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Enter the SF Gateway …


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:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





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.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









INTRODUCTION


BEFORE THE TRIFFIDS…


To those who have enjoyed The Day of the Triffids, The Kraken Wakes and other John Wyndham novels, it may come as a surprise to know that he was writing imaginative fiction with conspicuous success forty years ago. His novels, The Secret People and Stowaway to Mars (both recently republished by Coronet Books), delighted tens of thousands of readers when they first appeared in the 1930s as serial stories in a popular weekly as well as in volume form. Most of his shorter stories, however, first appeared in a magazine specialising in ‘science fiction’ (a term he detested) which was published in the U.S.A., which offered the only receptive market for most of his work in this genre. Writing under his own name, John Beynon Harris became familiar to readers of Wonder Stories as a contributor of thoroughly convincing tales in which the motivating idea, however fantastic, was always subservient to the narrative and the characters as believable as the background, however exotic.


Not until 1937, when the British magazine Tales of Wonder began to cultivate this restricted field, were more than a few hundred readers on this side of the Atlantic able to enjoy such stories as you will find in this volume. And soon afterwards came Fantasy, to widen still further the international circle of admirers who knew him equally well as John Beynon.


In the days before the world had heard of Wernher von Braun or Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, the concept of space-travel was derided by all but the readers and writers of science fiction. To John Beynon the notion was part of his stock-in-trade, which he replenished by listening to the debates of the British Interplanetary Society, then a mere handful of enthusiasts. In ‘The Last Lunarians,’ with its visions of lunar diggings, he anticipated today’s Moonwalk activities with an accuracy which would seem uncanny if we did not know how well he did his research—among speculations as well as facts. Hopefully, the disastrous turn of events in ‘Derelict of Space’ will be avoided; but the idea of salvaging vessels which have come to grief in the interplanetary void is not inconsistent with recent orbital crises which have kept the whole world in suspense.


The mythical kingdom of ‘Spheres of Hell’ might seem, now, even more remote. Yet the irony is still to be relished, and I have been tempted to include it here because, for sheer artistry combined with originality, it has always appealed to me as among the finest examples of John Beynon’s work. In ‘Child of Power,’ for which he used the pseudonym Wyndham Parkes (derived from two of his middle names), those who are familiar with The Midwich Cuckoos may recognise a near-relative of those remarkable children. But perhaps the most startling of all his creations are the insectile machines you will encounter in ‘Wanderers of Time,’ one of his more ambitious tales which takes us into the future to a time when man is no longer the dominant creature on this planet. Here is a story which will never cease to evoke the essential quality of wonder which is the basis of all good science fiction.


WALTER GILLINGS


May 1972


Ilford, Essex









WANDERERS OF TIME


CHAPTER ONE


THE TIME-TRAVELLER


THE pompous little man who had been strutting his way through a wood near the Saber property, a few miles out of Chicago, came suddenly to a standstill, blinked rapidly and dropped his lower jaw. For perhaps five seconds he stared before him with a fish-like expression of astonishment; then a fear of the inexplicable, inherited from far-off ancestors, sent him scuttling for cover. Once in the safe obscurity of the bushes, he turned again to goggle amazedly at the centre of the glade.


A moment before, he had faced a small clearing holding in itself nothing more substantial than golden sunlight. Then, even as he looked—he was certain he had neither blinked nor turned his head—a glittering cylinder had appeared; and it stayed there, in the exact centre of the open space, looking like an immense projectile of polished steel—an apparition sudden and alarming enough to make the little man entirely justified in running. Now, from his vantage-point, he examined it with less panic and a rising indignation. The cylinder’s length he estimated at somewhere about eighteen feet, and its diameter at three feet The metal covering appeared at this range to be seamless, and it scintillated in the afternoon sunshine with a harsh brightness.


‘Not quite like steel,’ he corrected himself. ‘Colder … more like chromium plate. But what the devil is it?’


The discretion of remaining among the bushes appealed to him far more than the valour of a closer inspection. A large object like this, which could appear abruptly and in complete silence before one’s very nose, was to be treated with circumspection. Less than half a minute later, he snatched a sudden breath. A rectangular patch of darkness had become visible in the upper surface of the cylinder. Fascinatedly, he watched the slit broaden as a panel was slid back. A man’s head was thrust cautiously through the opening, turning to left and right as he reconnoitred. Presently, seemingly satisfied that he was unobserved, he slid the panel back to its limit and levered himself out of the opening.


A glance at the man’s full face brought a short gasp from the watcher, and he moved involuntarily, snapping a twig beneath his foot. For a moment he held his breath, but became easier when the other showed no sign of having heard the sharp crack. He had turned back to his machine—for such it seemed to be—and with one arm plunged into the dark interior, was fumbling for something. When he straightened again, the little man stiffened, for the right hand held a ponderous revolver which pointed in his direction. Any hope that this might be accidental was quickly dispersed.


‘Come on,’ commanded the man in the glade. ‘Out of that, quick!’


He flourished his weapon impatiently at the watcher’s momentary hesitation. ‘Put ’em up, and come out,’ he repeated.


