that Universe, since both Space and Time are interlocked. It was when this revelation had burst upon him that he had seen perfectly clearly that the one way to make any object fit into a past or future Time was to make its physical constitution conform to the conditions of that Time. And it was bearing this constantly in mind that he went to work to assemble, little by little, the complicated equipment necessary to put his astounding theory into practice.

It was not a task which he accomplished easily, for he had constantly to deal with his utterly unimaginative wife. She went about in a perpetual state of bewilderment, bordering upon suspicion. Since she could not obtain any more money for housekeeping for herself she was not unnaturally somewhat disturbed when she beheld what were obviously very costly instruments being delivered to the house with remarkable frequency. Addison explained them away vaguely as being part of a scientific invention, and being as loyal to her father as she could, Kitty tried in her very everyday fashion to explain that it had something to do with the past Time.

Unfortunately Mrs. Addison assumed that a pastime meant a hobby, and she accordingly raised the roof when she made a mental estimate of the amount of money which had been spent upon the equipment which was now beginning to clutter up the house in all directions.

“One has to speculate in order to accumulate,” Addison explained one evening when she had come to the end of an outburst—which was in all truth quite justified insofar that it was now almost impossible to get into any of the bedrooms because of crates and instruments.

“Well, we’re certainly accumulating,” she agreed. “But what is it all for? That is all I ask, and I am surely entitled to an explanation!”

“I have already given it.” Addison shrugged his shoulders and gave a tired smile. “I am trying to put together an instrument which will enable me or any particular subject to go into a past Time or a future Time, and the benefit of doing that will be beyond imagination. It will not only mean a fortune in money, but a colossal acquisition of knowledge which will explain many of the scientific riddles which at present confront us.”

“I am not interested in scientific riddles,” his wife retorted. “I am interested only in a tidy home and not its conversion into a warehouse! Can’t you find somewhere else to put all these crates and stuff?”

“I could if the workshop could hold any more,” Addison looked guilty. “Unfortunately at the moment it is so crammed with different things that I just have not room for any more crates of any kind. All I can ask you to do dear, is be patient, and in time you will see what a wonderful thing I have devised.”

To Addison’s relief, his wife did not continue her tirade. She knew she was married to a genius, and this was one reason why she always stopped just short of giving her exasperation full vent. But never before in all her married life had she known her husband to accumulate such a mass of scientific equipment and yet seem so vague as to the reason for it all. She could not appreciate that it was not that he was so much vague, as that he was not willing to attempt to explain his theory, for he knew that she would be utterly incapable of taking it in.

Nevertheless, even he appreciated that the house was being turned into a bear garden, so he made every endeavour to move things into his workshop, and sent for the local cleansing department to clear away the crates and the rubbish as rapidly as possible. Once this was done there was a little more peace, and whenever he could he worked in the workshop that was down at the bottom of the back garden some fifty yards away from the house, where he felt he could reasonably expect a certain amount of peace. And so the months passed.

After her original outburst Edith Addison said no more. She was content to let her husband potter away in the workshop as usual—and as for Arthur Davis and Kitty they had long since forgotten that warm summer evening when the Professor had given voice to his extraordinary theory. As far as they were concerned it might never have existed, but they were brought back to it violently one late autumn evening in the lounge, when—either fortuitously or not—Edith Addison was once again away for the evening visiting friends. It seemed to be always on such occasions as these that the Professor chose to address the younger folk.

“You will remember,” he said musingly, coming forward, this time without a sheaf of foolscap paper in his hand, “that I mentioned to you during the summer that I had evolved a process of Time travelling by means of disorganisation of the molecules?”

Kitty and Arthur glanced at each other.

“We remember, sir,” Arthur agreed solemnly, controlling himself as best he could that his tête-a-tête with Kitty had once again been interrupted. “Did you proceed any further with it?”

“Proceed any further! My dear boy, I have done nothing else but assemble the necessary equipment ever since the middle of the summer, and what is more I proved that the equipment is absolutely exact. I want the pair of you to come into the laboratory and witness a modern miracle. I feel,” Addison continued with a rather uneasy smile, “that it might help things with your mother, Kitty, if you see the demonstration first. It will smooth the path as it were. Believe me, I am experiencing a great deal of difficulty in explaining to her the reason for all the apparatus which I have been buying recently. Anyway, would you care to come? Everything is set up in readiness.”

“Would we care to,” Arthur ejaculated, jumping up. “Why, good heavens, Prof, if this is everything you claim of it, it is the biggest thing that ever happened! We’ll not only come, we’re honoured. Let’s go, Kitty.”

They brushed past the Professor in their eagerness, both of them knowing where the laboratory lay down at the far end of the garden. It was termed “laboratory” purely out of deference; actually it was a glorified shed of very sound construction, containing every conceivable scientific necessity within the Professor’s province. But even Kitty and Arthur were astonished at the apparatus they did behold when they entered the brightly lighted area. They had both of them expected to find the normal shelves of bottles and scientific paraphernalia. Certainly they were not expecting the massive generator-like apparatus which now stood on a concrete bed in the centre of the space. They were both looking at it in silent interest when Addison came shuffling in behind them in his worn carpet slippers.

“You never saw anything quite like that before, did you?” he asked with dry amusement.

“Never,” Kitty admitted. “I’ve been in here plenty of times, Dad, but I’ve certainly never seen anything to equal that! What in the world is it? It looks just like a colossal vacuum cleaner tipped on end. I mean the cylindrical type of vacuum cleaner——”

“That,” Addison returned with dignity, “is what I am pleased to call the Time Cyclotron. I hardly need to explain its workings; that I have already done. Its function is to break down the molecular set-up of any organic or inorganic body, thereby making it more disorganised, or more organised, as the case might require. In this instance—chiefly because it is the easier process—I shall use the organising process by which the object concerned is sent into the past.”

“But that is what I am objecting to,” Kitty exclaimed, turning. “We can have no means of knowing if an object sent into the past has really gone into the past. Why don’t you send something into the future and thereby prove what you are telling us?”

“Er—yes,” the Professor admitted, thinking. “Though as a matter of fact I have already sent a white mouse five minutes into the future and found it perfectly safe when the five minutes were up.” He nodded towards the mouse scuttling about in its cage nearby. “There is the specimen, as hale and hearty as it ever was, unaware that five minutes have been transplanted out of its life.”

“We would much prefer to see it,” Arthur said, raising a somewhat doubting eyebrow.

The Professor nodded. “Very well then, you shall. I suppose it is only fair. I get into the habit when I have proved a theory to my own satisfaction, of not troubling to prove it again for anybody else’s benefit. I suppose, though, that that is rather remiss of me. Very well then, just stand and watch. For heaven’s sake don’t touch anything, because the special generating system that I’m using on this apparatus can, at peak load, release something in the neighbourhood of two thousand volts. I am wondering why the Electric Company have not sent a representative to complain about the enormous power drainage which I must at times place upon the main cables. Indeed, I also wonder how the cables manage to stand it. I can only assume that the special fuse device which I have arranged prevents them from being melted out by the brief but enormous surge which I have to use for the experiment.”

Still muttering cheerfully to himself in a by no means lucid fashion, Addison wandered over to the huge switchboard he had devised and moved several rheostats and variable condenser controls, afterwards changing the position of several plugs into which heavily insulated cables were driven. Finally, after a study of various dials and indicators he appeared satisfied that everything was in order. Then he drew a massive pull switch, and sparks flared from it with an almost satanic cascade of brilliance.

“Are you sure, Dad, that everything is safe?” Kitty asked uneasily. “We can’t blow up or anything?”

“Absolutely no possible chance of it.” Addison glanced at her, looking entirely confident. “Now I’ll demonstrate to you.” He glanced towards the clock on the wall and then indicated it. “Firstly,” he said, “I would ask you to take particular notice of the time.”

Arthur and Kitty both looked, noted that it was exactly ten minutes past eight, then waited to see what happened next.

Addison turned aside, and from the nearby cage lifted a small, scampering white mouse in his hands. Holding it carefully he placed it on the yard-square metal plate underneath the Time Cyclotron and then quickly placed over the plate a made-to-measure wire cage inside which the mouse scuttled around uneasily, as though fully aware that it was yet again to become the main object in a fantastic experiment to defeat the Law of Time.

“I have nothing to do now,” Addison said, “except throw the switch. It is now eleven minutes past eight. I have set the indicator for exactly five minutes. That means that exactly at sixteen minutes past eight our mouse will reappear on the Cyclotron plate there. Now watch this——”

With the air of an illusionist who has produced a superb trick, Addison once again moved to his switchboard and pushed an enormous indicator pointer over to maximum on the graded scale. At the same time there was a dull thud as some inner switch reacted, and through the laboratory there seemed to surge a peculiar pressure wave which made Arthur and Kitty stagger slightly, since it was entirely unexpected. Addison, however, was apparently quite prepared for it and stood his ground. There was also a strange odour wafting through the air, very similar to that which sometimes precedes a violent thunderstorm. Definitely it was electrical static, and it was at this identical moment that the mouse within its yard-square cage began to become uncannily transparent as though made of glass. In a matter of perhaps a half second it had disappeared—utterly vanished into thin air, and only a fraction of a second afterwards the wire cage which had been placed upon it also disappeared. It seemed strange, however, that the Cyclotron plate itself remained exactly as before.

“That Cyclotron plate,” Addison said, as though he had guessed what the two young people were thinking, “is made of a negative material whereby it is not affected by the electrical currents which my Cyclotron generates. It also forms a shield between the Earth and the machine, otherwise for the duration of the electrical current there would be no ground at all for five minutes. It would be transplanted into a different section of Time, and that might prove awkward. Anyhow, all we can do now is wait and you will see for yourself how this masterpiece works.”

It was all very well for Addison to stand there and say that all they had to do was wait, but to Arthur and Kitty it was just commencing to become apparent that they were the witnesses of a miracle of science never before accomplished. It really did begin to look as though Addison had conquered the greatest mystery which confronts man: the riddle of Time and its relationship to Space.

So the seconds passed on the electric clock on the wall, making no noise, but its sweeping second hand showing how the time was passing.

Eight-twelve—eight-thirteen—eight-fourteen—eight fifteen—eight sixteen. Then, just as mysteriously as it had disappeared into thin air, the mouse and its wire cage came back into view. The whole thing savoured of a conjuring trick of the most advanced accomplishment. Addison stood looking at the mouse, rubbing his hands and beaming with delight. Apparently he had every reason to do so, for this, according to his own telling, was the second time he had accomplished the miracle.

“If only the mouse could speak!” he exclaimed as he took away the wire cage, lifted the rodent in his hand and replaced it in its own cage, where it promptly scampered around as though nothing in the world had ever happened.

“This,” Arthur said, as the full comprehension of the miracle began to dawn upon him, “is quite the most amazing thing I have ever witnessed. That was certainly not an illusion, even though it looked so much like one. To say that you are to be congratulated, Professor, is to put it all too mildly. Your name ought to be shouted from the housetops, and every scientist in the world should acclaim your amazing genius.”

“I find your praise quite sufficient, my boy,” Addison smiled. “I’m not doing this for the sake of fame or the plaudits of the scientific world; I am doing it to prove to myself that the theory I have devised is correct. I take it then that you are both satisfied that Time can be travelled?”

“Well, obviously, to my mind,” Arthur replied, “there is not the slightest doubt. You’ve shown it to us. What more can we want?”

“And you, Kitty?” Addison gave her a quick though rather dubious glance, at which she gave a somewhat ecstatic smile.

“Don’t worry about me, Dad. I’m no longer an unbeliever after a demonstration like that! The point I’m wondering about is, having proved that this Time business is possible, what do you intend to do with it?”

“I thought I had intimated my intentions way back in the summer,” Addison replied. “All I want is for you and Arthur—or if you, Kitty, don’t feel that you would like to attempt it—then for you, Arthur, alone to take a step back into the past and return afterwards with all the information you have gleaned in making the transition.”

“If Arthur goes anywhere, then I am going with him,” Kitty declared firmly.

“All the better,” Addison shrugged. “That will mean that there will be verification of whatever story is brought back.”

“Well, of course,” Arthur said slowly. “Kitty and I have given this matter some thought, Professor, ever since the time that you mentioned it to us, but it now seems such a long while ago that it comes as a sort of shock to suddenly find that you really meant it.”

“Well, of course I really meant it!”

“You say a step back into the past,” Kitty remarked. “Just how big a step are you thinking of, Dad?”

“To begin with, just so that you can experience the effect and tell me if it produces any unpleasant bodily sensations, I would suggest that you go back about ten minutes in Time just for the sake of it.”

Arthur and Kitty both hesitated, but with such a bland look of supreme assurance on Professor Addison’s face neither of them could somehow feel afraid of making the venture.

“All right, I’m game,” Arthur said. “What do we have to do?”

“All you have to do is stand on that plate beneath the Cyclotron and leave the rest to me. I can assure you that you have nothing to fear. You know me well enough to realise that I would not willingly place you in any physical danger.”

“Not willingly, perhaps,” Kitty agreed, taking up a position beside Arthur as he stood on the insulated plate beneath the apparatus, “but it is just possible that your scientific enthusiasm might blind you to more personal considerations, Dad. However, nothing venture nothing win, so throw the switches and let’s see what happens.”

Addison gave a brief smile of genuine admiration, then once again he was the keen, energetic scientist. He crossed to his switchboard, spent a few moments making alterations to the pointers and dials, then glanced up at the clock, which now read eight-twenty.

“I have decided to place you back fifteen minutes in Time,” he explained, “which will make it five past eight. That would be just at the point when we came into the laboratory. Now, if you are ready?”

“Ready!” Arthur responded, and he and Kitty watched intently and indeed not with some little fear as the Professor’s hand threw the main switch.

For both Arthur and Kitty there followed a most unearthly sensation, as though they were turning inside out and yet remaining motionless. This, presumably, was the effect of their molecular structure being wrenched and twisted out of its normal build-up into one less organised than it naturally possessed. The laboratory and the apparatus above them seemed to swirl and twist into a hurtling mist and was gone.

There followed a conviction that they were being flung straight down into the floor and yet the floor came no nearer to their aching eyes. Almost immediately afterwards came a grey mist and then a black one which whipped apart as though torn by a mighty hurricane. Then, without any apparent reason, they found themselves entering through the door of the laboratory and looking about them, whilst behind them came Professor Addison. In the most natural way in the world they began to make the same movements and speak the same words that they had uttered at exactly five minutes past eight.

There was not the slightest doubt that they had gone backwards to the moment when they had first entered the laboratory and had seen the Time Cyclotron for the first time. They were just upon the point of absorbing this uncanny miracle of living an incident twice over within a very short space of Time when the whirling mists returned and were replaced by that inside-out feeling, only this time it was more of an “outside-in” sensation, followed by a feeling of faintness—and they realised they were still standing on the Cyclotron plate with Professor Addison gazing at them with a somewhat wry amusement.

“Well?” he asked quietly, switching off.

“It worked,” Arthur exclaimed astounded. “It definitely worked We did exactly as we did before at five minutes past eight.” He gave a bewildered glance at the clock: it now registered eight-twenty-five.

“And your sensations?” Addison questioned keenly. “Tell me in detail. I must know for the sake of scientific records.”

Kitty outlined them thoroughly. Arthur still seemed too dazed by the experience he had undergone to think coherently, but when at last Kitty had finished speaking he did appear to come back to life.

“Whatever happens from now on,” he said, “you can count me in for Time travel, Professor. There is only one point which occurs to me; we shall not be able to go back any further than our birth—or shall we?”

Addison smiled at him indulgently. “I take it from that you are one of those young men—or rather one of those people, since there are tens of thousands of them—who believe that this life is the only one?”

“Without any visible proof to the contrary, Prof, yes.”

“In that,” Addison said, “you are entirely wrong. In the course of my studies of Time and Space I have also made the interesting discovery that this life—this present life—of ours is only one of maybe millions which we possess in the course of our movement from perfect organisation to perfect disorganisation. You must remember that we, as living beings, are just as much a part of the Universal plan of disorganisation and entropy as are the planets, the stars and even the nebulae themselves. In death there is life, and in life there is death. By that I mean that Nature has so planned it that as one physical body wears out, another takes its place, much more disorganised than the body preceding it. It would destroy the whole mathematical plan of the Universe if we had but one brief spell of life and were gone. No,” Addison continued, shaking his head, “we began our lives when the Universe began. I do not say that we began in the physical form which we now have; that has only come about through evolution, but I do say that life as such began. And each body we have had has been more disorganised than the one preceding it, just as the bodies we shall take on after so-called death will be more disorganised than those we have at present. Therefore, were you to be sent back into the past, far beyond the time of your present Earthly birth, you would still continue to live as you did at that time in another body. Do I make myself clear?”

“Just another way of saying the sky’s the limit,” Arthur smiled. “Yes. I understand, and I suppose that you do, Kitty?”

“As much as I ever understand Dad’s theories, yes,” she agreed. “I suppose, Dad, that you have some particular period in the past to which you think it would be of benefit to send us?”

“I had thought of the Medieval Times,” Addison admitted. “There is much belonging to that era of history which is at the best vague, and the reconstruction of it by history experts are not at all satisfying. Firsthand evidence would be immensely appreciated.”

“I have an idea,” Kitty said, “and maybe it is somewhat ridiculous, but at least it might be worth trying. Why not go back to the year that corresponds with our telephone number?”

Her father gave her a shocked glance. “Heavens above, Kitty, that number is 828!”

“Yes, I know.” Kitty nodded and gave a rather apologetic smile. “At least it’s a number, and obviously there has been such a year in the past. Have you any idea, Dad, what happened in the year 828 A.D.?”

“Not the slightest, my dear. I am a scientist, not an historian.”

“Well,” Arthur said. “I have a vague remembrance of what happened about that time. I think it was when Egbert or somebody became the first King of England. For some reason it always makes me laugh—not the fact that he became the King of England—but the fact that his name was Egbert, a name I can’t stick.”

“What I mean,” Kitty said, “is that it would at least be what you might call a civilised area. I have the uncomfortable feeling, Dad, that if you are allowed to have your head you might fire us right back into prehistoric times or something. Amongst cave men and monsters and things that used to live in ponds, and all that sort of stuff.”

“As a matter of fact,” Addison admitted with a rather rueful smile, “that was just what had occurred to me. I was rather hoping that I might give you all the necessary weapons for your defence and ask you to step straight into the Carboniferous Age.”

“You don’t expect much, Dad, do you?” Kitty asked. “It’s a god job I thought of the telephone number, otherwise heaven knows where we might have finished up!”

“All right,” Addison admitted, sighing. “If you wish to travel back into the year 828 I’m quite willing. You will at least bring us the facts of history and not the garbled reports which appear in the history textbooks. Since you’re going to an age which is renowned for its peace and quiet I don’t see that there is any reason why you shouldn’t go at this moment.”

Arthur gave a start. “What? Now?”

Addison looked surprised. “Is there any reason why not?”

“Every reason, sir, I should think. For one thing we’re not prepared. The whole thing is sort of sprung on us without notice—and anyway I have to be at business in the morning.”

“You will be,” Addison assured him quietly. “Don’t forget that I don’t intend you to go and take a long holiday in the year 828. My idea is that you should only just go in, say, for half an hour, survey everything you can, make contacts with the people that are there if possible, and by that time the controls on this machine will have reversed themselves and back you’ll come with all the knowledge and be the richer for an astounding experience.”

