Tryst in Time

Eric Rosner at twenty had worked his way round the world on cattle boats,
killed his first man in a street braw in Shanghai, escaped a firing squad by
a hairbreadth, stowed away on a pol e-bound expl oring ship.

At twenty-five he had lost hinmself in Siberian wilderness, led a troup of
Tatar bandits, conmanded a Chi nese reginment, fought in a hundred battl es,
inmpartially on either side.

At thirty there was not a continent nor a capital that had not known him not
a jungle nor a desert nor a nountain range that had not |eft scars upon his
great Viking body. Tiger claws and the Russian knout, Chinese bullets and the
kni ves of savage black warriors in African forests had witten their tal es of
a full and perilous life upon him At thirty he | ooked backward upon such a
gorgeous, braw ing, color-splashed career as few nmen of sixty can boast. But
at thirty he was not content.

Life had been full for him and yet as the years passed he was becom ng

i ncreasingly aware of a need for something which those years were enpty of.
What it was he did not know. He was not even consciously aware of m ssing
anyt hing, but as tinme went on he turned nore and nore to a search for
somet hi ng new anyt hi ng new. Perhaps it was his subconscious hunting blindly
for what life had | acked.

There was so very little that Eric Rosen had not done in his thirty riotous
years that the search for newness rapidly becane al nost feverish, and al nost
in vain. R ches he had known, and poverty, much pleasure and nuch pain, and

t he extrenes of human experience were old tales to him Ennui replaced the
zest for living that had sent himso gayly through the exultant years of his
youth. And for a man |like Eric Rosner ennui was like a little death.

Perhaps, in part, all this was because he had nissed love. No girl of all the
girls that had ki ssed himand adored hi mand wept when he

left themhad mattered a snap of the fingers to Eric Rosner. He searched on
restlessly.

In this nood of feverish hunting for new things, he met the scientist, Walter
Dow. It happened casually, and they m ght never have net a second time had not
Eric said something of fhand about the |ack of adventure which Iife had to

of fer a man. And Dow | aughed

"What do you know about adventure?" he demanded. He was a little man with a
shock of prematurely white hair and a face that crinkled into |ines of
derision as he | aughed. "You've spent your |ife anong dangers and
gunfire-sure! But that's not real adventure. Science is the only field where

true adventure exists. | nean it! The things that are waiting to be di scovered
of fer fields of excitenment |ike nothing you ever heard of. One man in a
lifetime couldn't begin to touch the edges of what there is to know | tel

you |--"

"Ch, sure,"” interrupted Eric lazily. "I see what you nean. But all that's not
for me. I'ma man of action; | haven't any brains. Hunching over a m croscope

isn'"t my idea of fun."

The argument that began then devel oped into a queer sort of antagonistic
friendship which brought the two nen together very often in the weeks that
passed. But they were to know one another nuch nore intimtely than that
before the true urgency of what lay in the m nds of each becane clear to the
ot her.

Wal ter Dow had spent a lifetime in the worship of one god-inertia. "There is a
bedrock," he used to say reverently, "over which the tides of tine ebb and
flow, over which all things material and immterial, as the | ayman sees them
change and fade and form again. But the bedrock remains. Conmplete inertial!
What couldn't we do if we attained it!"

"And what," asked Eric, "is inertia?"

Dow shot him a despairing gl ance.



"Everybody knows what inertia is. Newon's first law of motion is the | aw of
inertia, stating that every body remains in a state of rest or of uniform
motion in a straight line unless inpressed forces change it. That's what makes
people in a nmoving car swerve to one side when the car goes round a bend. It's
what makes it so difficult for a horse to start a heavy | oad novi ng, though
once it's in motion the strain eases. There's nothing that doesn't obey the

| aw- not hi ng!

"But Newton didn't dream what measurel ess abysses of force lay behind his
sinmple statement. O what an understatenment it was. Describing inertia by
stating Newton's law is |ike describing the sea

by saying there's foamon the waves. The inertia force is inherent in
everything, just as there's noisture in everything. But behind that inertia,
mani f est so obscurely in matter, is a vastness of power nuch greater
conparatively than the vastnesses of the seas which are the storehouses for
the relatively tiny amounts of noisture in everything you see.

"I can't make you understand; you don't speak the | anguage. And | sonetines
wonder if | could explain even to another physicist all that |I've discovered
in the past ten years. But | do very firnmly believe that it would be possible
to anchor to that bedrock of essential, underlying inertia which is the base
upon which matter builds and-and allow time itself to whirl by!"

"Yeah, and find yourself floating in space when you let go." Eric grinned.
"Even |'ve heard that the universe is in notion through space. | don't know
about time, but I'mpretty sure space would bl ock your little schene."

"I didn't nean you'd have to-to dig your anchor right into the rock,"

expl ained Dow with dignity. "lIt'd be a sort of a drag to sl ow you down, not a
jerk that would snatch you right off the Earth. And it'd

i nvol ve-i mensities-even then. But it could be done. It will be done. By
Heaven, |'Il do it!"

Eric's sunburned face sobered.