The man in the bushes waited no longer. Hands well above his head, he marched into the open.


‘Who are you?’ asked the other.


‘Henry Q. Jones,’ the little man answered. He was finding himself less afraid of the man before him than he had been of the impersonal cylinder. He even added: ‘Who are you, if it comes to that?’


‘My name is no business of yours,’ replied the other, watching him closely, ‘but it happens to be Roy Saber.’


Henry Q. Jones’ mouth started to open, and then shut quickly.


‘You don’t believe me?’


Henry Q. grunted noncommitally.


‘Why not?’


‘Well, if you must know, for one thing, Roy Saber is younger than you are—though you’re mighty like him—and, another thing, I happened to see Roy Saber board the Chicago train a couple of hours ago.’


‘Awkward,’ commented the other. ‘Nevertheless, I am Roy Saber.’ He contemplated his captive for a moment.


Henry Q. Jones returned the scrutiny with curiosity. The other’s clothes differed greatly from the little man’s propriety of dress. His suit was of an unusually bright blue, and though the trousers were full in cut, the jacket fitted closely; and though it gave a double-breasted effect, the front flap was in reality carried right across to the left side and secured by a zip-fastener. The broad lapel was of a slightly lighter shade of blue and stretched, like a triangular slash, from the right shoulder to its apex on the left of the waist. The neck-opening showed a soft collar with surprisingly long points, and a tie striped with the two blues of the suit.


‘Well, Henry Q.,’ he said at length. ‘I’ve nothing against you personally except that you are a damned nuisance, but I’ll have to tie you up or you might ditch the whole plan.’


Roy Saber was inexpert at trussing. He used more rope than was necessary, and his knots were the jumbles of the amateur; nevertheless, he contrived to reduce the other to a state of log-like immobility. Then he produced a handkerchief and carefully began to roll it diagonally.


‘I’m sorry, but I can’t afford to have you bawling for help. Open!’


Henry Q.’s mouth remained obstinately shut. He received a painful jab in the ribs.


‘Open!’


He opened. His captor turned back to the cylinder and carefully shut the entrance-panel. Then he thrust the big revolver into a pocket, and picked up the bound man. At the edge of the clearing, he laid him down among the concealing bushes.


‘I’ll only be about a couple of hours,’ he remarked considerately.


Henry Q. twisted his head and glared balefully after him as he disappeared between the tree-trunks.


Roy Saber was back in something under the two hours, and he did not return alone. By his side walked a girl, whose fair hair shimmered in the shafts of sunlight which penetrated the foliage. Her face was fresh-coloured and her chin was rounded, but firm. With her blue eyes and impertinent nose, none could deny her prettiness; but somehow her mouth, though not too small, failed to suggest an equable disposition. She looked up at her companion with a slightly puzzled frown.


‘But, Roy,’ she said, ‘you look older. Your hair’s not all black—I’m sure I can see grey streaks here and there. And you’re wearing such funny clothes. What’s happened?’


‘I am older, Betty, but there’s no time to explain just now. You must wait a bit.’


He looked admiringly at her, so neat and lithe in her close-fitting red frock—a deep red, to contrast with her fairness. They paused beside the clump of bushes where he had hidden Henry Q. As he parted the leaves, Betty heard him mutter under his breath.


‘What is it?’


Roy did not answer for a moment. He stared thoughtfully at a few tangled cords which were the only evidence of Henry Q.’s late presence. Then he glanced out at the clearing where the cylinder still lay.


‘Wait a minute,’ he directed, and ran off to one side. He was back in less than the minute. ‘It’s all right,’ he said, leading her into the open. ‘I thought someone might be laying for me behind the machine.’


He thought for a moment. ‘I meant to talk to you a bit before we risked anything, but this changes things. We’ll have to hurry.’


‘I don’t understand—what are you talking about?’


‘I’ll explain it all later,’ he said, as he hastened her towards the cylinder. He drew the revolver from his pocket, and she looked at it askance.


‘What——?’


‘Later,’ he repeated, hurriedly sliding back two panels in the curved surface. He pointed to the end space. ‘In you get, Betty!’


She peered doubtfully at the dark opening. It was possible to see that the whole of the interior was thickly padded and supplied with loose cushions.


‘But——’


‘Quick, quick!’ he insisted, lifting and helping her through the space. He slid the cover over her. Even as it clicked into place, he heard a crackle of running feet among the trees and a voice came bellowing across the clearing.


‘Stop where you are! Put ’em up!’


Henry Q. Jones had evidently returned, with reinforcements. With eel-like agility, Roy slid into the cylinder. As he did so, two men in uniform burst from the trees and came pelting into the clearing, pistols in hand.


‘He’s got a gun,’ called Henry Q.’s voice from somewhere behind them.


Roy had a glimpse of one of the policemen taking aim. Like lightning, he ducked and slammed the panel over his head. There came a crash as the bullet struck the cylinder somewhere forward of him. He blanched at the thought of the blob of lead in its delicate machinery, but thanked the Lord it had hit the forward compartment and not the rear, where Betty lay. In frenzied haste, he twisted the dials on his small control-panel, and snapped in the minor switches.