“You make it sound easy, Dad, don’t you?” Kitty asked.

For answer Addison glanced at the clock. “It is now just gone half past eight,” he said; “the middle of the evening. There is nothing to prevent you going back into the year 828 and returning here for around ten o’clock. And if that isn’t a novel way of spending an evening I don’t know what is!”

“Novel, maybe,” Arthur admitted rather ruefully. “To be quite frank, Kitty and I had made other plans for this evening——”

“You mean just sitting in the lounge and holding hands?” Addison asked brusquely. “Oh, come now, there’s plenty of time for that kind of thing later. This is something which many a young man or young woman would give their souls to do.”

Since Professor Addison was near middle-aged and had long since left romance behind him, it was perfectly clear he could not see the situation from the point of view of the younger people, and they for their part knew it was quite impossible to try and convince him. Besides, he had a dominating way with him, and it was obvious that nothing would satisfy him except that they make the journey as planned.

“All right,” Kitty sighed. “We’ll risk it then, Dad—but look, supposing these people are not so peaceful as they’re supposed to be according to the history books? Supposing, instead of landing in some sleepy quarter of Old England, we get amongst a lot of hard-boiled thugs who’ll perhaps beat the brains out of us?”

“I suppose one must be prepared for any eventuality,” Addison admitted after a moment’s thought. “That being so, you’d better take these with you.”

He went across to a nearby locker, turned the combination screw and opened the door. From within, amongst many other valuable articles, all of a scientific nature, he produced two peculiar weapons that had all the appearance of water pistols, except that their butts were cylindrically shaped and obviously packed with some kind of mechanism. Coming over to where the two were standing he held them out, one in each hand.

“What are they?” Arthur asked, surprised, studying them.

“Flame guns,” Addison explained, as though a flame gun was the most natural thing in the world. “I conceived the idea of these guns many months ago, but I did not hand them on to the War Office because I felt that at this time, when the world is more or less at peace, it would not be good business to offer anything of a warlike nature, so I have kept them back until such time as we may be at loggerheads with some nation or other—then I shall indeed cash in.”

“Well, if these don’t give the inhabitants of 828 something to think about,” Arthur grinned, “I don’t know what will.”

He took the gun that Addison held out to him and weighed it in his hand speculatively, then with a rather grim smile he thrust it into his jacket pocket.

Kitty, not being possessed of pockets, finally wedged her own gun in the broad belt about her frock, and there came into her eyes a certain light of battle.

“For heaven’s sake,” Addison said, looking at her, “don’t use that gun without absolute reason! It is so extremely powerful that the recoil will not only make you stumble backwards, but it will also shatter a very large piece of rock into powder. I’m just warning you so that you’ll know what to expect. I feel that with these two weapons you are well equipped to tackle anything with which you may be confronted. But I want you both to bear in mind that the journey you are taking is a peaceful one and that you are ambassadors of the year 1967, and as such you should behave with dignity and intelligence.”

Kitty made a rather weary gesture. “After all, Father, we hardly need a political speech at this time! Here we are standing literally on the borders of the unknown, and you give us long and entirely needless instructions. We’re both grown up and we know how to conduct ourselves, so what are we waiting for?”

Addison gave an approving nod and went back to his switchboard, where he spent quite a little while working out the necessary mathematical formulae to so organise the molecular structure of the two young people that they would be projected over eleven hundred years back into the past. When at last he had the figures to his liking and they had been checked by the mathematical computator he turned and looked at Arthur and Kitty as they stood on the projection plate of the Time Cyclotron.

“It is now exactly eight forty-five,” he said, “and I have set the return mechanism so that within an hour you will be back here.”

“Does that mean,” Kitty asked, “that an hour will also pass in the Middle Ages? Or is there some different kind of time ratio when you step out of the present period?”

“An hour here is an hour anywhere,” Addison replied. “This is not a question of alteration of size, whereby Time might become faster or slower according to the Law of Relativity. Your size will not alter; you will simply occupy a different Space. Believe me, by a quarter to ten you will be back home, happier and wiser for having lived one hour eleven hundred years back in the past. Now, are you ready?”

The two nodded. They were incapable of saying anything, for the simple reason that they had just comprehended with a kind of breathtaking awe the enormous thing they had decided to do. It had all been almost wished on them so quickly that they had not had time to think. Here they were in 1967, and once that switch was thrown they would be in 828. It was a thought too staggering to take in—which was perhaps just as well, otherwise their spirits would no doubt have quailed at the thought of the magnitude of the undertaking before them.


CHAPTER THREE

Addison, apparently still quite sanguine, shuffled across to the main switchboard and placed his hand on the massive pull switch which controlled the whole output of the Time Cyclotron. With an almost hypnotic gaze Arthur and Kitty watched that hand, and suddenly they saw it drive downwards amidst the bewildering coruscation of sparks which announced contact.

Instantly there came a repetition, but on a far mightier scale, of those unearthly happenings which had attended the ten minutes backward step into Time earlier in the evening. On this occasion, however, the inside-out effect was much more prolonged and much more dizzying, making Arthur and Kitty feel that they were reeling into a bottomless gulf. It was a headlong dream—the insane nightmare that usually ends either in a violent, palpitating awakening or in death. But the awesome thing here was that throughout the period of their organisation of molecules they were entirely conscious, which—in a sense—made things even more terrifying.

The laboratory around them was like a spinning top; the instruments within it faded and flowed into one another like some crazy film montage, and then came the grey mist almost instantly supplanted by the black one. There was an abyss of silence and a gradual dying of what bit of light remained, then to the silence was added the total dark and still that appalling sense of whirling into infinity with ever-increasing speed. They felt like tops being flung round with irresistible centrifugal force. They even felt that they were flying outwards to no possible substance and—suddenly they were on their backs.

It was dark. There was a gentle wind blowing, a fairly warm wind, and overhead was an ocean of stars set in a perfectly clear sky. Arthur stirred very slowly, feeling at his limbs to make sure that they were all there and still functioning. They were. He was totally unhurt and his outflung hand presently contacted Kitty as she too moved and muttered something inaudible under her breath. From what Arthur could gather it was not entirely complimentary either.

“What did you say?” he asked after a moment or two.

“I said damn the rocks,” Kitty replied candidly. “I had a pair of brand new stockings on before all this began. I just felt about sixty ladders go down each one of them. Father and his tomfool experiments! Incidentally, where on earth are we?”

Holding on to each other they got slowly to their feet and then looked about them. The stars they had already seen, so now it was a matter of viewing the landscape, what they could see of it. As far as they could tell they were standing on some kind of rocky plateau, but in the not very far distance they could descry vegetation, possibly trees, outlined against the brilliant stars. Turning slowly on their heels they could follow this line of foliage for about three quarters of the circle of the horizon, and the remaining quarter was again blank, as though it extended into some kind of plain. By no possible effort could they behold any distant glow on the horizon which might have bespoken of a city or a town flinging its lights to heaven.

What they did behold, however, after a good deal of eye straining peering into the dark, were two remote spots of light appearing little better than candles seen at perhaps a distance of five hundred yards. They seemed to loom out of the darkness like eyes, or else were not entirely unlike the sidelights of a motor car with a rather flat battery.

“Do you really suppose,” Kitty asked, “that this is the year 828?”

“If your father’s apparatus worked as he claimed it was going to do, it can’t be anything else,” Arthur replied, and gave a shrug in the gloom. “I’m not so worried, Kitty, about being in 828 as I am about the mechanism back home reversing itself. Has it ever occurred to you what might happen if the darned thing should fail to work and not take us back? I’ve no particular wish to be stranded in this era, believe me.”

“It’s night,” Kitty said absently; “just as it was back home when we left.”

“No reason why it shouldn’t be,” Arthur told her. “All that we have done is move back a certain period of Time, so presumably it is now somewhere in the region of nine o’clock in the year 828. I think that the best thing we can possibly do is go towards those lights there. They don’t seem to be a very great distance away and they may give us some clue as to what kind of place we have landed in—that is if you feel up to walking?”

“Since there seems to be a pretty poor bus service around here I don’t see any alternative,” Kitty replied.

And with that Arthur drew her arm through his and they set off together. He was secretly pleased at the change in Kitty’s manner now that the transition had been made. He himself had always been an adventurous soul, as indeed any young man in the full bloom of health and intelligence ought to be, but Kitty had always more or less been inclined to bask in the reflected glory cast by her father. She had never been a great lover of work or exertion of any kind—yet now the thrill of this astounding experience seemed to have enmeshed her completely, and she was a more than willing partner in the exploit; the only thing she did complain about as she tramped on the extremely rough ground was the fact that it was knocking her slender shoes to pieces.

“I don’t see what we can do about that,” Arthur told her. “Remember that the shoes that you are wearing are of a plastic extraction and are extremely pliable; in fact, one of the very best kind of shoes you could find in our own Time of 1967. Here I expect they haven’t got beyond the wooden-soled kind of clogs. Even if they haven’t I should imagine they are about the best kind of thing to wear on this sort of ground.”

They went on apace, studying the stars, then Kitty made another observation.

“For some reason I rather expected that it would be cold here. It was cold enough at home when we left, but father was in such a confounded hurry I never thought to ask him if I should bring my fur coat with me. I’m glad we didn’t, for I should have been sweltered. Any idea why it’s warmer here than it is at home?”

“The only answer to that one is that way back in 828 England was in the midst of one of its warm spells, as far as I can remember my history. In fact, England has been variously through warm and cold spells ever since it became graced with the name of being a country. Fortunately for us we seem to have arrived on a mild night. The stars——”

Kitty interrupted, gazing up at them. “Do you behold anything different about them from what we are accustomed to seeing? You’re something of a scientist, Arthur, so what’s your considered opinion?”

They walked on for nearly a quarter of a mile, with Arthur staring at the heavens before he finally made an observation.

“To the best of my knowledge there is little change,” he said. “Eleven hundred years is, of course, a fairly long spell of time within human conception, but astronomically it is only a drop in the bucket. One doesn’t expect the constellations or the fixed stars to move in any great degree in a period of eleven hundred years. If it were eleven thousand years we might see something.”

There did not seem to be anything more from which they could draw any conclusions, so still with their arms interlinked they went on across the rough ground, and presently it gave way to yielding, fairly close-cropped grass. This made the going easier for them, and within perhaps half an hour—indeed it was half an hour according to Arthur’s luminous wrist watch—they had arrived at fairly close range to the two yellow lights. When they finally came near enough to descry what they were they came to a stop, uncertain.

“Looks like a cottage of sorts,” Arthur said finally, rubbing his chin. “I wonder if this belongs to one of those cowherds or swinesheds or whatever they used to call them back in the old days?”

“Swineherd,” Kitty corrected rather bitterly. “The same kind of place where King Alfred went when they burnt the cakes or did something or other. What I’m wondering is what’s going to happen if we knock on the door.”

Arthur tightened his hold round Kitty’s arm. “Well, if we don’t knock on the door we look like being stuck out here, so I’m going to risk it. I’m not afraid of any Middle-Ager. Teenager, maybe, but not Middle-Ager. Right! Here we go!”

Entirely resolved he strode forward again, and Kitty, since she dare not loose her hold on him, was compelled to keep pace with him. Coming right up to the cottage they found it to be of the most tumbledown, ancient variety with a thickly-thatched roof. It was not whitewashed, and from what could be discerned of it in the starlight, to which by now their eyes had become accustomed, it was built up entirely of rough stones which were roughly mortared together with some kind of hard-baked clay.

Still with the same determined air, Arthur bunched his fist and hammered it hard upon the rather decrepit door. The noise he made echoed throughout the dismal dwelling, and there followed a somewhat awesome silence. Then presently there followed a rattling and banging from within, as though massive bars and heavy chains were being cast aside, and finally the door creaked noisily open to reveal the slender silhouette of a girl, perhaps fifteen or so, holding above her head a peculiarly fashioned lamp with what seemed to be a candle of immense thickness within it. The light cast diagonally down the girl’s face and revealed it as one of simple prettiness. Her nose was straight, her chin rounded, and the flaxen hair fell in tumbling coils about her still not maturely developed shoulders.

“What ist?” she asked, peering into the night.

Arthur opened his mouth to speak and then shut it again. He felt Kitty’s arm tighten about his.

“We seek shelter,” Kitty said boldly. “We are wanderers in the night and need a roof over our heads. Can you oblige us?”

Kitty was a well-educated girl who spoke more or less good 1967 English, and just how it must have sounded to the maiden in the year 828 she could hardly imagine. Certainly the effect seemed to be cataclysmic, for the girl abruptly backed away from the door and into the sombrely lighted, simply furnished room beyond. It was as though she had looked out into the night upon Old Nick himself.

“I am afright,” the girl said quickly, staring towards the open door, and at that there was a heavy creaking from within, and a man of enormous dimensions suddenly came into view in the candle light. He was heavily bearded and his hair was a thick, tousled mass. Lumbering into the doorway he peered out upon Arthur and Kitty.

“Thou dost frighten the wench,” he observed in a voice that was profoundly bass. “What seekest thou at this hour of the night?”

“We’ve told you once, or rather the girl, your daughter I suppose she is,” Kitty said impatiently. “We want a roof over our heads; we’re lost. We don’t even know what year we’re in, never mind anything else!”

“I canst do naught but bid thee enter,” the man replied, shrugging. With that he drew the battered door somewhat wider and stood aside. Kitty hesitated, but Arthur did not. Still gripping Kitty’s arm tightly he whirled her forward, and within another moment they were in a dingy, candle-lit abode with its rough-hewn and massively stout furniture.

The door was slammed noisily shut and the big fellow drew across the bolts and chains. Then he turned. Possibly, had he been acquainted with a razor, he might have been a handsome man. As it was, he had so much hair smothering his jowls and upper lip that all that was apparent were two very bright and healthy grey eyes peering from under enormous verandahs of eyebrows.

“I know thee not,” his rumbling bass voice proclaimed as he came forward. And abruptly he snatched the lamp from the dazed girl standing beside the wall and planked it down with a thud upon the table. The table was entirely bare, looking rather like one in a butcher’s shop, except that it was not so clean, and the object within the lamp was not a candle that would have been recognised by any civilised person. It was more or less a chunk of tallow roughly rounded into a cylinder, in the centre of which reposed a wick of exceptional thickness. This gave off a steady yellow flame. The light was extremely poor, and had it not been for three other similar lamps augmenting the glow in several parts of the simple, medieval cottage parlour the shadows would have been dense indeed.

“No,” Arthur said. “I am not surprised that you don’t know us. I—er—er—am Arthur Davis and this is my fiancée. Her name it Kitty Addison.

There was a horrible, overpowering silence. The man looked from one to the other, then to the slim girl beside the wall; then abruptly he waved a massive arm in a crude gesture. Evidently it was understood by the girl, for she fled quickly across the dingy room and disappeared through an almost invisible doorway nearby—invisible insofar that the light hardly illumined it at all. It was as she went that Arthur and Kitty both noticed that despite her youth, for she could hardly have been more than thirteen, or fifteen at the maximum, she wore a floor-length skirt with a very high bodice and extremely tight sleeves. Indeed she looked a Puritan maiden in every meaning of the word.

“The girl?” Arthur asked as she disappeared through the doorway. “I take it that she is your daughter?”

“Aye,” agreed the big fellow, and waited as though still deeply suspicious of the proceedings. Then suddenly he continued: “Thou speakest of this maiden who is with thee as thy fian—fian——”

“Fiancée,” Arthur explained brightly.

“I know not the word,” the big fellow replied stolidly. “If thou meanest betrothed, then indeed I understand thee. I do not use strange words. I am but a simple cowherd and nothing more.”

“To the life, I should think,” Kitty murmured, but apparently the big man did not hear her—which was perhaps just as well.

“Yes, betrothed, if you prefer it,” Arthur agreed amiably. “It means—er—in a word that the young lady and myself are shortly to be married, but for the moment all we want is to be under your roof and exchange a little information. Would you consider it rude of us if we seated ourselves?”

“Aye, sit,” agreed the cowherd, and motioned towards the massive chairs.

Thankfully Arthur and Kitty settled down, their legs aching from the rough walk they had made, and not only from the rough walk, either. They were just a little frightened, chiefly because of the enormity of the man whom they had encountered, and also because they were-not sure how he would react. He was so huge, so strong, so obviously unintelligent, that anything might happen. For a long time he still stood staring at them, his big hands clamped down on his broad hips, then presently he seemed satisfied, at least to a degree, and kicking up another chair with a massive boot he whirled the chair round backwards and sat on it, resting his elbows on the chair back.

“Thou speakest strangely,” he commented, which, to say the least of it, was not a very profound observation after so long a study of his visitors.

“Not strangely,” Arthur commented, feeling a little more venturesome. “We simply happen to belong to a Time which is different from this one. That is to say, this is the year 828, or at least I hope so.”

“Aye, ’tis eight hundred and twenty-eight,” the big fellow agreed. “Hast not Egbert just become King of England?”

“We don’t know,” Kitty, answered. “But we surely do hope so!”

The brilliantly healthy eyes looked at her dubiously. She coughed slightly and averted her face.

“I,” said the cowherd, “am Edgar the Strong.”

And as if to verify it he clasped his right hand round his left wrist and proceeded to squeeze it with vice-like power. The exact reason for this injurious process was not clear, but evidently it was intended to reveal that he was a being of more than normal strength. Since this was a fact that had already become obvious to both Arthur and Kitty, it was rather a waste of time as far as Edgar the Strong was concerned.

“I am a peaceable man,” Edgar the Strong continued, “but I like it not when strangers cometh out of the night and jest with me.”

“We’re not jesting,” Arthur objected indignantly. “I keep telling you that we came here by—er—accident. Or rather we came here by means of a machine——” He lost himself in floundering speculations, then said briefly: “We are two people out of a future Time. We live in a period which is roughly one thousand one hundred and thirty-nine years ahead of you.”

To say this to a cowherd with a name like Edgar the Strong, who was obviously not a man of immense genius, was almost asking for it. But evidently Edgar the Strong was not nearly so violent as his mighty physique seemed to suggest, for he brooded over this amazing observation by Arthur and finally said in his deep, overpowering voice:

“Thou jesteth, my friend.”

It was on the point of Arthur’s tongue to call the man a liar when he was fortunately prevented by the return of the maiden. Surprisingly enough she was carrying a tray upon which were two large, empty tankards and an enormous flagon of what looked like ale or at least some kind of foaming, tawny-coloured liquid.

“Jesters thou may be,” Edgar the Strong observed, “but haply thou art tired from thy journeyings from wherever thou hast come. Let it not be said that I am a mean host, I wouldst that thou drink thy fill, and if thou knowest thy graces thou wilt indeed leave not a drop in yonder flagon.”

“Verily,” Kitty said, “we’ll quaff it to the last spot. Let’s go.”

Arthur looked at her in blank amazement, then picked up the flagon, or at least was about to when the maiden suddenly intercepted him and, balancing it in the most extraordinary fashion along her slim young arm, she tilted the neck and allowed the foaming liquid to descend into the tankards. This was a performance which the cowherd watched with dour calmness. Then the moment the tankards were full he jerked a very dirty thumb, which sent the girl speeding away out of the parlour and once more through that dimly visible doorway.