The policemen had reached the cylinder now. They were battering on it with their pistol-butts, and Roy could hear their voices raised in a muffled shouting. With a desperate hope that the shot had injured no vital part, he wrenched over the main switch.


Outside two bewildered policemen stared open-mouthed at each other. Even while they hammered on its walls, the cylinder had vanished without trace.


‘Well I’ll be——!’ one muttered. The other said nothing; he looked badly scared. Henry Q. Jones emerged from the safety of the trees.


‘And you call yourselves cops,’ he sneered, unpleasantly.


Roy’s biggest surprise, when he had made his first journey in the cylindrical machine, had been the entire absence of sensation. He had closed the sliding lid and shut out the view of his workroom. Then he had pulled the switch and waited, tensely, for something to happen. Apparently nothing did, and he had started to reopen the panel with the conviction that the experiment had miscarried and that further adjustment would be necessary. He had gasped to find that, after all, the contrivance had worked perfectly—had, in fact, moved him back ten years in time, without changing his position on Earth.


It was the more surprising in the face of the witnesses’ prophecy of utter failure. Sam Hanson, his attorney, had protested:


‘It’s ridiculous, Roy—impossible! Why, if you did go back ten years, you would have to be in two places at one and the same time—you might even meet yourself! It would be entire confusion. Just think of the disorganisation that success would imply. There’d be neither past nor future anymore.’


Roy had shook his head. ‘I shan’t meet my younger self: I should remember it now, if that meeting had ever occurred. And as for being in two places at the same time—well, why not? Has anyone ever proved it impossible? It is just a ridiculous assertion made by persons completely ignorant of the nature of time. Anyway, I’m going to try!’


And he had succeeded. Succeeded, not only in travelling through time, but also in his main purpose, which was the finding of Betty. Now he was carrying her home in triumph. He had meant to put the plan before her first, but the intrusion of Henry Q. Jones had upset that. It would be good to see the amazed faces in his work-room when they both climbed out of the machine. …


For a second after he had pulled the switch, nothing happened. Then there came a jolt. The cylinder swayed, as though poised uncertainly. Further and further over it leaned, until it tilted violently over to the right, rolling him up the padded side of his compartment. As it twisted, he wondered what could have happened; after that, he became too busy to speculate. The cylinder was bumping unevenly, and turning with increasing speed. Grimly, he drove his elbows and knees into the padding, in an effort to wedge his body instead of having it bounced around like a ball. The forward end brought up against some obstruction with a crash; the machine slewed violently, and the bump with which Roy’s head met the end of the compartment was but little softened by the padding.


He thought with anguish of the havoc that crash must have caused amid the mechanism. He stretched one hand up towards the sliding panel. The movement, small as it was, served to upset the precarious balance. Again the cylinder canted over, and recommenced its jolting progress, spinning and bouncing like a runaway barrel as it went. After long-drawn minutes, it slowed and rolled jerkily to a stop. Roy moved cautiously to assure himself that, this time, it was stable. It was, but he made a disconcerting discovery.


‘Betty!’ he shouted.


‘Yes?’ Her voice came faintly through the partition between their compartments.


‘Are you all right?’


The reply was unintelligible.


‘We’re upside down,’ he continued, ‘and I can’t open the panel. When I call three, throw yourself against the right side, and we may be able to roll on half a turn.’ He paused, then: ‘One—two—three.’


The cylinder lurched a little, hovered, and then settled back.


‘Try again.’


The second attempt met with no more success than the first. Roy wiped his brow; it was getting very warm in the cramped quarters.


‘Something in the way,’ he called. ‘Better try swinging her from side to side, and see if we can roll over it.’


They struggled for over a minute, but very little movement was possible. There appeared to be obstructions on both sides, and Roy began to fear that his time-traveller would prove a double coffin.


‘Once more,’ he yelled.


Still the cylinder refused to surmount the obstacles. Roy lay back, sweating and exhausted, puzzling to find a way out of the situation. Once he thought he heard a movement outside, but decided that it must be the girl stirring.


‘Betty!’ he shouted again.


As though in answer, there came three deliberate taps on the outer wall.


‘Betty, there’s somebody outside! Let’s try again. One—two—three.’


He threw every ounce of his weight against the side. Hesitantly the cylinder rolled, this time, until the ports came uppermost. For a second it hung poised; then there came a clank against the side, just in time to stop it from settling back.


CHAPTER TWO


THE MAN FROM 10,402


SWIFTLY Roy reached up and slid back his panel, to admit a welcome gust of fresh air. Sitting up, he thrust out his head and looked back, to see that Betty’s panel also was open. Her dishevelled head appeared, but she gazed beyond rather than at him. He spun round, and stared in astonishment at the figure which stood by the battered forepart of the cylinder. His surprise was reciprocated, and for some seconds the two faced one another in silence.


Roy felt a shock at the sight of the man before him. He stood barely four feet in height, and his body, hands and feet were in good proportion to that size. But his totally bald head was of normal dimensions—perhaps a trifle larger—and gave an odd effect of being insecurely balanced on his small frame. His visible clothing consisted of a single silvery garment designed on the lines of a smock, but caught around his waist by a broad leather belt to which a number of dangling objects were hooked.