“This,” observed Edgar the Strong, “is no place for Esther, but drink thy fill, my friends, and then haply thou wilt tell me the truth about thy visit——”

Realising that they had at least a few moments respite whilst they “quaffed the merry mead,” Arthur and Kitty decided to take advantage of it, during which period they might be able to think up an explanation which would convince this very dumb cowherd.

Meanwhile, Edgar the Strong still watched them with that air of dour suspicion, his eyes travelling over their obviously ultra-modern clothes, at least compared to his own, and at last he noticed Arthur’s luminous wristwatch as he raised the tankard to his lips. Since the room was in semi-darkness the luminous fingers of the watch were shining with an unusual brightness. It was amazing how high the cowherd’s verandahs of eyebrows rose as he gazed at this timepiece of 1967.

“Marry!” he ejaculated finally. “’Tis more than strange forsooth!”

“Strange?” Kitty repeated, looking at him. “What is? Or is that question rather superfluous?”

“Stop using such big words,” Arthur growled at her under his breath. “Takes them all their time in our age to understand the word superfluous, never mind this abysmal product of 828.”

“’Tis this strange thing that I speak of,” the cowherd explained, and jumping up from his chair he reached over and seized Arthur’s wrist in his powerful fingers. Arthur blinked for a moment wondering what was going to happen next, then he gave a little inward sigh of relief as he realised it was only his wristwatch that was the object of attention. Like a child who has suddenly discovered something out of fairyland, the cowherd raised the watch, and Arthurs arm with it, to his ear and listened with fascinated interest to the steady ticking.

“Marry!” he repeated again, astounded.

“We mean to later on,” Kitty responded, then she looked puzzled. “Or maybe I’m not talking the right language?”

“This strange object on thine arm,” Edgar the Strong said, lowering Arthur’s wrist at last. “Whence came it? What ist?”

“That? It’s a watch, Edgar. Something by which we tell the time. Probably you’ve never heard of such a thing?”

“Nay. I never heard. We telleth the time by the movements of the sun or by the shadow upon the horologe, but ’tis indeed more than passing strange to see this invention of the Devil strapped to thy wrist.”

“It is not an invention of the Devil,” Arthur side, patiently; “at least not this particular one. Some watches are, but this is right up to date and very reliable. The time at the moment, as you see, is nearly half past nine.”

“Aye, ’tis true,” Edgar the Strong admitted, and he glanced towards one of the candles in the nearby lanterns as though to verify it. Following his gaze, Arthur and Kitty saw that this particular candle within its lantern was notched, evidently to denote the passing of the hours as the flame burned down.

There was silence again, with Edgar the Strong’s bushy eyebrows returning to their normal position. He no longer seemed so aggressive; he was more fascinated, and there was also about him a new air of deference, as though inwardly he had come to the conclusion that his two visitors had been sent straight from Lucifer himself.

“That,” Arthur observed, putting down his empty tankard, “was a goodly quaff, mine host!” and he aimed a look of gratification towards Kitty at the excellence of his ancient English. Her expression, however, quickly removed the smile from his face. It was apparent she was not deeply impressed.

“I canst have Esther bring thee more ale and, if needs be, food,” Edgar the Strong offered. “What wouldst, mine friends?”

“Food can wait, thank you,” Kitty responded after a glance towards Arthur. “Truth to tell, Mr. Edgar, we have not got a great deal of time to spare, and we would like to exchange some information before we have to depart. You asked us for the truth about our visit. The truth is exactly as it has been told you. We have come out of the future and we are anxious to contact someone who is in authority in this particular region. We are neither of us sure how the country is governed in this particular age, though you have just assured us that Egbert has become the first King of England.”

“Aye, ’tis so,” Edgar the Strong assented. “There wert no finer King than Egbert.”

“Good for Egbert!” Kitty said with a soft hiccup, and it suddenly dawned upon Arthur that her outspokenness and absolute lack of fear was being engendered by the amount of extremely strong ale which she had consumed. He himself felt slightly hazy and generally at peace with the world, but he had not entirely lost his fear of this hairy giant who evidently spent his working hours tending cattle.

“Though it goeth against all sanity,” Edgar the Strong said, “I am minded to believe thee when thou sayst thou cometh from a thousand years ahead. Thou art so strangely garbed, thou speakest so queerly, and there ist on thy wrist, my friend”—he glanced towards Arthur—“that strange timeteller, the like of which I never didst see. For that reason I listen to thee, and believe.”

“Well, that’s a relief, anyhow,” Arthur commented, sitting back in satisfaction. “Now, how do we contact somebody in charge, like a governor, a general, a Member of Parliament, or something?”

Edgar gazed in obvious bewilderment, not in the least comprehending what Arthur meant.

“There is naught but Egbert that thou canst see. He ist our Ruler, and I, a lowly cowherd, darest not ask to have audience with such as he.”

“All right then,” Kitty said blandly, “we’ll find him for ourselves. Whereabouts is he to be discovered?”

“If thou headest towards yonder forest, which thou must have seen as thou approached my dwelling, thou wilt finally come to the abode of His Majesty. God rest his soul.”

“God rest his soul,” Kitty agreed solemnly, and finished off the dregs in the tankard, then she looked at her own cube-like little watch and raised her eyebrows. She glanced towards Arthur.

“It shouldn’t be long now, Arthur, before we find ourselves being recalled by Dad’s apparatus. We haven’t learned anything yet, and I don’t feel like hiking over hill and dale in search of His Majesty Egbert. I don’t know about you?”

There was silence for a moment, then an idea seemed to strike Edgar the Strong.

“I couldst send Esther for a King’s runner,” he offered, “but, marry, ’tis a dangerous journey to send a wench upon at her tender age. Since the passing of the great Charlemagne there art many murderers abroad. A child of fourteen wouldst not be safe alone on such a trip. Nor canst I leave here to conduct thee myself—which I otherwise willingly would—for I hast a meal to give unto the cattle.”

“At this hour?” Kitty asked in surprise.

“Aye, wench, at this hour. Three times a day the cattle dost feed. Twice in yonder pastures and once in the pen at the back of mine humble abode. Perchance thou wouldst care to see them?”

“No thanks,” Arthur said hastily, then he grinned broadly at the expression on Kitty’s face as she just realised that she had been called a wench.

“Under the circumstances,” Arthur continued, “I think the best course would be for us to go with Esther and let her guide the way. She would be perfectly safe with us. If any thugs made themselves evident, believe me——”

“Thugs?” Edgar the Strong repeated in surprise.

“Another name for barbarians,” Kitty explained. “But maybe you wouldn’t care to trust your daughter to us?”

“I wouldst,” the cowherd replied stoutly, “because I now believe all that thou hast told me. Thou art wondrously strange, yea indeed, but I feel that thou art friendly. Hast not thou quaffed the mead under mine humble roof? That is satisfaction enough for me.”

Reflecting upon the man’s simple trust, Arthur and Kitty glanced at each other. Evidently Edgar’s mind was made up, for he suddenly raised his powerful voice and shouted “Esther!” with all his force. The result was that the youngster suddenly reappeared through the nearby doorway and came forward quickly, her blue eyes wide in excited anticipation.

“Esther, my child,” Edgar said, looking down upon her and placing his hairy paw upon her shoulder, “thou hast a mission to fulfil. ’Tis a great and noble mission—none other than to conduct our two friends to the royal domain of His Majesty, Egbert.”

“But, Father, I cannot,” Esther protested in something like horror. “His Majesty wouldst not grant me an audience——”

“’Tis not necessary, mine child, that thou shouldst see His Majesty himself. ’Twould be enough if thou asketh for a King’s Runner. He wilt do all that His Majesty wouldst do, and once thou hast performed that particular task thou wilt have done all that is needful. But remember, thou must tarry until our friends are ready to return with thee, for it might go ill with thee if thou returnedest alone on that journey across country.”

The girl’s blue eyes were still very wide, half in eagerness and half plainly in fear, but she did not hesitate any longer. Her father had given his orders, and evidently that was enough. She turned quickly to the nearby door, took down from a hook a coarse woollen shawl and flung it about her flaxen hair.

“Faith, but she maketh a pretty picture,” Edgar the Strong observed, and for the first time a deep, rumbling laugh escaped him.

“Is there no mother?” Kitty ventured, getting to her feet rather unsteadily.

“Nay wench, she dieth of a plague some three years ago. ’Twas a crushing blow from which I hast not yet recovered——” The cowherd hesitated for a moment, obviously shaken by the memory of his wife’s decease, then he was himself again—tough, strong, hewn as though out of the very earth itself.

“Go, Esther,” he said quietly, “and take our friends with thee.”

Arthur moved towards the door, Kitty behind him, and the child pulled back the massive bar and chains.

“I’d like to thank you, Edgar,” Arthur said as Kitty and he stepped out into the night. “You’ve taken us entirely on trust, and believe me you won’t regret it. Is there anything that I can possibly say to His Majesty, or rather to his runner, which might improve your position? Is there anything particular that you really want?”

“Aye, there are many things,” Edgar the Strong smiled, “but how little is the hope of getting them! I am a poor man and there ist much that I long for. If my cattle wert only double in number there ist much that I could do. I could make more money and make my little Esther really happy. But I talketh of dreams. That my cattle wilt be double ist impossible.”

“In the age where we come from nothing is accepted as impossible,” Arthur said flatly, “and because it is easy for us to accomplish so-called miracles it may be just as easy in your case. Anyhow, I will see what I can do, Edgar, if only to reward you with trusting helpfulness.”

With that, Arthur took his departure, and in a moment or two he had caught up with Esther and Kitty as they made their way through the night.

“The distance ist overlong,” the child said after a while. “’Twill take us nearly two hours, but haply the reward will be worth it.”

“If it’s going to take us two hours,” Kitty said, glancing over the child’s head towards Arthur as he strode along on Esther’s left, “it’s not going to be much use to us. We’ll be recalled long before then. Or at least I suppose we will.”

“What do you mean, suppose?” Arthur asked uneasily. “You don’t think that your father will forget all about us, surely?”

“No, I don’t think that for a moment. The only thing that worries me is, suppose something has gone wrong with the apparatus in the interval and it doesn’t work as it should? What then?”

“That is needless worrying,” Arthur decided. “We’ll be recalled all right, and in the meantime we’d better get as far on our way to seeing a King’s Runner as we can, just in case there does happen to be time to exchange some information.”


CHAPTER FOUR

And whilst his daughter and prospective son-in-law were wandering across the medieval countryside with a maiden of the Middle Ages between them, Professor Addison was seated in his laboratory close to the Cyclotron switchboard, his eyes alternating between the various quivering meters and the electric chronometer high up on the wall. At the moment it registered nine-fifteen.

Then during the peace of the laboratory—if it could be called peace with the generating equipment humming its deep note of power—there came a sudden interruption. The laboratory door opened sharply and Edith Addison came in. She had removed her outdoor clothes following her visit to her friends, and evidently not finding anybody in the house she had come to investigate.

“Still experimenting?” she asked her husband rather wearily as he came forward.

Addison glanced at her somewhat uncomfortably. “Yes dear. Experimenting as usual. I’ve just been warming this apparatus up and now I’m watching how it behaves itself.”

Edith surveyed the equipment, glanced towards the generating plant and then towards the massive bulk of the Cyclotron with its yard-square of insulating material screwed into the floor.

“I don’t quite understand why you think I’m so dense that I wouldn’t grasp an explanation of all this stuff,” she said, resting herself against the edge of the bench. “Why can’t you tell me what it is all about? All you have done up to now is give vague hints about Time travel or some such nonsense, but I consider that a pretty poor explanation for the lack of extra money which could well be turned into the household.”

Addison made an irritated movement. “If you will excuse me, dear, I am very busy thinking out a great number of scientific problems and I’m certainly not in the mood to discuss finance or the house.”

“You never are! That’s the trouble! Alice was saying only tonight that it was time I put my foot down and made you talk sense for a change, and the way she put it I do believe she was right. The trouble is I’ve taken too much for granted as far as you’re concerned, and I don’t propose to go on doing it.”

“Then what do you propose to do, dear?”

Edith Addison did not quite know the answer to this one, but she did know that for a long time now she had taken second place to a mass of inhuman machinery, the exact function of which had never been explained to her, and the limit, as far as she was concerned, had been reached.

“Where are Kitty and Arthur?” she asked presently.

“Oh—they went out,” Addison lied. “They said something about going to a show or the pictures—I can’t remember—— Anyway, they’re not here.”

“No, I can see that. Perhaps it’s just as well that they’re not, for the time has come for a little plain speaking on both sides.”

Addison glanced towards the clock and sighed wearily to himself. He wondered why it was, when he was always engaged in the deepest experiment, that his wife always had to come in and discuss irrelevances.

“I have nothing to speak about,” he said mildly. “As for this equipment, if all you wish is to know its functions, the answer is perfectly simple. It’s a device for travelling Time either backwards or forwards, and I am just testing whether it is really efficient or not.”

“And how much did it cost?” Edith asked deliberately.

“I can’t possibly tell you offhand, certainly a good deal, but since I had enough to pay for what I have, what does it matter?”

“It matters insofar as I am tired of pinching and scraping! By this time we might have had a much better home, much better surroundings and acquaintances on a much higher social level than we have if you had not frittered all your savings—or I should say all our savings—away on junk like this. It didn’t signify when you turned the money to gadgets which brought in royalties, but this time you seem to have thrown everything into an apparatus which isn’t the slightest bit of use.”

“It is every use in the world.” Addison sprang up suddenly and banged his fist on the bench impatiently. “No great invention can possibly be offered to the public until it has been tested in every possible way, and I’m just in the midst of making that test now! Would you be so good as to leave me alone, Edith, and let me handle my own affairs in my own way?”

Edith stared blankly. It was the first time she had ever known her husband to hit back orally and with such vehemence. It completely took the wind out of her sails, and that he meant what he had said was more than obvious by the determined set of his jaw.

“Oh, very well,” she said coldly, “if that’s how you feel about it I’ll leave you alone, but if you think I’m going to go on sitting down to this sort of thing you’re very much mistaken! As your wife I have every right to make certain financial demands—especially where necessary—and I intend to see that those demands are satisfied!”

With that she turned and left the laboratory and slammed the door noisily behind her.

Addison muttered something to himself and stood staring at the closed door for awhile, then he relaxed again, giving his attention once more to the apparatus, for upon his judgment and precision there rested the only chance of Kitty and Arthur returning from the Middle Ages alive.

And normally all would have been well, but for this sudden storm in a teacup which had arrived at a most inopportune time.

Smouldering with resentment at the way her husband had so unexpectedly hit back at her, Edith returned to the house via the French windows, into the lounge, and here she stood considering for awhile, her rapidly-tapping foot emphasising the anger which governed her.

“I just wonder what kind of a brainless fool he takes me for? It’s time something was done to shake him. To make him realise—just as Alice had said—that he’s not married to a mass of machinery, but to me! The thing to do is to make the machinery less attractive than I am. How to do it?”

Plainly speaking, Edith Addison was not a woman of great resource, but on this occasion anger seemed to lend her a certain ingenuity, and the more she thought about the situation in which she found herself—for to do her justice she had every right to feel resentful when certain household bills could not be met—the more she thought back over every possible angle which could bring to a stop her husband’s total preoccupation with his beloved science. And presently she had a certain recollection, and it was one which made her smile in dawning triumph.

On many occasions, not only to Arthur and Kitty, but also to his wife as well, Addison had remarked upon the colossal amount of power which he was compelled to use to control his equipment. In that particular circumstance there seemed to Edith to be a chance to do something, and no sooner had she realised the fact than she was hurrying out of the lounge to the telephone in the hall. In a matter of moments she had contacted the chief electrical engineer for the district, or rather the engineer on night duty at the local power house.

“I am Mrs. Addison,” Edith explained, “and my husband is Professor Addison. I do believe for his own good that it would be as well if you sent some engineers down here to investigate the electrical cables which he is using. I feel that he is endangering his own life, but you know what scientists are when they are completely immersed in a problem. It seems to me that he is working with voltages far too high for safety, and I for one am afraid of the whole house and the laboratory in which he is working going up in flames. I have tried to reason with him without success, so I am afraid it is now up to you.”

“Have you any idea of the amount of voltage which is being used?” came the Chief Engineer’s question.

“No, I haven’t the vaguest. I have no knowledge of electricity at all: in fact, I am afraid of it.”

“It seems to me, Mrs. Addison,” the Chief Engineer responded, “that a severe power drainage which we have been investigating for some little time may perhaps be traced to your husband’s activities. He may not be aware of the load he is making on our main cables, so I think I will come over personally and have a word with him right away. There is, as you say, a great risk of fire, and at all costs that must be prevented. I’ll be with you in about ten minutes.”

“That is fine!” Edith Addison rang off and returned to the lounge smiling triumphantly to herself. As she saw it, without hurting her husband in any way, she would put a stop to his activities by cutting off the source of his power.

And true to his word the Chief Engineer arrived by fast car ten minutes later, and Edith showed him the lighted workshop-laboratory at the far end of the garden. With a nod, the engineer went through the open windows, and the next intimation of his coming to Professor Addison was when he entered the laboratory and looked about him.

“And what,” Addison demanded curtly, looking up, “is the meaning of this?”

He was not particularly happy about the look of his visitor. He had a peculiarly official appearance about him with his soft trilby hat and big mackintosh. In silence he stood looking about him, and presently his eyes moved towards the generator humming steadily in the corner.

“I hope you will forgive the liberty, Professor Addison,” he said coming forward and removing his hat, “but I am the Chief Engineer of the local power house and I feel that a few words with you might help to clear up a great deal of trouble.”

“Trouble?” Addison gave him a rather desperate look. “This is no time to come bursting into my laboratory when I am in the midst of a most important experiment!”

“Frankly, sir, the matter of your experiments do not come within my province. My main concern is that you are using an extremely heavy load of electrical energy, usually in brief surges, which build up to an enormous peak voltage, and I have to remind you that the power lines are simply not made to stand that kind of thing.”

“I am perfectly aware of it, but for your information I would point out that I have an extremely efficient fuse system which so far has safeguarded the cables from any chance of destruction. And seeing that I pay for all the energy which I use I fail to understand this unwarranted intrusion into the privacy of my home and laboratory.”

The engineer gave a rather puzzled smile. He was somewhat at a loss to understand Addison’s almost frantic retorts which seemed entirely out of keeping with the situation.

“I can assure you, Dr. Addison, that legally you are quite in step, since you pay for the energy you consume. But I must remind you that on the back of all the bills which you receive from the Electrical Authority there is a warning that only voltage intended for a particular dwelling or place of business shall be used, and nothing in excess of it is permitted.”

“Oh, be damned to all this!” Addison exploded, waving his hands impatiently. “Get out of here, man, and bring your arguments back tomorrow morning, or at least at some sane hour of the day. I’m too busy at the moment to even consider anything about the amount of energy I am using. Please leave, and next time choose a more convenient moment to present yourself!”

The engineer’s expression changed. He did not like being ordered about like a schoolboy since he was in a position of fairly high authority. Without another word he turned towards the main fuse box on the laboratory wall, which fuse box was entirely the property of the Electrical Authority. From his pocket he removed a special key, inserted it in the fuse box lock and twisted it. Before Addison even had a chance to grasp what was happening he heard the snap of a switch and suddenly the power on the generator sank down to zero and finally expired. With an air of decision the Chief Engineer closed the fuse box and locked it again.