He approached them as they climbed out of the cylinder. Betty shrank back, an expression of disgust on her face. Roy pulled himself together.


‘You speak English?’ he inquired.


‘English is my language,’ the other replied, his accent differing but little from Roy’s own. He continued to regard the two with a puzzled air.


‘Then we have you to thank for our rescue. I am Roy Saber, and this lady is Miss Betty Mordan.’


‘And I,’ returned the little man, ‘am Del Two-Forty-A.’


In the ensuing pause, Roy became aware of the unexpected aspect of the countryside. A large, red Sun was pouring down from the cloudless sky to show, not the fertile land he had left, but a tumbled scene of sand and rock. Nowhere was it relieved by a single soothing patch of green, and over all hung the deathly silence of desolation. They stood in a steep-sided valley, whose floor was dotted with fallen masses of rock and banked in many parts with drifts of sand. An unhurried river ran twisting past them, disappearing where the curve of the valley cut off their view, a mile away. There was inexpressible dreariness in the barren vista. Roy glanced up at the hillside behind them.


‘It’s a miracle we weren’t smashed in rolling down there,’ he murmured.


‘It certainly is,’ replied Betty’s voice, harshly. ‘And no credit to you, either. Now suppose you get us back—and quick. I’d like to know what sort of game you think you’re playing with me?’


Roy stared at her, and then recovered himself. After all, there was some excuse for her tone.


‘Something went wrong,’ he began. ‘That cop——’


‘Oh, yes? Something went wrong, did it? Well, it’s your job to see that it darned well goes right again. Say, do you realise that this is abduction?’


Roy spread his hands helplessly, looking ruefully at his ruined time-traveller.


‘I can’t make that work again. When the cop fired into the machinery, he jammed something. And now that roll down here’s smashed the thing right up.’


The dwarf had been peering interestedly into the wreckage of the fore-part, prying among the tangled wiring and examining the remains of shattered vacuum tubes. Still looking perplexed, he turned to Roy again.


‘What is your date?’ he asked.


Roy suffered another surprise. He had not expected the immediate recognition of his time-traveller for what it was.


‘I’m from 1951,’ he replied.


‘1941,’ Betty corrected. ‘What’s wrong with your memory?’


‘No, 1951. I’ll explain later.’


‘So early? That is remarkable,’ said the little man, indicating the cylinder. ‘My own date is 10,402.’


‘Say, what is all this about?’ Betty demanded.


‘It means that the cop’s shot has landed us in the year 10,402.’ Roy informed her.


Betty’s regard was scornful and scathing. ‘Suppose,’ she suggested, ‘you quit the kidding. I’m in no mood for it. What’s more, the sooner you get us back home, the better it’s going to be for you. Get me?’


Roy stared at her. Her menacing tone of voice shocked him. He felt bewildered, as though the girl he knew had suddenly turned into a stranger. In his surprise, he had forgotten Del, who broke in as he turned:


‘You are mistaken. I meant to say only that I started from the year 10,402. What this year is, I do not know—save that it is many millennia later.’


‘That’s right,’ said Betty. ‘You must keep the joke up! But I’m not laughing—I can’t see that you’re both so damned funny as you think you are.’


A plaintive expression passed over Del’s face. ‘What does she mean?’ he inquired.


Roy changed the subject. Turning to the dwarf: ‘Why did you come to this year?’ he asked.


Del shook his head. ‘Something was wrong with my machine, just as something was wrong with yours. It is over there.’ He pointed to a large boulder some twenty yards away. The end of a bright metal bar protruded from behind it.


‘It is smashed too?’


‘Only slightly damaged.’


‘Let’s go and look at it.’


Before they left the cylinder, Roy groped in the control compartment and produced his revolver. He stuffed a handful of cartridges into each side pocket, and they moved off. Betty followed sulkily.


Del’s machine bore no resemblance to his own. The impression it gave was of a cubical cage with six-foot sides, and built of an intricate criss-cross strutting of two metals, one silvery, the other black. A padded bucket-seat was set in the middle, with a small control-board before it. The driving mechanism was evidently contained in three black boxes clamped to the base framework and inter-connected by heavy cables. Roy’s heart sank as he saw it. An idea that parts of his own cylinder might be used to render Del’s machine workable was roughly quashed. The two contrivances had nothing constructionally in common.


Del mutely pointed to one base corner, where the framework was wrenched and sadly twisted. It was also noticeable that the cover of one of the black boxes was split open. Roy leaned over to examine the damage more closely.


‘You see,’ Del began, ‘unlike your machine, this works by the capillary absorption of light. The rays striking——’


‘Look, look!’ cried Betty, behind them.


They wheeled to find her pointing up at the sky-line of the opposite hill, where a row of strange objects was progressing in single file. There was nothing to give them scale, and Roy was able to estimate their height only very roughly in the neighbourhood of twenty feet. Each consisted of an egg-shaped main bulk balanced upon two trellised supports, tapering towards the ground. These ‘legs’ were jointed in the middle and, like the ‘body’ above, were coloured a bright red. Around the main upper bulk, complexities of levers were folded.