“I’m very sorry, Professor,” he said quietly, coming forward, “but until a new power line made specially to carry the voltages you are using is installed I have to exercise my legal authority to prevent you endangering not only your own life—by reason of the risk of fire—but also putting in jeopardy the entire circuit which feeds this particular part of the country. Despite your efficient fuse system, which I don’t doubt is all that you claim for it, I cannot be in the position of permitting you to take the risk.”

Addison beat his fist savagely upon the bench. “For God’s sake, man, put that fuse box right again,” he insisted. “You just don’t understand what you’ve done! You’ve cut off an experiment just at a vital moment, and the consequences are that you may have cost two people their lives!”

“Oh?” The Chief Engineer did not seem particularly moved as he glanced about the laboratory. “Might I enquire whose lives, Professor? I do not see anybody, and since the extra consumption of power is only used in this laboratory I find your statement very hard to understand,”

“Naturally,” Addison retorted. “The fact remains that you have——”

“I’m sorry, sir, but it is not within my province to argue about the matter. I have merely obeyed orders, and at the earliest possible moment I will see to it that a fully insulated cable is laid to your premises here. I’m sorry if I’ve disturbed you, and goodnight.”

Almost too stunned to know what to say next, Addison could only watch as the engineer turned away and left the laboratory, closing the door quietly behind him.

The sound of the door closing brought Addison back to life. He turned to the official fuse box and studied it intently, then with complete disregard for the official seals upon it he went to work with a wrench, and within a few seconds had snapped the metal door clean away from its hinges. The moment he looked within the fuse box, however, he realised that he was beaten, or as good as. The copper coupling link which made the connection possible had been taken away, and though it would not be a terribly complicated task to duplicate such a coupler it was the matter of time which counted, and Addison well knew that a job like that would take him a couple of hours, which was far beyond the time which was allotted to the Time Cyclotron. In other words, unless the current were restored to it within the sixty minutes which the mathematical calculators had prescribed, the switches would automatically return to zero and fail to function.

Slowly Addison dropped his hand from the fuse box and stared blankly in front of him, struggling desperately to think of some way out of the situation.

He well knew that, even if he did by some miracle manage to make a fresh coupling across the negative-positive poles within the prescribed time, there was no guarantee but what at the power house the Chief Engineer would perhaps cut out the subsidiary power service which fed the line leading to Addison’s house. In this case all the lights would function as before, but all the power points used for heating and electrical appliances, the Time Cyclotron among them, would no longer operate. And judging from the mood the Chief Engineer had been in when he had departed this was a highly probable factor.

“Something has got to be done,” Addison muttered, beating his fist on the top of the fuse box and striving hard to think. “Something! And I wonder why the devil that engineer had to come barging in at this hour of the night?”

The click of the laboratory door latch disturbed him. He swung round, taut faced, and saw that his wife was approaching. There was a certain gravely triumphant smile upon her face as she asked a question:

“Are you coming in to supper or are you going to play around with this apparatus all the night? I have everything ready if you’re interested.”

Addison looked at her, and it was the kind of look that made Edith really frightened. She had never seen such an expression on his face in all the time she had known him. For suddenly it had dawned upon Addison why the Chief Engineer had come as he had. The whole answer seemed to lie in his wife’s calmly superior smile.

“Edith——” Addison strode across the laboratory deliberately. “Edith, did you by any chance telephone the power house and inform them about the power which I am using?”

Edith knew better than to lie. “Yes, certainly I did. Seeing there was no other way to bring you to your senses and make you realise that you have other responsibilities besides this mass of machinery, I told the power house engineers that you were using far too much current to be safe! Even if you are not afraid of going up in flames I am, so I——”

“You benighted, ignorant fool!” Addison nearly screamed, seizing his wife’s shoulders and nearly shaking her. “Your damned interference has probably marooned Kitty and Arthur somewhere in the year 828! Without the necessary power I cannot possibly bring them back home!”

“Arthur? Kitty?” Edith’s face went visibly paler; her eyes widened. “But—but how can it possibly affect them? You told me they had gone out to the pictures or somewhere——”

“That was merely so that I wouldn’t have to answer a lot of confounded questions! Now I’ve got to tell you the truth! I sent them back into a past Time, entirely by their own agreement, and but for your infernal meddling everything would have been perfect! As it is, I don’t see how on earth I’m ever to get this Cyclotron operating again soon enough to bring them home.”

Absolute panic settled on Edith’s face.

“Why in the world didn’t you tell me the truth to begin with?” she demanded. “This disaster would never have happened if you had! Just how long have you got to get this fuse or whatever it is put right?”

“To get things in order quickly enough I’ve got about half an hour, and I see no possible way of doing anything in the time! Besides that, we can be pretty sure that that Chief Engineer will cut out the circuit belonging to this laboratory. I hope,” Addison finished bitterly, “that you’re feeling satisfied with yourself! Thanks to you we have probably lost our daughter and will have to find a way to explain things to Arthur’s people as well!”

Strangely enough, now that things had really come to a definite crisis, Edith was the more level-headed of the two. Where her husband saw only the scientific issues and the lack of time in which to straighten matters out, Edith, with her feet on the ground as usual, saw instead what appeared to be the obvious course.

“There’s only one thing for it,” she said. “You must tell the power house engineers straight away what the circumstances are. It’s a matter of life and death, and under those conditions there won’t be any hesitation in getting the fuse put right again immediately.”

Addison laughed bitterly. “And do you think I haven’t thought of that? Just what sort of a reaction should we get from the Chief Engineer if we told him that we must have the fuse put right because our daughter and young Arthur are stranded in the year 828? I can see him believing that!”

“It’s not a matter of him believing it: it’s a matter of life or death. And in a case of that sort everything has to be swept aside! The Chief Engineer isn’t entitled to his own conclusions, fantastic though the situation may be. If it were proved later that his incredulity caused Kitty and Arthur to be lost in a past Time, he would certainly get very severe censure from the authorities.”

Addison groaned. “Censure! Authorities! Don’t you realise, Edith, that this is not an ordinary situation? This is not a matter which can be taken to law if the Chief Engineer refuses to replace the fuse! It is one of the most fantastic situations that could arise even though it is the absolute truth. No, it is for us to fix matters ourselves. But how? That is the problem. How?”


CHAPTER FIVE

In the calmness of the medieval night Kitty, Arthur and the girl Esther went steadily on their way. So far they had not encountered anything untoward and were now not far from the edge of the heavily-wooded region which they had first glimpsed when merging into this past era.

“There is something bothering me,” Kitty said after a while. “We have moved a considerable distance from the spot where we first arrived. Right?”

“Quite right,” Arthur agreed.

“Well, then, how can Dad’s apparatus possibly operate on us when we’ve separated ourselves from the original spot by such a great distance? Shouldn’t we remain in the one spot in order to have the apparatus work upon us?”

“He didn’t say that we had to remain in the one spot,” Arthur replied, “therefore I have assumed that it is quite in order for us to move about as we are doing. After all, how could we possibly learn anything about this year of 828 if we stopped exactly where we arrived? As I see it, your father’s apparatus affects the entire area of the year 828, and therefore the entire space as well. That is to say, wherever we might move about on the Earth in this age the reverse process of the Time Cyclotron would affect us no matter where we might be, for the simple reason that everything in this era must come under the influence of the electrical energy. Naturally, nothing else will be affected except us, because we are the only what you might call random elements in this particular Time which can be affected. Therefore I feel quite sure that even if we wander for several miles the reverse process of Dad’s apparatus will affect us all right, though it might probably mean that we’ll reappear in our own Time at a spot a considerable distance from where we started out.”

Technically, Arthur’s explanation was correct, for the outflowing waves of the Time Cyclotron when it was in operation extended for an enormous distance, much the same as radio waves travel for hundreds of miles from their source of transmission, but, as in radio waves, only the correct receiver can re-form the waves into their original sound transmission, so in this case the only two molecular structures in sympathy with the Time Cyclotron’s radiations could possibly respond, which meant that nothing except Arthur and Kitty could be affected.

Nevertheless, Kitty was not at all happy about the situation, though she did not pursue the topic any further.

“Hist!” exclaimed Esther suddenly, drawing to an abrupt stop. And her action brought Arthur and Kitty also to a standstill.

They had reached the wooded region by now and were passing through its dense midst. There appeared to be nothing but the starlit dark, and the only sounds were of the soft wind rustling the autumnal vegetation—but evidently the child’s hearing was far quicker than that of her elders, for she presently indicated a somewhat open space ahead of them. Here for a brief moment there was outlined against the grey of the starlit sky four looming figures. Brief though their appearance was, Kitty and Arthur saw them distinctly and Esther gave a little gasp of alarm.

“They hast seen us,” she gasped, her voice low. “We canst do naught but flee!”

“We’re not fleeing anywhere, kid,” Arthur told her briefly. “Who are they, anyway?”

“Wanderers of the countryside,” Esther replied. “After the plague there were many hundred who left the towns and took to the country, stealing and plundering, and even killing, rather than go back to the regions where the plague hadst been. This ist the kind of thing my father wast worried about——”

“In other words, the equivalent of highwaymen, I suppose,” Kitty observed.

“Or more correctly,” Arthur said, “the kind of vandals you get wandering around after a big epidemic or a war. Homeless men and women who prey on others rather than try again to make an honest living in a city or town which may still be affected by a deadly disease.”

Though they kept their voices low and endeavoured to use the thick undergrowth to conceal themselves, there was no doubt that they had been observed, for a second or two later the four figures came thumping through the dry sticks and leaves whilst the faint starlight reflected from heavy axe-like weapons which they carried in their hands.

“Hold!” one of them exclaimed, and detaching himself from his fellows he came forward, visible in the gloom as a swaggering bull of a man, very broad shouldered and possibly well over six feet tall. The effect upon little Esther was to make her cringe back against Kitty, but Arthur felt inside his jacket pocket and closed his finger and thumb comfortably round the cylindrical butt of his flame pistol.

“Thou shouldst know better than wander through the woods at night,” the big fellow exclaimed, and the heavy laugh he gave was taken up by two of his fellows, but not the fourth one. For some reason he remained a little apart, motionless, and though the fact was not absolutely apparent in the starlight, it did seem somehow that his hands were very immoveable behind his back.

Suddenly Arthur’s voice rang out stridently in the night. His assurance was born of the fact that he had his flame gun in his hand, and he knew perfectly well that whatever the nature of the weapons in the men’s hands—which weapons appeared to be crudely fashioned metal axes—his 1967 flame gun was well able to take care of them.

“What do you want with us?” he demanded. “I’m giving you warning to give us free passage or suffer the consequences!”

“He talketh strangely,” one of the men observed. “Mayhap he considers this is a moment in which to jest. ’Twould be better if he wert taught a lesson, or better still that the maiden be used to show him that we are in no mood for joking.”

This remark was enough to make Esther cling even more tightly to Kitty, and Kitty, though she did not feel particularly confident, seized her own flame gun out of the belt about her dress.

And still separated from his three colleagues, the fourth man remained with his hands behind him, a dim silhouette against the starlit sky.

“What dost thou seek of us?” Esther asked quickly, nervousness giving her voice great speed. “We hast done nothing to thee! Why shouldst thou accost us in this fashion?”

“The wench pretends ignorance,” commented the broad-shouldered one, laughing again. “She knowst that not every man and woman vows allegiance to Egbert the Damned! He is King, yea, but not with everybody’s sanction! There are those who believe he shouldst be deposed, and we art sworn to the execution of that judgment!”

From which it seemed to Kitty and Arthur vaguely discernible that this individual and his colleagues were in truth, insurgents—or, more clearly, rebels against the authority of Egbert and therefore outlaws in every sense of the word, preying upon all those who supported the newly-enthroned King’s reign.

“We have not said to whom we owe allegiance,” Arthur said after a moment or two, “so how can you possibly judge whether we support Egbert or not?”

“The facts speak for themselves,” the outlaw responded. “Thou art heading in the direction of the capital where His Majesty is enthroned. That can only mean that thou owest him allegiance. Wert it otherwise thou wouldst be going in the opposite direction. And for those who bow to Egbert we have only one answer, and that ist death!”

“But not instant death,” one of the other men said with an extraordinary ghoulish chuckle. “We leave the supporters of Egbert hanging on the trees that all who pass them might know that there art others who opposeth his rule.”

“Take the wench first,” growled the third man, and it became dimly obvious that he was uncoiling a length of rope from about his shoulder. “She ist easy to handle and ’twill show these elders what they too must face.”

And evidently satisfied that they had full control of the situation the fellow with the broad shoulders took two strides forward, swinging his enormous axe-like weapon menacingly. This seemed to Arthur no time to question the ethics of murder: it was a matter of self defence, particularly since he was several inches shorter and obviously not nearly as strong as his attacker.

His fingers closed upon the butt of the flame gun and he pressed it tightly. That which followed was surely the most astounding thing that had ever been witnessed or experienced in the medieval year of 828. The recoil of the gun knocked Arthur over backwards into the bracken, and the blast which was given forth flung Esther and Kitty on their faces. In the midst of that frightful searing flame the big fellow and his two companions completely dissolved. For an instant they were visible as though soaked in blinding sunshine, then their clothes caught fire and their weapons fell from their hands to bubble and boil in melting metal. The moment the flaring incandescence had passed there was a monstrous upwardly rising cloud of smoke and the floor of the wood was smouldering and bursting into flame as the disintegrating ashes of the three men drifted downwards.

The fourth man, who was still apart, stumblingly moved back from the area of the fire, and at the same moment Arthur struggled to his feet and stared in wonder around him. The instant he saw what had happened he grabbed Kitty and pulled her up beside him. Between them they stooped and lifted Esther, who was now crying half in relief and half in fear.

“Your dad certainly invented some weapon,” Arthur exclaimed. “We’d better get out of here before the whole wood catches alight around us. Come on——”

Hanging on to each other they quickly circuited the area of vegetation which automatically brought them to where the fourth man was standing. As Arthur had suspected earlier in the brief study he had made of this one individual, he found that his hands were tied behind his back and a thick gag in his mouth had prevented him from being able to speak. Hurrying him along between them, which was not an easy job, for his ankles were loosely hobbled together, Arthur and Kitty finally moved him away from the danger area and they came to a stop, little Esther still clinging on to Kitty’s left hand. In a matter of seconds Arthur had the gag free from the man’s mouth and his penknife quickly slashed through the cords which had been tethering his wrists.

“I thank thee,” the man panted. “Thou art friends indeed.”

“Then you were not one of that gang?” Kitty asked in surprise.

“Obviously not,” Arthur said, giving her a glance in the starlight. “He’d hardly bind and gag himself if he were, would he? Just who are you, anyway?”

“What kind of language dost thou speak?” the man asked in amazement. “I hast never heard such strange words fall from any lips!”

“They art travellers, sire,” little Esther broke in, her voice still hurried with nervousness. “They hast come from a far place and I am trying to direct them to the abode of His Majesty’s Runner.”

“But no travellers from a far place ever talkest as thou dost,” the man exclaimed. “Thou canst but come from England, since thou usest the English language. How then dost——”

“Never mind the explanations now,” Arthur said. “Our time is running short and we have to find the King’s Runner as quickly as possible.”

“Aye, but perchance that wilt not be necessary,” the man replied. “I am connected with His Majesty’s Court and I wert pursuing my peaceful duties when I was set upon by those vagabonds. They hadst planned to hang me in the woods here with a notice across my chest warning others who art loyal to His Majesty. But what I canst not understand,” the man continued, bewildered, “is what strange and terrible device thou usest to destroy our enemies? It wast as though the sun had come to Earth or as though Lucifer had risen from his kingdom!”

“Yes, that does about describe it,” Arthur admitted, grinning. “But how do you mean, that you are one of His Majesty’s retinue?”

“I fill the humble capacity of Adviser,” the man explained, “and in these troublous times ’tis indeed a difficult role to maintain. The opposition to His Majesty is intense and we fear that he may shortly be overthrown unless we can find a means to put our enemies to rout.”

“The best thing that you can do,” Kitty said, “is take us to His Majesty immediately, or else to someone very close to him, and we can give him several hints on how to deal with his enemies. For instance, the weapons that we have are a thousand years ahead of your Time, for the simple reason that we have come from the year 1967.”

“’Tis not possible,” the man declared blankly.

“We don’t expect you to believe it,” Arthur replied, “but surely the way we speak and the weapons we have are proof enough in themselves? This girl with us has a father who also did not believe until he saw my luminous wristwatch.” Arthur held out his wrist, and the sight of the glowing fingers in the starlight made the man of King Egbert’s Court visibly jump in amazement.

“Thou art surely a wizard, mine friend,” he whispered. “Not only dost thou destroy with a terrifying weapon, but thou hast upon thine hand a living light which doth not burn.”

Arthur did not reply. He was looking at the watch fixedly and hardly hearing what the man had said. Presently his low voice reached Kitty.

“For your information, Kitty, it has gone past the time when we should have returned! Your dad said quarter to ten. It is now ten minutes past ten and nothing’s happened up to yet.”

Kitty did not reply. For that matter she could not: within her there was a deep feeling of sickly horror. The dreaded thought that she and Arthur had indeed stranded themselves in this uneducated, unenlightened age.

“My name,” said the big man from King Egbert’s Court, “is Caleb. I wouldst know thy names, my friends, that I may recommend to His Majesty that he confer great honours upon thee, not only for saving my life, but also for destroying those vandals who hadst captured me.”

“Just call us Arthur and Kitty,” Arthur replied. “It will be much easier all round, and the little girl is Esther.”

“I wilt remember,” Caleb promised. “Now come, if thou wouldst have audience with His Majesty.”

So the journey across country continued and nothing further of an untoward nature presented itself to hinder the party. It seemed to Arthur and Kitty to be an interminable trip, but at last they were rewarded by the vision of a sprawling old-fashioned town which, under the stars, looked just as though it had been lifted piecemeal from the front of a Christmas card. The only thing missing was snow—otherwise there were the low gabled roofs, the narrow little streets, the queer tilting little houses, in fact everything in absolute conformity with extreme medieval times.

“If we were historians,” Arthur murmured to Kitty, “this would be considered one of the most priceless investigations ever made.”

“We’re not historians and Father has not brought us back to our own Time,” Kitty replied worriedly. “That is the only thing I am thinking about, Arthur. What in heaven’s name can have gone wrong?”

“I don’t know. All we can do is hope for the best and trust to luck that we are now going to be amongst friends.”

Arthur could have said a good deal more, but he did not. Deep down he was as worried as Kitty, though he realised that it would not be good policy for him to show it.

Entirely at home in the twisting, winding streets, Caleb led the way under the queer, tilted lamps, some of which still contained the odd candle-like illuminants, whilst others were entirely extinguished. The whole effect was that of a ghost town, sinister, filled with a myriad shadows and so utterly alien to a great modern city that Arthur and Kitty, despite their inner anxieties, could not help but smile to themselves. Evidently this was the London of 828, and a more tumbledown conglomeration of shacks and gloomy-looking buildings it would have been hard to imagine.

In time, however, the general shoddiness of the edifices gave way to more solidly-built buildings as the approximate centre of the city was neared—if indeed one could call such a set-up a city. Caleb finally led the way across a reasonably broad square, down an avenue wider than the rest and finally to a massive iron gateway set in the centre of exceptionally high wrought-iron railings.