For some seconds, the three stood motionless and staring. ‘What——?’ Roy began; but Del shook his head before the question was formed. There had been nothing like these in his century.


From the leader of the five red contrivances, a jointed arm suddenly swept to the ground and caught up a rock. Without pausing in its stride, it sent the mass, fully half a ton in weight, sailing across the valley. Somewhere on the hill behind them it landed, with a crash and a clatter of metal. Roy abruptly dragged his companions into the shadow of the nearest boulder, fearful that discovery might bring a rock hurtling in their direction.


The red machines strode on their way with unhurried, stilted gait, a faint metallic clanking accompanying their movements. Apparently the rock had accomplished its purpose, whatever that might be: at any rate, no more followed, and the metal arm was refolded against the egg-shaped body-piece. The three watched in silence as the five red figures carried themselves away in long, stiff strides. Even Betty’s indignation had momentarily given way to nervousness.


‘What were they?’ she demanded.


Roy shrugged his shoulders. Speculation was worse than useless. He stood up to assure himself that the machines were truly out of sight. As he rose, there came a clatter of metal against stone, a sound rapidly approaching up the valley. His hand snatched at his revolver.


A group of machines came abruptly round the masking turn of the valley. Contrary to Roy’s expectations, they bore little similarity to the rock-hurling monsters of the hill-top. Only the shape of the body-pieces was similar. They stood some seven feet to the highest point of the rounded back, and their egg-shaped hulls progressed with a scurrying motion upon six jointed legs. Four waving metal tentacles protruded from the extreme front and, above them, two lenses were set flush in the smooth case-work.


They stopped at sight of Roy, with the suddenness of complete surprise, and stood motionless save for their waving tentacles. He called in a low tone to the others to remain hidden, and stepped forward, revolver in hand. An indecisive movement ran through the ranks of the machines. They seemed on the point of retreat; but at that moment Betty, ignoring Roy’s advice, chose to emerge from behind the rock.


The machines moved as one, and came scuttering forward with a great waving of tentacles. Three shots from Roy’s revolver crashed among them, with no visible result. He turned, to become aware that Del was now out of concealment, fumbling with a tube which looked like a flashlight.


‘Run!’ Roy snapped. ‘Get to the river!’


He had some faint hope that the machines might not be water-tight. Betty was already fleeing, and Del turned to follow her. Roy stayed long enough to send another three shots, and then started to run with the machines almost upon him, but he made no more than a dozen yards before something fouled his ankle and flung him heavily to earth. As the machines overtook him, he saw Del turn and raise his tube, and two tentacles of the nearest pursuer fell to the ground as though they had been chopped off. Del switched the tube at another, but now there were a half-dozen of the machines bearing down on him.


One more tentacle fell; then, like a silver whip-lash, another struck the tube from the dwarf’s hand and wrapped itself around him. The tube sailed high through the air and fell with a splash into the river. A fountain of steam, like the jetting plume of a geyser, roared into the sky, while the water all around broke, seething and bubbling. Betty, almost at the brink, recoiled. The feeler of a pursuing machine snatched at her, tearing away her red frock. It tossed the garment away, wrapped the feeler like a shining belt about her waist, and carried her back towards Roy and Del.


With relief, Roy saw that no injury seemed intended towards any of the party. Each of them was carefully picked up in a wrapping of tentacles, and the machines set off down the valley in the direction from which they had appeared. For five miles they followed the tortuous river course; then the hills were left behind and they came out upon a level plain where patches of coarse grass, half choked by drifting sand, struggled hardily to grow. The machines changed their formation as they reached the open country, and Roy found that Del’s captor was travelling alongside his own, while Betty’s was some yards in advance. He spoke across to Del, and received assurance that he was uninjured.


‘The most unfortunate thing is that my tube is lost,’ the dwarf added.


‘What was it? I’ve never seen anything like that before.’


‘A heat-ray. You did not have such things in the twentieth century?’


Roy shook his head, and went on to talk about their captors. On this subject, both were equally at a loss.


‘Robots? Distant-control mechanisms? They might be either,’ Del suggested.


‘Or, perhaps, vehicles,’ added Roy. ‘The bodies of the race may have atrophied into complete uselessness and made these machines necessary for carrying the brains.’


Del considered the theory an unlikely one. ‘But they certainly have a high level of intelligence. No doubt you noticed that they are bringing along our wrecked machines?’


Roy, glancing back past the curving metal flank of his captor, could see his battered cylinder supported by the tentacles of two following machines.


CHAPTER THREE


CAPTIVES OF THE MACHINES


BETTY had caught the sound of their voices. She called back, querulously, to know why Roy did not do something. The indignity of capture had done nothing to soothe her temper and, now that no immediate danger threatened, her tone had resumed its nagging quality. After a devastating flow of abuse, Del inquired curiously:


‘Is she hurt?’


‘Yes; but not in the way you mean. She’s been pinked in her pride. She was riled to begin with. Now she’s lost her dress and is being carried over a desert in her underclothes. She’s hurt, all right!’