“I suppose,” Kitty asked in some wonder, “this cannot possibly be the residence of His Majesty?”

“Yea, but it ist!” Esther exclaimed excitedly. “His Majesty liveth in the great building thou seest yonder.”

The “Great Building” stood some little distance beyond sweeping starlit lawns, and for the particular period in which it stood it was probably considered magnificent, but by comparison with the regal edifices of 1967 it was almost laughable. Just the same, Arthur and Kitty refrained from revealing any sign of amusement, since any such behaviour would have been extremely bad taste. Eventually, in response to Caleb’s hammering on the gateway with a colossal griffin knocker, a sentry—or some such individual judging from his uniform—emerged from a tiny cobbled brick building near the gateway and came across to open the gates. Evidently the fact that he recognised Caleb was sufficient justification for him to ask no questions, though in the starlight his curiosity concerning Caleb’s companions was obvious.

“I assume His Majesty sleepeth?” Caleb asked with an air of magnificence which in itself revealed the high position he held in Egbert’s Court.

“Aye, he sleepeth,” the guard assented, “but if thy mission be urgent, sire, thou canst speak with His Excellency, Hector.”

“’Tis well,” Caleb murmured, and with a jerk of his head he motioned Arthur and Kitty and Esther to follow him up the driveway which led to the royal residence.

Entry to it was gained through rows of more or less motionless guards, all attired in similar uniforms, every one of which were extremely coarse and archaic in texture and line. From the main hallway, very dimly lighted, there led several ante-rooms, and it was to one of these that Caleb finally swept, motioning Arthur, Kitty and Esther to follow him.

“Rest thee awhile,” he requested, motioning to one of the many settles lying about the room. “I wilt have audience with His Excellency, who in turn will communicate whatever message thou mayest have to His Majesty. ’Tis unfortunate that thou hast come in the midst of the night, for it wouldst not be wise to arouse His Majesty from his slumbers.”

“Do you think,” Kitty asked as she sat down, “that it would be possible for us to have something to eat? We have only had some ale at a cowherd’s cottage since we arrived in this period of Time, and hunger is beginning to make itself felt, especially after a walk like that.”

“Marry, but I am a poor host,” Caleb exclaimed, apparently very much shocked with himself. “I will see thy wish is gratified.”

With that he left the room, and his promise was more than kept when a few minutes later a buxom-looking woman with a round, countryfied face, came in bearing a colossal tray. Evidently she was one of the night staff of the King’s Palace, and the amount of food which she managed to carry on that one tray was positively awe-inspiring. She set it down on a low table nearby, and for the next fifteen minutes Kitty, Esther and Arthur applied themselves entirely to the task of satisfying their hunger and thirst. They had just made an end of the meal when the door opened and Caleb returned, accompanied this time by a tall, somewhat satanic-looking individual attired in the most luxurious flowing robes which in themselves gave indication of his high office.

“I wouldst introduce thee to Hector, His Majesty’s closest Adviser,” Caleb explained with a flourish of his arm. “Your Excellency, I wouldst present to thee one Arthur and one Kitty, who declare they hast come from a Time a thousand years ahead of ours—and a child by the name of Esther, who, I understand, is the daughter of Edgar the Strong, one cowherd.”

His Excellency inclined his head gravely. He was wearing a peculiar type of official wig which gave even greater length to his already horse-like features.

“Rebels,” he said slowly, “hast invented many excuses to gain an audience with His Majesty, but this is the first time I have heard of any of them inventing the story of coming from a future Time! ’Twill go ill with thee for attempting such a bold ruse.”

Caleb gave a start and swung on his heel.

“But Excellency, ’tis truth! I wouldst ask thee to study these people! I meanst of course the two older ones, not the child who is of this age of ours. But look at the strange device on the man’s wrist! I ask you to study their raiment. There was never such adornment in this country—any in all this world! Thou canst not possibly disbelieve them.”

“I can,” His Excellency replied coldly. “And I do.”

“Disbelieve if you wish,” Arthur snapped, “but the fact remains that this young lady and myself have come from the year 1967 A.D. In that year there is a scientific instrument which enabled us to move backwards in Time.”

“A scientific instrument,” His Excellency repeated slowly. “And what exactly dost thou mean by that?”

“It will be a waste of time my trying to explain it,” Arthur gave a shrug. “You people of this age are backward and uneducated and haven’t the vaguest idea what science means.”

“In that thou art mistaken!” His Excellency retorted. “We knowest, for instance, that the world is no longer flat. That it is round has been proven to us, but that thou darest to speak of having come from a future Time savours of necromancy, and for necromancy there is a penalty—death! Thou wouldst be wise not to continue this farce but to confess that thou hast gained entrance into His Majesty’s domain through false pretences.”

Caleb gave a worried glance about him. He came as close as possible to wringing his hands.

“My friends, I never expected such a strange reaction as this,” he apologised. “I explained matters to His Excellency and he wert of the opinion that thou wert genuine seekers after His Majesty’s counsel. I cannot begin to——”

“Silence!” Hector interposed, raising a hand. “I wilt deal with this matter from hereon. I am His Majesty’s Chief Adviser and thou art only a courtier. You may leave us.”

“But Excellency, these people saved my life with a wondrous weapon which destroyed the villains who hadst captured me——”

“You may leave us,” Hector repeated with a cold stare, and evidently because he feared what might happen if he did not obey, Caleb turned, and with a sombre frown took his departure. Hector considered for a moment or two, his pale blue eyes first surveying Arthur and then Kitty in turn. Esther he did not even appear to notice. His whole attention was concentrated upon the two adults. Then he came forward, his flowing raiment making the rustling sound of silk as he advanced. Obviously it could not be silk, since in this age the manufacture of the silkworms’ products had not been completely mastered.

“At least,” he said with a half smile, “I admire thy courage, and ’tis fortunate indeed that I hast seen thee before His Majesty. He is easily swayed and might even believe thy fantastic story of having come from the future.”

Arthur was about to make a hot retort, then he changed his mind as a fresh line of action occurred to him.

“You seem a reasonable man,” he commented, “and certainly one of intelligence, therefore if proof is given to you of our story, will you believe?”

“Proof that thou hast come from a future age?” His Excellency gave a grim chuckle. “Thou wouldst be extremely adroit to provide that!”

“I’ll have a jolly good try anyhow,” Arthur said, and got to his feet. Moving across to the Adviser he extended his arm and pointed to the wristwatch. “Now your Excellency, what do you make of this? Does it resemble anything in this age or world today?”

Hector studied it, not a line moving on his lean, horse-like visage, then his sharp little eyes studied Arthur’s face keenly.

“Certain dabblers in jewels and wheels are today experimenting with a portable teller-of-time. It ist not beyond possibility that thou hast obtained one of these jewels, together with many cogs and wheels, and art wearing it in an attempt to show that thou art registering the passage of Time.”

“In other words,” Kitty put in, “you mean that the first watches or tellers-of-time are just being invented?”

“That is my meaning,” His Excellency agreed. “For that reason it ist not proof that thou hast come from a thousand years hence. I refuse to believe on the strength of this strange object fastened to thy wrist.”

“All right then, we’d better try something else. You’re going to have proof, brother, whether you like it or not.”

“I am not your brother.” Hector looked down his nose coldly. “And I would ask thee to treat me with the respect that my office demands.”

“Sorry,” Arthur apologised, and from his pocket he took his flame gun and balanced it in his palm. “Take a look at that,” he invited. “If there is anybody around here who has invented something like this I’ll be very much surprised.”

Hector’s hand reached out towards the weapon, but Arthur’s fingers closed firmly upon it.

“Sorry, Excellency,” he said, “but I’m not parting with this. This is my insurance of personal safety. It is a weapon—the one with which we rescued our friend Caleb from those thugs who’d got him all tied up like a Christmas turkey.”

It was obvious that His Excellency was having some difficulty in sorting out Arthur’s extremely modern colloquialisms, but he refrained from comment. He tightened his lips as he saw Arthur’s resolve not to part with his gun.

“To just show me a strange-looking weapon is still not proof!”

“Well,” Arthur said, “there is one thing I do know. Gunpowder has not yet been invented, so if with this weapon I were to destroy an object at a distance by shattering it to powder, would you then believe?”

“Words carrieth no weight,” Hector retorted, “but if thou wish to give a demonstration I am willing.” He clapped his hands sharply together, and in response one of the guards from the hall came hurrying in.

“Fetch thou a shield,” Hector ordered, and in a matter of moments the command was obeyed.

Under Arthur’s directions the massive metal shield was set up at a distance of perhaps seventy-five feet across the enormous room.

“If thou canst pierce that, my friend, thou art a wizard indeed,” His Excellency commented, and folded his arms.

Arthur grinned. “All right. Stand clear and watch this.”

Hector moved slightly to one side, the guard backed away towards the doorway, and Kitty took Esther away with her to a far corner of the room. Then, sighting carefully, Arthur aimed the flame gun and pressed the button.

The shield simply disappeared into thin air in a blinding flash of flame and a clanging report, as though an empty boiler had been hit with a sledge hammer. Arthur, recovering from the stunning shock of the recoil, dealt the Adviser a triumphant glance.

“Well, sir, does that satisfy you?” he demanded.

Hector did not reply immediately. From his expression it was perfectly clear that he was astounded at the demonstration, but such a control had he over his emotions he did not betray himself in any particular.

“’Tis definitely a clever trick,” he admitted. “Yea, I have rarely seen such necromancy! Upon that at least thou art to be congratulated.”

“Necromancy!” Arthur yelped, striding forward. “Great heavens man, that was a demonstration of what we call in our age nuclear power! It is produced by the energy of the atom and——” Arthur relaxed and sighed. “Oh, what’s the use?” he growled. “You couldn’t possibly understand me even if I tried to explain it.”

“A necromancer can never be understood,” Hector replied acidly. “He taketh great pains to hide his secrets, even as thou art doing. And most certainly, mine friend, I cannot accept that thou hast come from a future Time just because thou hast demonstrated the necromancer’s art!”

“Look here,” Kitty exclaimed coming forward, with little Esther still clinging to her, “what is all this nonsense about necromancy? Haven’t you got the plain commonsense to understand a demonstration of explosive fire when you see it?”

“Thy words,” His Excellency observed, staring at her, “are ill-chosen. I would warn you, maiden, that it is not policy to speak thus to His Majesty’s Chief Adviser.”

Arthur scratched the back of his head. “Look,” he said after a moment or two, “what other proof would you like, Excellency? Just name one! I don’t care what it is! You ought to realise by now from the way that we talk that we are not of this Age.”

“That again I do not accept as proof.” The lean shoulders of the Adviser rose and fell negatively. “Thou couldst easily alter thy mode of speech, forsooth, but it wouldst not constitute a proof that thou art come from a Time a thousand years hence.”

“There is only one answer to this,” Arthur decided after a pause, “we have got to see His Majesty and let him decide. I’m not disposed any longer to deal with an underling!”

The diabolical look which Hector gave was sufficient to show how much he resented being called an underling. Nonetheless he did not comment; instead he turned suddenly and strode from the room, closing the door sharply behind him.

“Now I wonder what happens next?” Kitty asked uncomfortably. “There was a certain look about that gentleman that didn’t appeal to me. He looks just like the crafty villain in a costume play, which for that matter he perhaps is. Now if only we had Caleb to deal with——”

At that moment the door clicked and none other than Caleb himself came in. He was looking tired and worried. He gave a quick glance about him, then hurried forward.

“It is as well that I can speak to thee before Hector returns,” he said quickly. “I wouldst warn thee to have very few dealings with His Excellency. He is a dangerous man, but unfortunately is my superior, therefore I am compelled to obey his orders. His Majesty listens to him implicitly and pays no attention to the advice of the remainder of his retinue, of which I am a member. There have been times when I have wondered if His Excellency is not in some way connected with the revolutionary movement which is directed against His Majesty, because he seemeth to have such extraordinary knowledge of the enemy’s plans.”

“I don’t care if he’s the chief assassin in this set-up,” Arthur answered savagely. “What I’m determined to do is have an audience with His Majesty and put the facts before him. Good heavens, this business of travelling a thousand years from the future isn’t a something to be batted about by a horse-faced creature like that! It is absolutely epoch-making! The shaking of hands across the bridge of Time, so to speak.”

“How you thought of that line with all the things we have on our shoulders is beyond me,” Kitty confessed. “What I’m worrying about is how we get back. I’m no longer interested in being an ambassador for 1967. I’d be much happier if I were back in the laboratory and knew that I had my home around me.”

“What does one have to do to really convince these dunderheads that we really have come from the future?” Arthur demanded, looking at Caleb anxiously.

“I knoweth not,” Caleb sighed. “His Majesty is, I have found, always an intelligent man, and if by some process thou couldst obtain an audience with him I am sure that he, at least, wouldst be convinced—but I have the feeling that Hector will do all he canst to prevent thee accomplishing thy purpose.”

“But why?” Kitty demanded. “We’re not doing anything wrong and we’re not doing anything to upset Hector.”

“That is what thou believest,” Caleb said with a rather sad smile, “but ’tis not true. Hector fears anything that is stronger than himself and he wilt do his utmost to destroy whatever he feels is opposition to his supreme authority behind the throne.”

There was silence for a moment, then Caleb made a rather furtive movement towards the door.

“I must away,” he explained. “I saw His Excellency depart and seized the opportunity to enter and have a few words with thee—but ’twould be perhaps fatal for me if I wert found with thee after having been ordered to leave. I will hope that thy future will go well with thee.”

In another moment he had gone and Arthur and Kitty looked at one another anxiously.

“What time is it?” Kitty asked worriedly, glancing at her watch. When she saw that it registered ten past eleven she gave a violent start and raised the watch to her ear to check that it was still going satisfactorily.

“I just don’t understand it,” she insisted. “Either Time is in a different ratio now that we have come into the past, or else Dad has gone to sleep and forgotten all about us, or else branched off to do another experiment and will wonder why we have disappeared from the household. You know what an absent-minded old darling he is.”

“Yes,” Arthur agreed, “but not that absent-minded! I’m perfectly sure that the only explanation is that something has gone wrong with the machine, not with your father! It begins to look to me, Kitty, as though we have somehow got to decide how we can live in this medieval Time. Unless we are recalled we have automatically become one of this Middle-Ages community. I know it’s a horrible thought, but it has to be faced.”

“But you’re not implying that we may never get back?” Kitty cried.

“No, not exactly that—but I am trying to look facts in the face. And the fact is that we have not been recalled!”

Kitty did not say any more immediately, for it was quite impossible to take in the stunning truth of the situation. Little Esther nestled closer against her, her slim arm passing round her waist.

“Ist something wrong?” asked the child anxiously. “Ist His Majesty going to grant thee an audience or is His Excellency angered by the things thou hast said to him?”

“Angered?” Arthur repeated. “Angered, sweetheart? He’s absolutely blown his top, if I may say so. Oh, but you wouldn’t understand what I mean by that,” he sighed. There was silence for a moment or two, then Arthur spoke again. “You know, Kitty, there is a scientific point about this whole business which has been puzzling me, and when we get back I want to ask your father about it.”

He ignored the somewhat dubious glance which Kitty gave him and continued: “Actually I suppose it was rather lucky that we did happen to land square in the middle of the year 828. Did it ever occur to you that had Earth not been at that particular point in its orbit we would have materialised in open space itself?”

“No, I never gave it a thought,” Kitty answered, “and I don’t suppose I ever shall do. I’m prepared to leave problems like that to Father. I imagine, though, that since we were mathematically set to come into the year 828, we could not possibly do anything else but arrive on the Earth in that Time. Anyway, that isn’t the problem that really signifies, Arthur. We’d be better employed in trying to think of a way to get back home in case Father’s invention has somehow gone wrong.”

“There just isn’t a way, Kitty; that’s the trouble. We’re just——”

Arthur paused as the door opened and Hector returned. He moved across the wide space with his usual majestic tread, and finally paused a few feet away.

“I have had an audience with His Majesty,” he explained gravely. “Whilst he is naturally astonished at the claims thou maketh, and even more astonished at the demonstrations that I described to him, he is willing that thou shouldst demonstrate thy powers—and tomorrow has convened his court in order that all may be present in order to witness thy necromancy and hear thy story. I would warn thee that if His Majesty is not convinced, or is advised by myself and his retinue that thou art merely a practitioner in artifice, thou wilt suffer the death penalty. Not only thou, my friend, but the maiden with thee and the little wench who hast accompanied thee. For tonight no such shadows need cloud thy minds, for I am instructed by His Majesty to give thee a suite in which thou may rest and sleep and eat, and at dawn tomorrow thou wilt be called upon to explain thyselves.”

“That is,” Arthur said, “if we’re still here at dawn tomorrow. There is no guarantee of it. Back in 1967, or rather forward in 1967, there is a machine waiting to recall us at any moment to our own Time. We may disappear, never to return. If that should come about you will know what has happened, otherwise we accept His Majesty’s invitation and will be only too pleased to demonstrate to him.”

“It is well,” the Adviser murmured, with a slight inclination of the head. “If thou wilt come with me I wilt conduct thee to thy suite.”


CHAPTER SIX

Back in the laboratory in 1967, Professor Addison made the final touches to the copper coupler which he intended to take the place of the fuse removed by the Chief Electrical Engineer. It was exactly twelve-thirty, two hours and a half behind the time that Addison had promised he would recall Arthur and his daughter. With him in the laboratory was his wife, helping him as best she could, accepting his tirades and ravings in silence, for by this time she had arrived at the conclusion that they were fully justified. She had stepped out of line in an endeavour to justify herself, and had precipitated the most extraordinary scientific crisis imaginable.

“There,” Addison said finally, holding the coupler up in his fingers and studying it in the bright light. “I think this ought to do the trick, providing that they haven’t cut out the circuit at the power house. We’ll soon find out, anyway.”

He crossed to the fuse box and pushed the coupler into position between the clamps, then lifted the main switch. This done he hurried across to the generator and moved the starting control. But nothing happened! The generator failed to respond in the slightest, which could only mean that the power was not coming through.

“Isn’t it—working?” Edith asked worriedly, coming forward.

“Obviously it isn’t working!” Addison nearly snarled at her. “That blasted fool of a Chief Engineer has cut out the circuit, just as I thought he would do! This sort of thing can’t go on, Edith. The situation’s desperate! I’ll have to phone the Chief Engineer right away and get him to see sense!”

Weary, his eyes smarting with so much close work, Addison left the laboratory and hurried back across the garden and into the hall of the house. In a few moments he had discovered the Chief Engineer’s private residence number and lifted the telephone.

The mumbling, sleepy voice of the engineer presently replied.

“Now you listen to me,” Addison said deliberately. “You had the impudence to remove the main fuse from my laboratory this evening, and in doing so you have endangered the lives of two people, just as I told you at the time. Unless that fuse is returned to position immediately, or alternatively the circuit is resumed on my cable—I’ve made a fuse myself which will act just as the original coupler did—I shall have to call on the authorities to get some action. This is a matter of life and death and the sooner you understand that the better!”

“Frankly,” came the sleepy voice of the engineer, “I just don’t understand your attitude to all this, Professor Addison. I know that you told me some cock-and-bull story about two people being in danger because I had taken away the fuse, but there being no two people in sight I just don’t believe it. And I don’t believe it now! Call the authorities if you wish, but don’t bother me, especially not at this hour of night!”

With that the line became dead. Addison compressed his lips then slammed down the telephone, breathing hard. He reflected for a moment or two then once again searched the directory and finally whipped up the instrument. This time he directly contacted the Scientific Division of New Scotland Yard, but even there he got no satisfaction, insofar that his story was so utterly fantastic that even the scientific expert at the other end of the line could not possibly grasp it. Or, if he did grasp it, he did not believe it. After all, he could hardly be blamed. For a Professor of Science to ring up at a quarter to one in the early hours of the morning and say that he had stranded two people in the year 828 was, to say the least of it, unusual—and there also existed the possibility that it could be the jovial prank of a drunk using Professor Addison’s name to lend colour to his story. So, in this direction, too, Addison received no satisfaction.

When at length he returned to the laboratory towards one o’clock he was pale, haggard and in a vile temper. His wife looked at him under her lashes, but didn’t say anything.

“Why is it my lot to be born in a generation of goats and imbeciles?” he demanded, thumping the bench beside him. “Why is it that not even the scientist of New Scotland Yard understands what I am talking about, and they most certainly will not take any action? We’re up against it, Edith—more up against it than we have ever been in our lives. I’ve just got to get this Cyclotron going again, and even then it will take a couple of hours to warm up and reset the mathematics which I worked out for it. I have put in the counter-control to stop the mechanisms returning to zero, which is one thing which may help us, but even then it will take a couple of hours before we can expect any action out of the instrument and the recall of Kitty and Arthur to our side.”

“In other words,” Edith said, “the whole thing relies upon the restoration of the circuit which the power engineer has cut off?”

“That’s it,” Addison agreed. “And he is entirely adamant that he will not restore that circuit or the necessary coupler. Not that the coupler is any use without the circuit anyway.”

“Then what you will have to do is contact the President of the Electrical Authority and explain the matter to him.”

“And what makes you think that he will take any more notice than the Chief Engineer? In fact, if anything,” Addison sighed, “he will probably take less notice. No, that isn’t the answer, Edith. There is an answer, I suppose, but I’ll be damned if I can think of it.”

“Then,” Edith persisted, “since this is a scientific matter, your only chance is to contact a scientific body. By that I mean the Institute of Scientists, who might be able to do something. They at least will be able to understand the extraordinary nature of the problem.”

“And if I do that I shall be compelled to admit that I have discovered Time travel,” Addison pointed out. “That’s the last thing I want to do. You’ve no idea of the amount of professional jealousy and thieving that goes on. If I reveal for one moment that I have found out how to travel Time they——”

“For heaven’s sake, you can’t let your own daughter and Arthur be sacrificed in some remote period of time just because you want to keep your secret!” Edith exclaimed, horrified. “It just isn’t to be thought of! Find out the address of the President of the Scientific Association and get in touch with him right away. It’s your only chance. He may have enough influence to swing things.”

Addison hesitated, pulling at his lower lip, his brows down, till at last he sighed and turned away, heading out of the laboratory doorway. Whilst he was gone, Edith made it the opportunity to also return to the house via the kitchen doorway, where she fixed some sandwiches and coffee in order that they could be stimulated enough to remain awake indefinitely throughout the night.

She had just come to the end of preparing the refreshment when Addison walked into the kitchen and looked at her rather gloomily.

“Well,” he said, “I think I’ve done it. That is to say the President appreciates the position, and when I could finally get him to turn away from the praise he showered upon me for the discovery I have made, he agreed to get in touch with the Electrical Authorities immediately and have the power line restored. And if they won’t do it, the Scientific Association themselves will run a special cable from the demonstration generators which they have in the basement of the Science Edifice. That will demand a special licence, but Sir Robert Pelham was reasonably confident that he can arrange all that. In other words, it would seem that our problem is solved. The only trouble now is, how long is it going to take?”

Sir Robert Pelham, however, was a man of action and knew exactly what he was about. It was not so much that he thoroughly believed Dr. Addison’s statement about Arthur and Kitty being stranded in past Time as the fact that he scented that Time travel had really been accomplished, and for that reason, as head of the Scientific Association, it would be an enormous feather in his cap if he could be the first to announce to the august body that the relationship between Time and Space had really been conquered by Professor Addison. The introduction coming in the first place through the President would mean that he—the President—would have most of the plaudits of the world’s scientists, and that was what particularly appealed to this learned and very energetic gentleman.

Although it was the early hours of the morning he immediately rang the Governor of the Electricity Authorities and outlined the circumstances to him, not in such scientific terms as Professor Addison might have used, but in everyday language which succeeded in convincing the down-to-earth Governing Director of the Electrical Authority that there really was a life and death need for restoring the circuit and the fuse to Professor Addison’s laboratory. Immediately the Chief Engineer was again rung up, and although he would probably have liked to have said plenty at having his sleep disturbed for the second time that night, he just did not dare say a word to his superior. All he could agree to do was to make the necessary restorations immediately, or at least have engineers on the night staff do it for him.

Even so, it was getting pretty nearly eight o’clock the following morning and Professor Addison was prowling the laboratory like a sleepless tiger before the engineers did at last appear to put in the correct coupler in the fuse box and announce that the circuit had been restored at the power house.

“I am not sure, sir,” said the engineer in charge of the operation, “exactly what the legal standing is in regard to this, but my superior will doubtless be letting you know.”

“I’m not interested in the legal aspect,” Addison retorted wearily. “For heaven’s sake get out of here and let me get on with my job. Two lives are at stake!”

So the engineers politely withdrew and left him to it. He flung in the main switch and the noise of it snapping into place awoke Edith as she lay slumped and dozing in a nearby chair. It was as she slowly returned to wakefulness that she realised the generators were humming musically and that Addison, all the tiredness wiped from his face in his eagerness, was carefully checking the dials and meters. Finally he turned and gave a heavy sigh.

“There is just nothing more that can be done now,” he said. “We might as well go in to breakfast. It is exactly eight-ten and this apparatus will not proceed to work until ten minutes past ten, and at that moment, if all these mathematical calculations are correct—and there is no conceivable reason why they should not be—Kitty and Arthur will return. By this time I should imagine they will be pretty scared and wondering what on earth’s happening!”

“And do you feel,” Edith asked, struggling to her feet, “that you can possibly tackle breakfast with such a vast responsibility resting on your mind?”

“Yes, I do.” Addison gave a shrug. “For the simple reason, my dear, that unless the inner man is fed the mind will not work. That is only commonsense, and since there is nothing more that can be done I might as well try and behave like a normal human being, if only for a couple of hours.”

And in the Medieval Age of 828 the grey autumn dawn was also breaking, since the hours were keeping in exact step with those in 1967—a not very surprising factor since all Arthur and Kitty had done was to exchange the Space in which they existed.

They both awakened in the fairly roomy suite which had been allotted them by the rather sinister-looking Hector, and looking about them in the grey light which filtered through the narrow, glassless slits in the wall they shivered in the morning cold and glanced towards the nearby big wooden chair in which Esther was curled up asleep, one of the big woollen rugs from the floor thrown about her.

“Of all the miserable, chilly holes to exist in this about takes the cake,” Arthur declared, rubbing his jacketed arms vigorously to try and restore the circulation.

Presently he got to his feet as Kitty rose to hers, and they both moved with common accord to the vertical slit which did service as a window. Through it there streamed the icy wet draught of the autumn morning, whilst through the mists which were rapidly rising from the ground around His Majesty’s residence there gleamed the dull red ball of the rising sun.

“Well,” Kitty sighed, turning at last, “there is no doubt of one thing—Dad’s mechanism must have gone completely wrong, for we’ve passed the entire night here and nothing has happened. I wonder what time we’re supposed to be called to this audience with His Majesty? I wonder even more how we’ll manage to get through it.”

At that moment Esther awoke and came over to them, her young, innocent face looking chilled and pale, but she seemed to extract a certain amount of comfort from the fact that the two adults were still with her to protect her.

“Sleep well?” Arthur smiled, passing his hand over her thick flaxen hair.

“Yea, I slept well,” the child agreed, “but my sleep was beriddled by dreams—dreams of the horrible things that must come upon us if His Majesty is not pleased with what thou hast to show him.”

“He’ll be pleased and like it,” Arthur decided, “and if he’s got any brains at all he’ll also be convinced——”

At that moment there came a rattling at the enormous door latch, and the door itself swung open to admit the same buxom woman who had appeared the previous night in the main suite. Again she was carrying a tray upon which was loaded the most enormous breakfast that either Arthur or Kitty had ever seen. She set out three places on the nearby heavy wooden table, smiled a little and then retired, closing the door behind her.

“I only hope,” Arthur said ruefully as he, Kitty and Esther settled down to the meal, “that this is not a fattening of the turkey before the kill. And that reminds me, I wonder if they’ve ever heard of razors around here? I noticed that our friend Hector was clean shaven and so was Caleb. Which seems to me to explain something, that not all the peoples of the Middle Ages were bearded, though the majority of them most certainly are. I suppose these other blighters get rid of their whiskers with keen-edged knives or something. Anyway, I don’t suppose it particularly matters, except that I don’t feel very presentable to His Majesty with a whole day and night’s stubble sticking out all round my chin.”

“I can’t sec that it matters,” Kitty sighed. “It makes you look more rugged, which I suppose is something.”

Arthur was just making conversation and he knew it. Along with Kitty the last hope of being restored to 1967 had died within him. Nevertheless he ate an extremely hearty breakfast, because he felt that it was only commonsense to do so. Ahead there might be a good deal of nerve strain and energy which would demand all the sustenance possible in order to maintain it. Immediately after breakfast a great bowl was brought in by the buxom woman, and immediately afterwards she followed it by bringing a gigantic earthenware jug filled to the top with cold water. With this and some foul-smelling fat which acted as soap Kitty, Arthur and Esther proceeded to remove what dirt they could and thereby felt themselves freshened up enough to attend the audience with His Majesty the moment it was called for. At nine o’clock His Excellency Hector presented himself, looking as horse-like and inscrutable as the night before. The only difference in his expression seemed to be one of silent, and even sinister, triumph

“His Majesty wilt be pleased to grant thee audience immediately,” he said, with a slight inclination of his head. “If thou wilt come with me—the court is assembled.”

Feeling like prisoners about to go before a judge, Arthur, Kitty and Esther left the room, following the Adviser’s tall form as he swept majestically down the corridor. To either side of it the guards in their coarse uniforms remained motionless holding spear-like weapons against their shoulders. So finally through two big open doors and into quite the biggest room which the King’s residence possessed.

In here, mounted tier upon tier, were the dignitaries of King Egbert’s Court, and in the far distance seated upon a throne of truly massive dimensions—though it was not particularly ornate in itself—was Egbert himself. He was heavily bearded and bewigged, wearing no crown, and attired in a costume of extreme richness, even though the material itself would not in 1967 have fetched much price.

Hector strode across the waste of floor and bowed deeply.

“Sire, I wouldst bring thee the two travellers who claim that they cometh from a thousand years hence,” he explained with a flourish of his arm. “They calleth themselves Arthur and Kitty—and the young wench is a child of our own era, the daughter of one Edgar the Strong, cowherd.”

“Have the wench stand to one side,” the King ordered. “To the others I extendeth my greetings. Come hither, my friends, I wouldst survey thee at closer quarters.”

One of the guards came forward and took the struggling, resisting Esther away, holding her tightly in a far corner of the enormous room, whilst Arthur and Kitty strode forward and finally knelt at the foot of the carpeted steps leading up to Egbert’s throne. They could hardly see him for the amount of hair which sprouted around his face, but what impression they did have was of extremely rubicund cheeks and fearless blue eyes. In every sense of the word he seemed a man, even though Caleb had said he was easily swayed by his advisers.

“We greet thee, Majesty,” Arthur said, using what little Old English he could call to mind at such short notice. “We have already told our story to your Adviser, His Excellency Hector, but I feel that he is not entirely a believer. We wouldst prove to thee that we are inhabitants of 1967 A.D. A year which is one thousand one hundred and thirty-nine years ahead of today.”

“I liketh thy raiment,” the King said surprisingly, “and in particular I liketh the strange halter that thou wearest around thy neck.”

Arthur felt at his amethyst-coloured tie and gave a rather surprised glance.

“This, Majesty, is part of the normal apparel of a man of 1967,” he explained.

“Aye, so be it,” Egbert acknowledged indulgently. “For the demonstration which thou gayest to His Excellency last night—and of which he told me in detail—and for the rare colour of the halter which thou wearest around thy neck I designate thee the Purple Wizard. It is common in this era to name all men and women by some particular physical peculiarity or by some noteworthy point of raiment; that is why I give thee that designation. To the woman I would give the title of Kitty the Proud.”

Kitty started and looked up as she still remained in her kneeling position.

“Why, your Majesty, do I look proud?” she asked in surprise.

“Yes, maiden, thou dost look proud,” Egbert agreed. “Thou art comely in every sense of the word, but there ist an aloofness about thee which causeth me to call thee proud.”

Egbert leaned forward slightly on his throne, his intense blue eyes studying her intently.

“Now tell me, my friends of a thousand years hence, what ist the truth of thy story? Hast thou really come from such a Time? And if that be so, how?”

“It is a matter of science, sire,” Arthur responded. “Science, as we understand the term, is a blending of all the arts. It is mathematics, chemistry, or, as you would call it, the apothecary’s calling—astronomy, physics and a hundred and one other things. Putting it briefly, the father, or rather the sire, of Kitty the Proud invented an apparatus which controls Time and Space and enables the physical body to move through it into a past or future era.”

“A pretty story,” Hector murmured, and his cold eyes glanced towards Egbert. But Egbert raised a heavily-jewelled hand impatiently and still maintained his slightly leaning forward position.

“Continue,” he bade gravely. “Tell me of the things that exist a thousand years hence. What of my kingdom? 1st it still England? Ist it still ruled by a monarch?”

“Yes, a monarch still rules,” Arthur responded. “And the great tradition of the monarchy has been handed down through a thousand years straight from the Time that you now control. But in our age there are many wonders. People talk to each other across thousands of miles of empty space by what we call radio.”

“It ist impossible!” Egbert whispered, staring.

“No. It is the outcome of science,” Arthur said. “That combination of the arts of which I told you, sire. By a process of breaking down an original sound into a vibration it can be transmitted by waves of radiation to another point and reassembled into the original sound. Thereby a person can speak to another without ever seeing that other person, and no material object in between can hinder the transmission or reception. Or,” Arthur continued, warming up a little, “there is the telephone. It was originally invented by Alexander Graham Bell, and he found that by electrically charging lengths of wire it was possible to make the voice carry over a tremendous distance and be heard at the other end by a special instrument. That is the telephone. To us in 1967 it is an accepted thing: to you it must sound like a miracle.”

“More than a miracle,” Egbert replied slowly. “It soundeth like a dream. And what else hast thou in this wonder world of 1967 of which thou speakest?”

“Many things,” Kitty answered, taking up the replies before Arthur had a chance to continue, chiefly because she felt that she also had a duty to fulfil. “We have television in three dimensions——”

An awesome silence fell upon the court—the awesome silence of total incredulity. Egbert, however, was plainly still interested, and he motioned his heavily-jewelled hand quickly.

“Come, come, maiden. What is this television of three dimensions of which thou speakest? I wouldst know the facts.”

“Well, it means that like radio, where you can send your voice over a great distance, we can also send pictures, moving pictures in colour which, unlike ordinary pictures, do not appear flat, but have depth; for that reason we call them three dimensional, meaning length, breadth and depth. I trust your Majesty understands?”

“What a question!” Arthur murmured. “He hasn’t a hope of understanding.”

“I do not understand, but thou intrigueth me,” Egbert replied. “What else hast thou?”

“Well now,” Kitty continued, frowning thoughtfully, “we have jet aeroplanes which hurtle through, the sky. We have guided missiles—that is rockets which go to almost any height in the air and are guided by radio waves from below, and very shortly we hope to reach the moon or another planet with one of them. Then in the domestic sphere instead of having the primitive kind of cooking methods which you have here—with all due respect to your Majesty—we have electronic cookers, that is, curiously coiled metal spirals which emit vibrations, and anything placed within those coils becomes instantly cooked and in the case of meat all the original juices are retained, making it very——” Kitty hesitated and then said brightly, “making it very succulent.”

“In all my life,” Hector muttered, his eyes narrowed, “I never heard such a tissue of lies, your Majesty! These two rebels hast plainly worked out a brilliant tissue of falsehoods in order to deceive thee. Give me but the word and I will deal with them!”

Egbert was silent, musing. He sat back on his throne and meditated. Hector gave him an anxious glance and then turned his bitter gaze back on to Arthur and Kitty. They stood their ground without flinching. In the further distance little Esther was close to whimpering, but since nobody took any notice of her this, too, presently ceased.

“Plainly,” Egbert chuckled at last, “I named thee well when I calleth thee the Purple Wizard. For that is what thou art. No court jester hath ever amused me so much with such fantastic tales! Pictures that can be sent through the air and which hath depth and colour! Machines that roar through the skies! Missiles, as thou callest them, that art guided by some sinister process from the ground! Naught but the necromancer’s art carried to the finest degree! Indeed, I dost congratulate thee, but thou art a knave indeed to so beguile a King of England.”

Egbert rose to his feet, a massive, towering man in his robes, his very beard seeming to stand out in aggressive fury.

“Dost thou take me for a fool?” he roared. “Dost thou think by such fantastic talk to convince me that thou hast come from a future time? ’Twill go ill with thee indeed for having tried to insult the intelligence of the King of England!

“Your Majesty speaketh well,” Hector observed, and the satanic smile which had formerly been replaced by a troubled down droop of his mouth, had now returned.

“I’m quite aware that all this sounds like so much nonsense to you,” Arthur admitted, “just as anybody coming to our Time from a thousand years hence would also sound ridiculous. But in our age intelligence has broadened. And we are willing to accept the most seemingly impossible theories as being entirely credible. We have learnt through the powers of science that nothing is impossible. And you as a monarch ought to take the same attitude. The things that I and Kitty the Proud have outlined to you do actually exist. If you cannot conceive of them it is because you have not yet grown to that state of intelligence where you can appreciate the vast advancement that science is going to make in the next thousand years.”

“Enough,” Egbert commanded, raising his hand again. “I am weary with this nonsense and do not intend to tolerate any more of it.”

“But this is absurd,” Kitty protested. “I just don’t understand why you do not believe us. We’re only stating facts.”

“Don’t waste your time, Kitty,” Arthur muttered, his expression changing. “It is perfectly plain that one cannot teach the uneducated to understand. The more we pile it on the worse it’s going to be. Try and look at it from the aspect of these folk, who haven’t as yet got the vaguest idea about an airplane, and then realise how impossible television, radio, jet planes and all the rest of it must seem to them. The quieter we keep the better might be our chances.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

He had spoken all this in a whisper, and Kitty gave him a troubled look. Egbert looked from one to the other, and Hector gave a sinister smile. Finally he turned to his ruler.

“Sire, if thou wilt grant me the favour of disposing of the rebels in mine own way I will willingly do so.”

“Wait a moment,” Arthur interrupted, standing up from his kneeling position. “I assure your Majesty that I had not the slightest intention of insulting your intelligence. I am also sure that a reasonable demonstration would satisfy you for all time May I not demonstrate with the flame weapon which I showed His Excellency Hector last evening?”