Del looked surprised at Roy’s tone. He was silent for some moments before he suggested:


‘I wonder whether that red dress had anything to do with the attack? It was at her appearance that the machines went into action, and when the dress was torn away, they became much calmer. Also, the first machines we saw were coloured red. …’


No reply came from Roy. He seemed uninterested in the suggestion. Del relapsed into a contemplative silence.


During their advance, the country was losing severity. The hard, wiry grass gradually became supplanted by a softer type, growing more luxuriantly and almost hiding the sandy soil. A dotting of infrequent, stunted shrubs managed to find sustenance. In the distance, a line of darker green suggested the presence of trees.


‘Thank God for that,’ Roy said, fervently. ‘I had begun to fear that the world might be all desert.’


‘I think we’re headed for that,’ said Del. He nodded ahead towards a vast spike which stabbed up into the heavens.


Roy looked at it. The base was hidden among the trees many miles away, but even at this distance he could tell that its height must be measured in thousands of feet. Observation at such a distance gave no clue to its nature, save that it was too isolated and too abrupt to be a natural formation; yet it was roughly shaped, lacking the symmetry and lines of a normal artificial structure. Its vastness induced a sense of importance and a feeling of fatalism, and he watched it with rising disquiet until the great, red Sun died in a livid blaze.


The machines did not hesitate, but held to their course through a mysterious, dark world in which the only sound was the scuttering of their own progress. Throughout the night they pursued a winding way among the trees, still bearing in the direction of the mighty spire. The darkness appeared to have little or no hampering effect upon them, and dawn found them with but few miles left to cover. And it was with a very weary thankfulness that the captives were carried clear of the forest into the open space surrounding the base of the artificial mountain. For they were not only fatigued, but hungry and thirsty, and oppressed by the impossibility of making their wants known.


The mass of the building at short range was stupendous and overwhelming, rearing before them like an ill-smoothed cliff and dwarfing them into a feeling of helplessness. One high, arched entrance pierced it at ground level, and through this they were borne into ever-increasing gloom.


For five minutes they travelled through pitch-black corridors filled with the scuttering sounds of many mobile machines; then their captors came to a stop, for the first time since they had left the rocky valley. There came a click, followed by a rattle, as a door of sheet metal slid up into the roof. Beyond it was revealed a dimly lit, cavelike hall. The binding tentacles loosened, to set the three on their feet. Gentle thrusts sent them staggering stiffly forward. The metal door clattered down behind them.


For a moment they stood silently gazing about them. The meagre light emanated from a group of translucent balls placed in the middle of the floor, and served to show imperfectly the rear end of the hall. Of the other end, beyond the lights, nothing could be seen but a velvety darkness. Roy took a step forward, and then stopped abruptly at the sound of something moving in the shadows. He drew his revolver and pointed it menacingly, as he continued his advance. Two figures came dimly into view, rounding the clustered light-balls.


‘Stop!’ Roy ordered. He turned to speak to Del, but the little man brushed him aside and rushed excitedly forward, calling to the two figures.


Roy, with Betty beside him, was left to look on wonderingly as the three greeted one another. He could see, now, that the strangers were similar to Del both in stature and clothing. A few moments later, they were led up and introduced. They regarded Roy and Betty with the same curiosity as Del had shown at the first meeting, and evinced the same incredulous surprise at hearing of their twentieth-century origin. Del explained:


‘These are my friends, Kal Two Eleven A and Ril Three Thirty-Two A. They were both of them my assistants,’ he added.


Roy’s wonderment grew. ‘Then you are also from 10,402?’ he asked.


The dwarfed Kal shook his large head. ‘No, we are from 10,424. It took us over twenty years to duplicate the time-travelling machine.’


‘But you know what date we have reached now?’


Again Kal shook his head. ‘We have no more means of discovering than you have. One can only guess——’


The clatter of the metal door cut short his speculation. The group spun round, to see three more human beings urged gently into the hall. There was a fleeting look of alarm on the face of the tallest of the newcomers. As the door rattled down behind them, he produced a black tube and advanced, holding it trained upon them.


‘Who are you?’ he demanded in a firm tone. ‘And by what right have you made us prisoners?’


Roy looked the man over. He stood perhaps six feet, and was built with slender strength, in excellent proportions. His hair, though fine and sparse, was jet-black, as were the eyebrows which ran in a single frowning bar across his forehead. His jaw was square, his mouth thin-lipped and firm, and his eyes keen. The strength of character which he showed seemed out of accord with the soft silk (or synthetic silk) garments which clung in lustrous folds to his knees. One of his companions was similarly clad. The third newcomer hung back, little more than a shadow in the dim light.


‘Who are you, I say?’ repeated the speaker.


It was Del who answered. He gave particulars of his own group, and countered with a like request. The new arrival put away his tube.


‘I am Hale Lorrence, and this is my companion, Julian Tyne.’ He indicated the other silk-robed man. ‘We have come from the year 3920.’


‘And the third member of your party?’


The man who called himself Hale shrugged his shoulders. ‘She has told me that her name is Jessica Tree. She claims to have started from A.D. 2200.’