Egbert hesitated for a moment, then Kitty suddenly leapt into the conversation.

“If thou art satisfied with a weapon such as the Purple Wizard can demonstrate,” she said quickly, “we will give it to thee to protect thee from thine enemies. That surely would be proof that we are true to you and not to those rebels who are trying to overthrow thee?”

Hector’s expression changed, and so did Egbert’s. His eyes seemed to brighten under a sudden inspiration.

“Marry, but that would be proof indeed,” he agreed. “Thou wouldst not hand to me a weapon of destruction to use upon mine enemies if thou wert one of the enemy thyself. Demonstrate!” he commanded, pointing at Arthur. “Choose thy subject and it shall be given thee.”

“I don’t suppose Hector would oblige, would he?” Arthur asked drily, pulling the flame gun out of his pocket.

Hector’s response was to back away quickly, knowing as he did already the frightful powers of the weapon.

“Another shield will do quite as well,” Arthur said as Egbert looked at him expectantly. “And, Majesty, I must request that you order your retinue to give me an entirely free space. The power of this weapon is tremendous!”

Egbert wasted no time in giving the necessary orders, and finally Arthur took up a position a little to the right of the throne. The shield had been placed halfway across the great room, standing in the centre of the floor and supported against one of the massively heavy chairs.

“Is your Majesty ready?” Arthur enquired, taking aim.”

“Aye, Purple Wizard. I await thy demonstration.”

Arthur pressed the button—then pressed it again—but to his horror nothing happened! That savage, blinding flash that should have jetted from the gun barrel failed to appear. The weapon was just so much useless metal in his hand. What he did not know was that the gun only contained two charges, a trifling point which Professor Addison in his general excitement at the start of the Time transmission had overlooked mentioning.

“I wait,” the King grumbled, turning suspicious eyes as Arthur fumbled quickly with the mechanism.

“Yes, and so do 1,” Arthur muttered, banging at the gun with his fist. Then suddenly he glanced across at Kitty.

“Quick Kitty, give me yours!”

She quickly whipped it from the belt about her dress and threw it across. Arthur caught it, but at an awkward angle. His clutching fingers depressed the firing button with the result that unexpectedly a jet of savage flame struck straight at the massive chandelier hanging in the ceiling. The chain snapped and down came the whole ornamental contrivance with a shattering reverberation on the floor. Through the panelled ceiling a great hole had been torn and it was already beginning to smoke and smoulder ominously.

“Marry, but thou art a clumsy fool!” Egbert shouted, leaping to his feet. “Thou hast destroyed the roof of my palace——”

“Yes, but think how I’ve destroyed it,” Arthur panted, dimly realising that he was now fighting, for his life. “I did it with this weapon in my hand; you yourself saw the flame!”

“Necromancy!” Hector screamed. “Nothing but necromancy your Majesty. ’Tis the same trick he pulled last night! But this time he dideth his best to bring down the chandelier upon thy noble head. ’Twas a trick to kill thee. One more foot nearer to thee and thou wouldst be lying dead upon the steps!”

“Aye, ’tis true.” Egbert breathed hard and stroked his massive beard, staring down at the smashed chandelier that was so close to him. It was, even as Hector had stated, a miracle that the heavy ornamental structure had missed him. Just a little more to the right or left and he would certainly have received the full force of it.

“It was a complete accident, Majesty,” Kitty cried, alarmed.

“I wouldst that I could believe that, Kitty the Proud, but I do not,” Egbert snapped. “Away with these rebels! Your Excellency, I leave it to thee how they shall die. Notify me when thou hast made the necessary arrangements and I will come and witness the passing of two of the most daring rebels who ever dared enter my stronghold!”

With that, consumed by an overpowering rage, Egbert strode from the dais whereon stood his throne and vanished in the remoter regions of his residence.

Hector, left in charge of the proceedings, looked about him with a sadistic smile. Finally he glanced over towards where little Esther was standing, held in the iron grip of one of the guards.

“The child hast no part in this,” he said. “I knoweth her sire, Edgar the Strong, only too well, and I know of her. Guard, return her to her home and see that she is not molested by rebels on the way. If anything were to happen to her it might go ill with us. It is not our policy to endanger children, so, away with her!”

“But I wish to stop, sire,” Esther insisted, struggling uselessly.

“Thou wilt do as thou art told, child,” Hector retorted. “Take her!”

She was swept out of the great room in a flurry of skirts, and Hector came forward looking at Arthur and Kitty as they eyed him balefully. Overhead, the smouldering roof ceased smoking.

“As to thou, my friends, thou wilt learn that the reward of necromancy is indeed a bitter one. Seize them!” he commanded.

Before either Kitty or Arthur could do a thing to save themselves the guards who were lining the walls of the great room came forward quickly and seized them. The useless flame gun and the one with a charge still left in it were snatched from them, and they were then marched across the room, through a wide doorway, and then out into the corridor beyond.

“I don’t like the look of this a bit,” Arthur muttered as he and Kitty were bundled along unceremoniously, the stone-faced guards on either side of them and Hector bringing up in a flurry of robes in the rear.

“I can’t understand why old Egbert wasn’t impressed by my flame gun demonstration!”

“He would have been if Hector hadn’t so quickly twisted the situation round to his own advantage,” Kitty panted, stumbling in her high-heeled shoes on the uneven flooring. “Egbert was just about to admit what a wonderful weapon you had got when the situation was twisted to make it look as though you had tried to kill him. Bang went all his ideas of congratulating you, and instead he spat in your eye, so to speak.”

“It seems it’s Hector we’ve got to deal with—as if we didn’t know!”

Further conversation had now become impossible. From the corridor they were bundled down several flights of rough-hewn stone steps and at last into the gloomy reaches of a dungeon. From the walls there projected metal arms into which had been thrust the ever-present roughly fashioned candles. They were casting a glimmering yellow glow upon a funereal-looking vault in which were all manner of satanic-looking devices.

“Shades of the Spanish Inquisition,” Arthur muttered, gazing about him in horror. “I just wonder what sort of bright idea Hector has in mind anyway?”

Kitty did not reply; she was looking in fascinated awe at gigantic hooks driven into the stone ceiling and huge spikes which were projecting from the walls in various directions; and upon other instruments, and particularly a forge—at present dead—she did not even dare to glance. This was obviously some kind of medieval torture chamber, and it seemed more than evident from the hard grin on Hector’s face that he intended to enjoy himself.

“Since thou hast told nothing but lies,” he said, coming forward whilst two guards on each side of Arthur and Kitty held them firmly, “it behoves thee to tell the real truth of whom thou art and whence thou hast come. We have methods here which will force thee to speak! First, though, I wouldst that His Majesty may be present as he has requested so that he may listen to the confession that will be wrung from thy lips!”

Hector turned and clapped his hands sharply. “Summon His Majesty,” he commanded sharply, and instantly one of the guards fled out of the dungeon and clattered away up the steps.

“For God’s sake,” Kitty panted, giving Arthur a desperate look, “think of something quickly!”

He scowled to himself. “I am doing! And maybe I’ve got something. It may be our last chance. If it works it may finally convince His Majesty that we do know more than his crowd, and also that we are loyal to him and not his enemies.”

Arthur did not explain further, but it was plain that he was thinking fast. Then presently His Majesty entered the dungeon with his usual majestic tread and gazed about him. His eyes finally settled on Arthur and Kitty still firmly held. He came forward and surveyed them, with Hector hovering in the background.

“Hast thou anything to say before persuasion is tried upon thee?” he demanded.

“Yes,” Arthur retorted. “If I can bring to your Majesty’s notice a strange and terrifying powder which will give thee power over thine enemies and make thy kingdom safe for a thousand years, then wilt thou believe?”

Hector came forward quickly. “It is another trick, your Majesty. They do not intend to——”

“Silence, Excellency, I am thinking!” Egbert finally made up his mind and nodded quickly. “Very well, if thou canst give me a power over mine enemies by the means of a powder, I will indeed believe, for no necromancer has ever offered me such a means of destroying those who stand ranged against me.”

“Very well then,” Arthur said quickly. “From an apothecary I want to get some saltpetre, carbon and sulphur, and also a pestle and mortar. Canst that be done?”

“Aye, it can be done,” His Majesty responded, and to one of the guards he ordered briefly: “Fetch them! And, son of a fool, remember the names! Saltpetre, carbon and sulphur, and bring with thee a pestle and mortar. Hurry! I have a court appointment. I must not be delayed.”

“Just what,” Kitty murmured in dawning hope, “are you getting at?”

“I’ll show you if it works.” Arthur raised his voice again. “Wilt thou, Majesty, give the order for the forge to be lighted?”

Looking somewhat puzzled, Egbert again gave the command, and one of the guards moved across to the forge. With the ancient bellows and what appeared to be the tinder method of striking a flame he began to get the forge into operation. When presently it was glowing gently the guard returned with the required saltpetre, carbon and sulphur. Arthur took them and then the pestle and mortar which were handed to him. Into the mortar he tilted the three minerals and then with the pestle proceeded to grind and pound them rapidly until they were reduced to a fine powder.

“I requireth a tray,” he ordered as Egbert and Hector watched him intently.

A tray was promptly provided, Arthur spread the fine powder upon it, then moved across to the forge and laid the tray at some little distance from the glowing heart of the fire. Here he riddled it very carefully back and forth along the tray and finally brought the whole issue back to the centre of the dungeon floor. Egbert looked down at it and stroked his beard, whilst Hector’s sardonic grin had returned.

“And is that the magical powder that will give me power over mine enemies?” Egbert asked slowly.

“It is,” Arthur assented.

“Marry, my friend, but thou hadst better be right! If thou art again only delaying in order that thy fate may be postponed, thou wilt find that thy death will be a slow and lingering one. What doth thou do with this powder to gain power of one’s enemies? And hurry, I have the court awaiting me.”

“Dost thou know whom thy greatest enemy is?”

There was a grim silence in the dungeon. Hector averted his eyes and studied the stone floor at his feet. Egbert looked about him as though there were a visible array of courtiers assembled, then he looked back at Arthur. His massive head nodded slowly.

“Yea, I know whom mine enemies are,” he acceded.

“And do you know who is the greatest enemy of all?” Arthur enquired.

“Yea, although it is perhaps not wise for a ruler to be rid of all his enemies.”

“It is always good policy to be rid of those who would destroy you, your Majesty,” Arthur replied. “Now I will prove to the how this powder can give thee power over thine enemies. In order that there shall be no trickery I would ask that His Excellency Hector should handle the powder himself, so that thou canst not suddenly say that this is a trick of a necromancer.”

“So be it,” Egbert agreed; “thou hast my permission to give His Excellency whatever orders thou deemest necessary.”

Arthur gave a taut smile. Kitty, looking at him intently, saw that his forehead was moist with perspiration with the emotion of the moment. Stooping, he took up the tray with the powdered minerals upon it and handed it to the Adviser. Hector took the tray, looked down on it then raised an eyebrow in insolent enquiry.

“Take the tray to the far end of the dungeon,” Arthur instructed, “and from the wall remove one of the candle torches. Place the candle torch in the centre of the powder and thou wilt see that the powder is indeed all that I claim for it.”

Hector hesitated for a moment, then at the grim look in Egbert’s eye he obeyed the command and walked to the far end of the dungeon. Arthur moved slowly backwards, putting his arm gently round Kitty’s waist. The guards fell back a little at Egbert’s imperious motion, and for a moment or two there was silence as Hector’s movements were closely watched.

Obeying instructions to the letter he went across to one of the wall candles and pulled it from its socket. Then holding the guttering flame high above his head he advanced towards the tray. Arthur closed his eyes and set his lips. Kitty, seeing his expression, wondered for a moment then turned away.

It was as well they did so, for the instant the lighted candle descended into the powder there was a colossal report and a deafening scream. A wave of hot air swept through the dungeon from the effect of which King Egbert staggered a few paces. Then as he recovered he stared towards the spot where Hector had been. There was a completely blasted corpse lying upon the floor, its clothes smouldering with fire, and the tin tray and the powder had been blown clean to atoms. A strong sulphuric smell hung upon the air.

“Marry!” Egbert whispered, striding forward. “In the name of the Seven Crosses, what ist? It hast killed His Excellency!”

With the toe of his shoe he turned over the unrecognisable, blackened thing that had been a man and then jerked away in sudden horror.

“The stuff he ignited is what is called gunpowder,” Arthur said quietly. “I did not know whether I had the proportions right, but evidently I had. If you use that stuff against your enemies, your kingdom, as I said before, will be safe for a thousand years. I asked you if you knew your greatest enemy, and I felt from your expression and the way you looked at Hector that you knew that he was the greatest danger to your power. That was why I selected him to light the powder. I know it makes me a murderer, a killer, but at least it proves that my loyalty, your Majesty, is to you and not to those who would overthrow you.”

“Thou hast chosen a desperate proof indeed,” Egbert said slowly, wandering back to the centre of the dungeon and meditating. “But even I cannot be such a fool as to ignore the astounding power of this powder. Something which no necromancer ever offered—something which can only have come from an age where the mastery of the apothecary’s art is without flaw. Yes, I knew His Excellency was against me, and I admire the courage with which thou took the situation in thy hands. I wouldst not call it murder to destroy a bitter enemy. Thou only didst what I would have done with the sword at some time or other. Hector was a knave, but it was not policy that I should be the one to destroy him.”

“Then this means,” Arthur said slowly, “that your Majesty believes us? You believe that we really have come from 1967?”

“Yea,” Egbert agreed gravely, “I believe. Tell me, my friend, what wast the constitution of that powder? I hast forgotten already with so many matters of State upon my mind. I command thee to give me the answer.”

Arthur hesitated, aware of a peculiar and yet impressive fact. History books in his own Time had shown that gunpowder had not been discovered until long enough after 828, yet here was he being ordered to give the formula. If he did give it, what was going to happen to history? He was scientific enough to realise that an incontrovertible fact—namely, that which has happened—cannot possibly be altered.

“I await thee!” Egbert snapped impatiently. “Come! The court awaits me and I must have your answer.”

“Very well,” Arthur sighed. “The formula is saltpetre, carbon and sulphur, reduced to fine powder and dried. To be quite candid, your Majesty, I’m not sure of the proportions. I just chanced it when I made that mixture a little while ago and by a fluke I had the proportions correctly. Whether it would work twice I don’t know.”

Egbert’s bearded face became grim. “I like not thy words, O Purple Wizard. With one hand thou givest me power over mine enemies—to make my kingdom safe for a thousand years, thou didst say—yet with the other thou withholdest the exact proportions of the magic powder.”

“Not willingly, Majesty, I assure you! The chances are that a second blending of the three powders would work every bit as efficiently as the first one.”

Egbert considered, then: “That, Purple One, we must be sure of. But come, the court awaiteth and I have much to tell them of thy prowess.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Meekly following behind the massive Egbert, Arthur and Kitty presently found themselves in the court-room. Here the dignitaries, the lords and ladies, rose quickly to their feet as their ruler entered, and remained standing until he had seated himself at the head of an enormous oblong table of beaten oak. Arthur and Kitty for their part were left standing close beside the King, chiefly because there did not appear to be any chairs for them to sit upon. In troubled silence they surveyed the gathering, which evidently represented the somewhat haphazard “Parliament” of this first King of England.

The only friendly face appeared to be that of Caleb, seated on the King’s right. He cast a glance or two towards Kitty and Arthur and smiled reassuringly.

“I would bring to thy notice, my loyal friends, two visitors amongst us who claimeth that they come from a wonder world over a thousand years hence——” Egbert flourished a hand towards the silent pair. “They have described many wonders, most of them impossibilities, and it hast to be admitted that they both have pretty dexterous minds——”

Nobody said anything. Arthur and Kitty looked about them, wondering why the court had been convened in this particular room instead of the ornate throne-room they had formerly visited. They could assume—correctly as it happened—that it was in this chamber that debates and resolutions on policy were held, as distinct from the absolute State occasions in the throne-room itself.

“Do I speak among dotards?” Egbert demanded suddenly, banging his massive fist on the table. “I hast spoken of two visitors from 1967. Doth not that arouse comment amongst any of thee?”

“I canst vouch for the visitors’ story, sire,” Caleb said promptly. “They saved me from death with a wonder weapon. ’Twas not the kind of death-dealing device to which we are accustomed. Only the genius of a future Time could account for it.”

“Dost thou speak of the strange nozzled weapon which spits a flame?” Egbert demanded.

“Aye, sire.”

His Majesty brooded. Arthur and Kitty glanced at one another uncomfortably, not at all happy to have the incident of the falling chandelier revived. However, Egbert presently gave a broad smile, and the tension relaxed.

“’Tis a wondrous weapon indeed,” he agreed. “I wast misled by His Excellency Hector into believing our visitors wert trying to kill me with the flame nozzle, but that I dost not now believe—not since they killed Hector himself, the greatest rebel amongst us.”

“His—His Excellency is dead?” asked a courtier in horror.

“Well and truly dead,” Egbert assented, slapping the flat of his hand on the table. “Death didst come only a little sooner than ’twould otherwise have been the case. The issue wast taken from me by our courageous friends.”

The eyes of the courtiers switched to Arthur and Kitty in awe. Arthur fingered his amethyst tie nervously and Kitty plucked needlessly at her belt.

“It wasn’t murder, folks,” Arthur explained in sudden urgency. “Hector put himself out with a powder I’d prepared specially for him——”

“Aye, and a wondrous powder indeed!” Egbert cried. “Never in many a moon didst I see the like! From handfuls of saltpetre, carbon and sulphur the Purple Wizard here didst concoct unholy power. ’Twas only necessary for Hector—of his own free will, mark you!—to set a light to the powder and he wert no more! Marry! What a tonic for our rebel friends if they attempteth to seize power.”

“We call the stuff gunpowder,” Arthur put in brightly, coming forward. “In 1967 it’s old fashioned stuff and used only in fireworks on the Fifth of November, but——”

“Why on the Fifth of November only?” Egbert rumbled.

“Well—er—on the Fifth of November 1605 there was—or rather will be—an attempt by a chap named Guido Fawkes to blow up Parliament—which indeed is proof that the monarchy will be in existence that far hence even as it is now. But the plot was—I mean will be—discovered. Fawkes and his merry men got the works for their treason, and ever since the English have celebrated the defeat of the assassins by letting off fireworks on the Fifth of November. Grown-ups don’t do it much these days, but the youngsters do.”

Grim silence, the King and courtiers gazing fixedly. Arthur grinned a little and then subsided, glancing from one to the other.

“It’s true,” Kitty confirmed in a tiny voice.

“Marry, but thou art story tellers indeed,” Egbert declared, and then he quaked with mirth. “That assassins would dare to try and destroy Parliament with flame powders is fantastic! But no matter, thou tellest the story well and therefore ’tis to thy credit.”

“I do not believe,” said a stony voice, “that there is such a powder! ’Tis naught but clever lies to deceive thee, Majesty. Lies and necromancy, mayhap.”

The speaker rose as he finished talking—a hatchet-faced man with a nut-cracker nose and pointed chin. He wore no wig and was totally bald. Upon his flowing robes were queerly designed symbols and stars.

“Thou dost question the word of thy ruler, Vandilon?” Egbert demanded.

“Nay, sire, I wouldst not question thy word—only the works of these two impostors! They have admitted that by their own devices they didst kill His Excellency Hector—and that, whether he wert secret rebel or otherwise, is still murder.”

“A murrain seize thee!” snorted Caleb. “To destroy a suspect enemy of His Majesty wast an act of wisdom. ’Twas not murder!”

Egbert glanced from Caleb to Vandilon, but did not comment. This appeared to be one of those moments when he was being swayed by the opinions of those around him.

“All of us knew,” Caleb continued, “that Hector wast a traitor, but none of us hadst the courage to destroy him as he deserved! It wert left to these two strangers to do that, and for that, say I, they doth deserve a rich reward I speaketh,” Caleb added humbly, “with your Majesty’s permission, of course.”

“A pointless observation, Caleb, since thou hast already spoken,” Egbert retorted. “’Tis natural that thou wilt support the strangers in the murder of Hector, but now, since Vandilon has spoken, I am minded to wonder.”

“Your Majesty does me honour to heed my humble words,”, Vandilon murmured, inclining his head. “I speaketh as always, with thy interests in mind——”

“Who in blue blazes are you, anyway?” Arthur demanded, suddenly plucking up courage.

“I am His Majesty’s necromancer! Wizard extraordinary, dispenser of mysterious and all-powerful potions which can bring sorrow or joy at will. As such I question thy absurd artifice in that thou darest to say thou hast come from a future Time. Yea, and I question too thy mystic powder with which thou destroyed His Excellency Hector.”

“Thou canst not question that,” Egbert observed moodily. “With mine own eyes I saw the explosion and the death which ensued.”

“ ’Twas, I dare to say, naught but a demonstration of the Black Arts. I have studied these things, Majesty, and I know. I have refrained from the practice of the Black Arts for the especial reason that they art so dangerous. Here, I swear, we have two who stop at nothing—who have beguiled thy Majesty into believing in that which doth not exist.”

Arthur felt quickly for his flame gun, only he no longer had it. It had, of course, run out of charges, and Kitty’s, which he had borrowed, had been left behind after the unfortunate incident with the chandelier. Vandilon noticed his uncertain movements and smiled coldly.

“What dost thou seek, my friend?” he asked slowly.

“I was looking for the flame gun with which I demonstrated, but I do not appear to have it——”

“Even if thou hadst it it would not change what has happened,” Egbert observed. “Thou sent flame from a nozzle—that I swear I saw——”

“And this mystic powder with which thou killed Hector,” Vandilon broke in. “What was its composition?”

“Saltpetre, sulphur and carbon.”

The necromancer reflected, frowning. Arthur looked at him pugnaciously, but did not say anything. Even King Egbert was silent It was more than evident that he was just a little overawed by this sinister, hatchet-faced being who claimed association with the powers of Darkness.

“Saltpetre, sulphur and carbon art often used in the preparation of necromantic potions,” Vandilon commented at length, “but I never heard of them all being used at once, and alone. I wilt make a bargain with thee, Purple Wizard, since thy powers challenge mine.”

“Do they?” Arthur asked, surprised.

“Surely ’tis obvious? His Majesty has graciously designated thee as the Purple Wizard, which places thee on a par with myself. There cannot be two great necromancers in one court. ’Twould lead to constant friction.”

“Probably would,” Arthur admitted, reflecting. “All right, what’s the bargain?”

“Pit thy power against mine! Thou dost swear that the three substances thou hast named can destroy by violence and flame. I declare that my necromancy is such that I canst cast a spell over these powders and prevent them working in the way thou claimest. Whomever of us proves the stronger necromancer shalt be entitled to all his Majesty’s favours.”

“’Tis a pretty plan,” Egbert approved. “Thou dost agree, Purple Wizard, and thou, Kitty the Proud?”

Arthur hesitated for a moment. He knew perfectly well that in the original combination of sulphur, carbon and saltpetre he had been a fool for luck in that he had the right combination for gunpowder. Less, or more, of one ingredient than the other could have resulted in fuming smoke—or nothing at all. So it might happen now without having exact knowledge of the quantities required.

“What happens if we decline?” Kitty asked anxiously, and at that Egbert stroked his beard.

“If thou declinest my friends, I shalt be forced to think that thou didst indeed use naught but the Black Arts to destroy Hector—and however convenient his death might have been we canst not tolerate the demonstration of Black Magic. Those who perpetrate it must die.”

“It makes no difference, then,” Kitty insisted, “that we rid you of a dangerous enemy, no matter what the method?”

“No difference at all, Kitty the Proud. A Black Magician must perish in flames. Such ist law.”

“What in heck’s all the rumpus about?” Arthur demanded abruptly. “We didn’t practice Black Arts, Kitty, and you well know it! Just good old gunpowder, and what we did once we’ll do again. Bring on the saltpetre, carbon and sulphur! And a pestle and mortar!”

“So be it,” Vandilon murmured, and turning sharply he gave an order to a distant attendant.

Round the table the councillors of State sat waiting, Egbert still fondling his beard and betraying an obviously divided allegiance between Arthur and the hawk-nosed Vandilon. Kitty drifted a little closer to Arthur and gripped his arm.

“Why did you hesitate in the first place?” she muttered. “Don’t you realise that our lives may depend on this? This blighter with the nut-cracker nose means business.”

“I’m quite aware of it—but don’t blame me if there isn’t an explosion. The fates may not be so generous a second time.”

Further conversation was not possible for fear of attracting too much attention, so there followed a long wait until at last the servant returned with the required materials and the pestle and mortar. Arthur took them, muttered a prayer, and then set to work, watched by the necromancer’s supercilious eyes. It was plain that he had absolute power and if he won this trick Egbert would do exactly as he was told, so strong was the ingrain of superstition in these as yet quite unenlightened people.

“A fire!” Arthur commanded, rising. “I must have a fire and a metal tray!”

The fire was brought—an evil-smelling charcoal object made of iron rings. It fumed abominably and, as he dried his dangerous combination of elements over the heat, using the tray provided, Arthur coughed and choked and his eyes brimmed with tears. At last he was ready and King Egbert nodded approval.

“Thou wilt require a slave to carry a flame to the powder?” he questioned, but Arthur shook his head.

“Not this time, sire. There’s nobody I wish to harm—as I did in the case of Hector. I will——”

“Harm!” echoed Vandilon in scorn. “Dost thou think that with that dotard’s concoction thou canst destroy? Give it to me! Command me what I must do—and I wilt pit my powers against thine by calling down all the legions of necromancy to protect me from harm.”

“Don’t talk like a damned fool!” Arthur snapped. “If you put a light on this stuff you’ll be blown clean to blazes—same as Hector was.”

“Hector wast not a necromancer, He hadst no powers to call upon as I have. Give me the tray!”

“Let him have it,” Kitty murmured. “If he blows himself up it’ll be to our advantage. Sorry to sound bloodthirsty, but right now it’s every man for himself.”

Arthur still hesitated, but finally Vandilon whisked the tray from him and held it aloft.

“So thou requirest a flame to be driven into the powder?” he questioned. “Thou canst easily be gratified—but I warn thee, Purple One, my powers are greater than thine.”

Arthur said nothing. With Kitty gripping his arm and the whole assembly watching intently, Vandilon took the lighted “candle-bracket” which was handed to him by one of the servants, but before he could plunge it into the gunpowder Arthur gave a yelp of dismay.

“Wait a minute! Wait! Go to the far end of the chamber so that others may not be involved!”

“As thou wishest.” The necromancer gave an evil smile and fled into the distance. Finally he paused, and with a considerable amount of dramatic flourishing finally brought the flaming candle down into the gunpowder. Arthur shut his eyes, and so did Kitty—but there was no sound, except Vandilon’s mocking laughter after a moment or two.

“So thou art a great wizard?” he asked bitterly, coming forward and draining gunpowder through his fingers. “Thou thought to destroy with thy mystic powder? I told thee my power is greater than thine.”

“Can’t be!” Arthur snapped, realising the King’s relentless eye was upon him. “Let me see that stuff!”

He whisked it away on its tray from the necromancer’s hand and then tossed some of it into the nearby portable fire. There was a fuming purple brilliance and an evil stench—a glow which looked as burning soot might look as it falls on a cindery fire—and that was all.

“I missed it!” Arthur panted, staring at Kitty. “I got the ingredients wrong this time—just as I was afraid I would. I didn’t see how——”

“So,” Egbert rumbled, rising majestically, “thou art a great wizard Purple One and hast come from a future Time? Dost thou still claim that ridiculous story?”

“It isn’t ridiculous! Damn it, what more do you people want? I’ve demonstrated everything as far as I possibly can. This time I didn’t happen to work the formula properly and——”

“This time,” Egbert interrupted deliberately, “thou art dealing with a master of wizardry. There is none the equal of Vandilon, not even thou. Since then, thou hast failed in the supreme test, there canst only be one answer. Thou didst destroy Hector by Black Magic and naught else. For bringing about his death as thou didst I am grateful: but for using Black Arts wherewith to accomplish it thou and Kitty the Proud hast transgressed.”

“The answer for the Black Arts is death,” said Vandilon with supreme satisfaction.

“Aye,” acceded the gathered councillors.

“What kind of superstitious fools are you?” Kitty demanded desperately, striding forward to the table and thumping it. “You are men and women of intelligence—or supposed to be—and yet you listen to this dispenser of potions and fancy phrases! Gosh, if only I had a good automatic I’d make you see magic such as you’ve never seen before——”

“Silence!” Egbert stormed. “How darest thou address the assembly of courtiers thus? Dost thou not realise thou art addressing the courtiers and advisers of the King of England?”

Kitty flashed an angry glance. “I’m addressing a bunch of little-brained, superstitious fools ’cept perhaps for you, Caleb. You’ve done your best to help us, but what’s one against so many?”

“Seize them!” Egbert commanded, and instantly guards sprang into action. Before Arthur or Kitty could do a thing to help themselves their arms were pinned tightly and held. Egbert eyed them grimly and then slowly reseated himself. Nearby the sinister Vandilon, to whom chance had given the winning decision, stood impassively with his hands tucked in the ends of his wide sleeves.

“’Tis ill,” Egbert said, “that thou canst not substantiate thy fantastic claim of having come from a future Time. That leaveth only the conclusion that thou art experts in the Black Arts which the honourable Vandilon hath discovered. It also meaneth that thou handest to me a useless powder for the protection of my kingdom against mine enemies. Hadst I used it it would have done naught to save me. I realise now, Purple One, why thou couldst not give me the real formula. Thou knewest that, since I do not practise the Black Arts, I couldst not have understood.”

“Nothing of the sort!” Arthur yelled, tugging uselessly against the iron-fingered guard holding him. “We’re perfectly honest people, both of us, separated from you by a thousand years of education and knowledge. Kill us—as you obviously intend—and you may bring untold horrors down on your heads!”

“Why?” Egbert questioned coldly. “Because may-hap the powers of Darkness will object to us destroying two of their very worthy millions?”

“No—because you’ll wreck history, or the line of Time, or something! I don’t expect you to understand this, any of you, because at this stage you haven’t the faintest conception of what is meant by ‘science.’ But it amounts to this: you cannot destroy that which is, and it is an incontrovertible fact that Kitty and I are born! That we have matured to our present age, and that we did so in the twenty odd years preceding 1967. Therefore, if you kill us off you make it that we were never born at all and therefore that we do not exist, and never did! It can’t be done! It’s at variance with all natural law.”

“To the end thou hast a nimble tongue,” Egbert commented half in admiration. “Marry, I wouldst fain retain thee both for moments when I tire of my advisers, for moments when I wish to travel on the wings of fantasy. I say that in all truth for I like thee both. But thy obedience to the Black Arts thou canst not deny, therefore thou must die.”

Arthur relaxed hopelessly. He had played his last cards and there was nothing more he could do. Kitty gave him a frightened glance and Egbert turned to Caleb.

“Caleb, what ist the hour?”

“It lacketh but five minutes of the tenth hour, your Majesty.”

Egbert nodded and looked back again to Arthur and Kitty.

“’Tis with regret, my adroit friends, that I sentence thee to die at the stake, but such is the law for the perpetrators of Black Magic.”

“The stake!” Kitty shrieked. “You don’t mean burn us to death! You can’t!”

“Aye, that ist the penalty.” Egbert sighed and then motioned briefly. “Away with them to the square!”

The fight which Arthur and Kitty put up was a tough one, but against the powerful muscles of the guards they did not stand a chance. Shouting and kicking they were dragged out of the court-room, down the long stone hallway, and finally into the broad quadrangle fronting the “palace,” which was presumably the square referred to. Here, ominously deserted and their bases blackened for a considerable area, were two massive metal stakes fitted with chains.

“They can’t do this!” Kitty shouted frantically, struggling like a wildcat. “It isn’t even civilised! Arthur, do something!”

“Such as?” he demanded helplessly. “I’ve clean run out of tricks, and that old necromancer will see I don’t pull anything else——”

He was given no further chance to argue. Clutched relentlessly he was dragged to the left-hand stake and the chains were quickly brought into operation. They were wound with excruciating tightness about his body, pinning his wrists to the rear of the stake. When at last he was left immovably pinned he turned his head to look at Kitty, and beheld her in a similar plight, her hair tumbled over her face. She was still shouting insults, mixed with pleadings, at the top of her voice.

“Lay off it, Kit!” Arthur told her. “The more you rage at these folk the more they’ll place you in the wrong! Call on the gods of the future! Call on the spirits of Time! Do all you can to shake their superstitious souls!”

Arthur realised he was talking rubbish. Indeed he hardly realised what he was saying, so extreme was his fear. He and Kitty kept on babbling absurd exhortations to the supposed gods of the future whilst they watched in horror the great piles of brushwood being dragged into view. These were stacked waist high around them, and by the time this had been done the square had begun to fill with the oddly-dressed, Puritan-like people of the time. Dispassionately they surveyed the two helplessly chained figures at the stakes.

Then everybody knelt as King Egbert himself came into view. He looked troubled, but nevertheless determined.

“As I didst say before, I regret having to part with thee,” his voice boomed. “But be it known before all who standeth here that thou hast both been found guilty of dabbling with the Black Arts, and for that thou must die!” Egbert raised one hand on high. “It is ten minutes past the hour and the moment of sentence hath come. Light the fires!”

“No!” Kitty screamed, tearing so hard on the chains that blood streaks showed on her arms. “Wait, Majesty! We can yet prove that we——”

Egbert turned away. Kitty became silent, staring dumbly as two of the guards came forward with lighted torches. One headed towards the brushwood pile around her feet, the other towards Arthur. Simultaneously the dry wood piles were lighted, and sickening smoke rose on the still air.

The smoke became a glow, and the glow became flame. Arthur and Kitty both felt the searing heat surge around them and saw the flames shoot avidly upwards. The vision of the dispassionately watching people was blotted out by a quivering wall of light.

And, somehow, it did not look like the light of a fire. It had an amber quality about it, a fact of which Egbert, Vandilon and the assembled dignitaries all became aware at the same moment. Spellbound, they watched the flames crackling upwards around the stakes—but something had happened to the two figures chained thereto. As they struggled they became transparent—then within a matter of seconds the chains dropped slackly, no longer holding the two bodies in place.

“Marry!” Egbert whispered, staring fixedly. “’Tis a triumph of the Black Arts over the powers of justice! They hast gone! Snatched away by those powers upon whom they called——”

“It canst only mean that we wert wrong!” Vandilon interrupted, pale with alarm. “It canst only mean that they spoke truth and that I, for the first time in mine experience, was wrong!”

“And thou lettest me destroy them!” Egbert shouted in fury. “Or, more haply, thou permitted the gods which watched over them to descend and snatch them away! Had they stayed they couldst have haply given me the secret of the powder to give me power over mine enemies The Purple One spoke truth. We wilt never find the secret of that powder, for they art gone forever.”

At that particular moment Arthur and Kitty were not at all sure where they were or what they were doing. The vision of the square, the flames, the watching people, had vanished. Instead they seemed to be reeling in somersaults through space and, presently, there came the ghastly sensation of a world turning inside-out. There followed a feeling of endless dropping through infinity.

A black mist and then a grey one. Presently an abysmal calmness from out of which came a sense of maddening spinning. From out of the haze and chaos there at last merged the glorious familiar outline of a laboratory—and the figure of Professor Addison standing beside the control panel. On the wall nearby the clock stood at exactly ten minutes past ten.

It took Arthur several moments to realise that Kitty, dishevelled and bewildered, her face and arms blackened with smoke, was standing beside him on the transmission plate of the Time Cyclotron. In a corner the humming of a generator whined down the scale and ceased.

Professor Addison turned, and with utter thankfulness on his face he came forward. From a further corner, her eyes wide in amazement, his wife also advanced.

“Heaven be praised!” Addison cried, holding out his hands. “I was not too late after all. I feared that due to the current having been cut off I might have lost you—but at exactly ten past ten, as I had calculated, the switches operated——”

He paused as the two lurched forward, suffering now from the reaction of their narrow escape and the backward journey to 1967. Between them, Addison and his wife helped the two into chairs, gave them brandy, and then Addison went to work to patch up the chain abrasions on Kitty’s arms.

“Did you actually reach the year 828?” he asked anxiously, when it seemed to him the two were able to speak again.

“Reach it!” Arthur echoed. “We only just escaped being burned at the stake! You can still smell the smoke on our clothes! And look at the dirt we’ve collected.”

“Tell me everything,” Addison urged, his eyes bright.

“Later,” Kitty implored. “We’re worn out and hungry, Dad.”

“I should think so too!” Edith Addison declared. “I never heard of such a business!” Her eyes switched to her husband. “You ought to be downright ashamed of yourself, subjecting these two young people to such horrors——”

“No, no, not horrors,” Arthur interrupted. “It was a bit grim whilst it lasted, but we had a grand time in a roundabout sort of way. We met King Egbert, the first King of England, and we blew up his Chief Adviser with gunpowder, and——”

“Come into the house,” Mrs. Addison interposed quietly. “You both need rest and food.”

She was right, and the two young people did not demur. But within an hour they were telling their story in detail, to every word of which Addison listened in rapt attention. When it was over he relaxed and smiled.

“Which proves my reasoning to be justified!” he exclaimed. “To science you two young people have given the greatest discovery ever known——”

“Do you mean science generally?” Kitty questioned. “I had the idea you were keeping this secret to yourself?”

“That was my original intention, but events forced my hand, and now every scientist in the world is waiting for this story. Later I will tell you why you did not come back on time. For the moment rest. I must get your story dictated to the newspapers immediately.”

“A moment,” Arthur said as Addison rose to go. “How about that business with the gunpowder? Gunpowder was discovered long after 828, even though I showed it to Egbert and, by lucky chance, made it work once. Why the delay in finding the formula again, I wonder?”

Addison shrugged. “We can only guess at that, my boy. Maybe Egbert was convinced that only you could make the powder work, and when you had gone he did not try to have it rediscovered. Of course we could settle the problem——”

“How?” Kitty asked sleepily.

“You could go back to 828 and discover why the——”

“No!” the two young voices yelled simultaneously, and Addison chuckled.

“I rather thought you’d decline. Never mind, Time travel—or Time transition, rather—has been proven to be possible, so between you you have smashed yet another of the barriers which lie between man and the knowledge of all things.”

 

THE END
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