The vaguely seen figure stepped forward. She revealed herself as a girl of perhaps twenty-four or twenty-five. A russet tunic, heavily worked with metallic thread, covered her to her knees. Her legs were a sunburnt brown, and her feet were encased in shoes to match her tunic. Black hair, cut short, clustered about her softly oval face, and she surveyed the company from a pair of lustrously dark eyes. Her tone, as she spoke, betrayed her dislike of Hale’s manner.


‘It is more than a mere claim,’ she said, coldly. ‘It is a fact that I come from 2200. … What year is this?’


Del shrugged his shoulders. ‘That is what we all want to know.’


‘I don’t,’ cried Betty’s voice, viciously. ‘I don’t care a damn what year it is! The one thing I’m certain about is that I have been kidnapped. And if somebody doesn’t do something to get me back where I belong—and do it darned quick—there’s going to be trouble around here. See?’


Hale Lorrence regarded her speculatively for a moment, and then turned to Del.


‘We are hungry and thirsty. Is there any food here?’


Kal had ascertained that there were dishes of water at the other end of the cavern, but no food.


After they had drunk, Roy started on an exploratory tour of their prison. He could discover no opening other than that closed by the metal door. The walls would have easily revealed any crack, for they were smooth and unornamented. The finish to them puzzled him not a little. Although they were hard and smooth, the effect was not that obtained by any mechanical finishing process. It was, he felt, the kind of result one would expect if a giant hand had attempted to shape the material in its plastic state, without the use of tools.


The end of the circuit found him no wiser than the beginning. He returned to find the rest of the party endeavouring to clear away some of their mystification. Del was saying:


‘… therefore, this must be a kind of “dead” spot in time. It is as though our machines had been thrown into the flow of time and swept along until, for some unguessable reason, they met an obstruction at this point. Every one of us has arrived here because his machine was faulty in some way or other. To take an illustration—a bad one, I admit, but enough for our purpose—one may consider time as a river. You may turn boats adrift on it at many points, and they will all collect together at the same serious obstacle, whether they have travelled a hundred miles or two miles. We are now at some period where the straight flow of time has been checked—perhaps it is even turning back upon itself. We know no details at present, but it is certain that the same curious phenomenon has thrown us all together.’


‘But,’ Hale objected, ‘time, like space, surely is curved?’


‘It may be—in fact, it must be; but I see no reason why there should not be interruptions in time. After all, are not the stars interruptions in space?’


‘You mean that space may interrupt time in the same way that time distorts space?’


‘Roughly, yes—if you can consider the two apart, which I find impossible. I merely repeat that we have struck some barrier and been thrown up like so much jetsam.’


‘Then there may be others, besides ourselves?’


‘As many others as made faulty time-travellers.’


Julian Tyne joined in the conversation. He spoke with a lazy drawl which irritated his listeners.


‘But what is all this?’ He waved a languid arm. ‘This place, these queer machines—both the tall, red things and the smaller, white ones which caught us—what are they all doing? It doesn’t seem to make sense.’


Del glanced at him. ‘Suppose an alien form was plunged into your world of 3920,’ he said. ‘How much do you suppose he would understand? I doubt whether it would “make sense” to him. In fact, I would go so far as to suggest that you would have very little understanding of the organisation of my world of 10,402. had your machine taken you there instead of here.’


Roy broke in, dragging the conversation back to the main issue: ‘But what do you think these machines are? Slaves of greater intelligences—robots? Or have the machines indeed beaten men, as Samuel Butler, at the end of the nineteenth century, feared they might?’


‘I don’t yet pretend to be able to offer any explanation,’ Del replied, shaking his head, ‘but of one thing I am certain, and that is that they are not robots. You notice, for instance, the irregular finish of this building, both inside and outside. Indisputably, if it had been built by machines, the construction would be mathematically exact. I am convinced that somewhere at the back of all this we shall find a biologically developed intelligence.’


‘And it is up to us,’ remarked Hale, ‘to see that whoever, or whatever, it is doesn’t get things all his own way. What weapons have we?’


He and Julian Tyne produced black tubes, which Del and his companions examined with some amusement. Julian appeared nettled.


‘What have you?’ he asked.


Kal and Ril showed tubes similar to that which Del had lost in the river. They had come prepared with two each.


‘Ten times as powerful as yours,’ Del explained, ‘and for all practical purposes, inexhaustible.’


Roy’s revolver was inspected with much the same mirthful contempt as a catapult would have received. Del made an inventory.


‘Four high-power heat tubes, two low-power tubes, one solid bullet projector. Not too bad an armoury, though I am sorry that my own heat-ray was lost.’


CHAPTER FOUR


THE ‘NUMEN’


THE clang of the metal door roused the whole party from sleep; though how long they had slept, they could not tell. Roy sprang suddenly to a sitting position. He could see by the dim glow that a number of white metal machines were scuttering towards them. Hale was fumbling for his ray tube.


‘No,’ said Del’s voice. ‘Your tube has not enough power to hurt them—besides, we are trapped. They may intend no harm.’


The machines advanced with tentacles extended. Roy felt one wrap firmly around his waist and lift him again into the air. It was in his mind to show fight, but Del had advised against it, and he was coming to have a respect for the dwarf’s judgment. The rest of the party quietly submitted to like treatment, and were carried towards the still open door.


For a time they passed through corridors in utter blackness. Again they were aware of movement all around them: the clicking and scraping of invisible machines, orderly and unhurried, as they passed to and fro. At last an arch of daylight showed, wanly and minutely, ahead. Roy breathed a sigh of relief at the prospect of leaving the oppressive gloom of their strange prison. But he was to be disappointed. Forty yards from the passage mouth, the machines stopped, and it was light enough for him to see one of them plunge a feeler into a hole in the wall. There came a familiar clatter as a metal door slid up.


The hall which they now entered was far larger than their former prison, and was lit by the soft, white rays of more than a dozen of the luminous globes. The machines evidently had sufficient knowledge of their prisoners to realise that light was necessary. A surprised exclamation broke from Del. The others, following the line of his pointing finger, observed a row of mechanisms arranged along one wall.


‘Our time-travellers!’ Hale exclaimed.


Roy identified the remains of his cylinder and Del’s damaged cage, but was puzzled to see that there were more than a dozen other queer-shaped constructions in company with them.


Without a pause, they were carried on towards a large machine which occupied the centre of the room. Like their bearers, its body-case was ovoid in shape, but unlike them, it possessed no legs and stood half as high again. Save for a pair of lenses and a bunch of metallic tentacles, it lay like a monstrous egg with a gleaming shell. The prisoners were drawn into a line before it, and the bearers scuttled away, closing the door behind them.


‘Well,’ said Roy, ‘what do you suppose is the next move?’


Del was staring at the machine. Its tentacles were flourishing back and forth, weaving intricate patterns in the air. A hand suddenly grasped Roy’s arm. He looked at Jessica Tree, standing beside him.


‘What is it——?’ he began.


She only pointed. Three shambling figures had emerged from behind the central machine. Roy looked at them amazedly, as they came forward to join the party. All three stood well over six feet, superbly muscled and completely naked. Their heads were small, and seemed even smaller above their magnificent chests and the broad spread of their shoulders. A look of bewilderment in their eyes gave way, as they caught sight of Kal and Ril, to relief, mingled with a piteous gladness. They bowed before the two dwarfs in a trustfully submissive manner, and the latter, after momentary confusion, acknowledged the salute by raising their arms in some ancient greeting. Then the three newcomers slouched back a few steps and stood waiting, while Kal and Ril hurriedly conferred.


‘Tak Four A?’ Kal suggested, cryptically.


‘Undoubtedly, but this must have taken many centuries,’ answered Ril.


‘What are they?’ Roy was still regarding the unclassifiable men. Kal offered explanation.


‘I imagine they are the result of Tak Four A’s artificial selection. He held that we were becoming too atrophied physically—you see we are dwarfs, compared with you—and he decided that a more muscular race, which he proposed to call “Numen,” must be created. It looks as if he had been extremely successful.’


‘Then these are the masters of the world, now?’


‘I don’t think so. They seem more confused and surprised than we are.’


He turned and spoke, clearly and carefully, to one of the tall creatures. For a moment the other looked puzzled, then the light of intelligence came into his eyes. He spoke excitedly, and jabbed with a finger in the direction of the derelict time-travellers by the wall.


‘So they are in the same jam with us,’ mused Roy. ‘But surely they could not have built——’


‘Certainly they could not,’ Kal agreed. ‘At a rough guess, I should say they were taught to work the thing and sent on an experimental trip by an inventor who valued his own life.’


Jessica, her first fright abated, looked at them with understanding.


‘Poor things,’ she murmured. ‘For all their size, they’re scared to death—frightened, like lost children.’


Del’s voice suddenly brought their attention back to the central machine.


‘The thing is trying to communicate with us. but we’ll never be able to make anything of all that waving of feelers.’


The whole party stared blankly at the writhing tentacles, flashing in meaningless gestures. Abruptly, as though realising that this form of signalling was making no progress, all the feelers save one withdrew and coiled up. The one still extended dropped to the floor and began to scratch a series of queer characters on the earthen surface.


It stopped. The feeler pointed first to them and then to the marks it had made. Del stepped forward and inspected the scratchings more closely. He shook his head. The machine grasped the meaning of the gesture. It smoothed the ground and began again. The characters it produced on the second attempt were undeniably different forms from the first, but were no more intelligible.


Patience was evidently the machine’s long suit. Four times it had repeated the smoothing and scratching before they craned over to stare at its moving tentacle in excited silence.


‘M,’ it wrote.


‘M—E—N?’


Del dropped to his knees. Swiftly he traced a large ‘YES,’ in the dirt.


‘HOW?’ it asked, after an interval.


Del pointed to the time-travelling machines, and ran across the room to indicate the broken part of his own. The machine understood his meaning, and its feeler fell to scratching what proved to be the beginning of a tedious written conversation.


‘For the Lord’s sake,’ said Roy, sometime later, ‘tell it to give us some food—we’re all in pretty bad need of it!’
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