"You' re not Kkiddi ng?" he asked. "A man coul d-coj ~dd drag his anchor and | et
time go by, and 'up-anchor' in another age? Say! Make me an anchor, and |'lI
be your guinea pig!"

Dow did not smile.

"That's the worst of it," he said. "All this is pure theory and will have to
remain that, in spite of all I've bragged. It would be absolutely blind
experimenting, and the very nature of the elenent |'m experinmenting with
precl udes any proof of success or failure. | could-to be frank with you

have- sent objects out through tine--"
"You have!" Eric |leaned forward with a jerk and |l aid an urgent hand on Dow s
arm "You really have?"

"Well, 1've made themvanish. | think it proves |'ve succeeded, but | have no
way of knowi ng. The chances are countless nmillions to one against ny |anding
an experinment in ny own i mediate future, with all the neasurel ess vastness of
time lying open. And, of course, | can't guide it."

"Suppose you | anded in your own past?" queried Eric.

Dow smi | ed.

"The eternal question," he said. "The inevitable objection to the very idea of
time travel. Well, you never did, did you? You know it

never happened! | think there nmust be sone inflexible |aw which forbids the
same arrangenent of matter, the pattern which is one's self, from occupying
the sane space tine nore than once. As if any given section of space tinme were
a design in which any arrangenment of atoms is possible, except that no pattern
may appear exactly tw ce.

"You see, we know of tine only enough to be sure that it's far beyond any
human under st andi ng. Though | think the past and the future may be visited,
which on the face of it seens to predicate an absolutely preordained future, a
fixed and unchangeabl e past-yet | do not believe that time is arbitrary. There
nmust be many possible futures. The one we enter upon is not the only way. Have
you ever heard that theory explained? It's not a new one-the idea that at
every point of our progress we confront crossroads, with a free choice as to



which we take. And a different future |lies down each.

"I can transport you into the past, and you can create events there which
never took place in the past we know but the events are not new. They were
ordai ned fromthe beginning, if you took that particular path. You are sinmply
enbar ki ng upon a different path into a different future, a fixed and
preordai ned future, yet one which will be strange to you because it lies
out si de your own | ayer of experience. So you have infinite freedomin all your
actions, yet everything you can possibly do is already fixed in tine."

"Why, then-then there's no limt to the excitement a man could find in
navigating tine," said Eric alnost reverently. And then in sudden urgency,
"Dow, you've got to fix it up for nmel This is what |'ve been hunting!"

"Are you crazy, boy? This is nothing that can ever be proved safe except by

t he actual experinent, and the experiment could never return. You know that,
don't you? From what blind groping |I've done, it seens to ne that tine is not
a constant flow, but an ebb and flux that can't be neasured. It would be hard
to explain to you. But you couldn't return-couldn't guide yourself. You

woul dn't dare try it!"

"I"'mfed up with certainty and safety! And as for returning, what have | here
to return to? No, you can't scare nme. |'ve got to try it!"

"Absolutely no," said Dow firmy.

But three nonths | ater he was standing under the great skylight of his

| aboratory, watching Eric buckle a flat netal pack on his heavy young

shoul ders. Though reluctance still lined the scientist's face, under its shock
of white hair he was alight alnost as hotly as the younger man, with the
tremendous adventure of what was about to

happen. It had taken weeks of persuasion and argument, and he was not wholly
at ease even yet about the experiment, but the fever that burned in Eric
Rosner was not to be denied.

Now that the way was open, it seenmed to Eric that all his life he had |ived
toward this nmonent in the |aboratory. The need for this |aunching upon tine's
broad river was what had driven himrestless and feverish through the petty
adventures which life had shown him Peace was upon himnow for the first tine
in months. There was sonet hing rather awe-inspiring about it.

"Look here," broke in Walter Dow upon the raptness of his nobod. "Are you sure
you under st and?"

"I don't understand anythi ng about the works, and | don't nuch care," said

Eric. "All | knowis I'mto snap these switches here"--he laid big sunburned
hands on the two rods at his belt-"when | want to nove along. That will throw
out the anchor. Right?"

"As far as it goes, yes. That will increase your inertia sufficiently to make
you immune to tine and space and matter. You will be inert nentally and
physically. You'll sink down, so to speak, to the bedrock, while tine flows
past you. | have in this pack on your back, connecting with the switches in
the belt, the neans to increase your inertia until no outside force can
interrupt it. And a mechanismthere will pernmit the switches to remain thrown

until one small part, insulated fromthe inertia in atiny tine space of its
own, trips, the switches again and up-anchors. And if mny calculations are
correct-and | think they are-there you'll be in sone other age than ours. You
can escape fromit by throwing the switches again and returning to inertia, to
be released after an interval by the automatic insulated mechani smin your
pack. Got it?"

"CGot it!" Eric grinned all over his good-looking, sunburned face. "Everything

ready now?"

"Yes-yes, except that-are you sure you want to risk it? This may be plain
nmurder, boy! | don't know what will happen!"

"That's the beauty of it-not knowing. Don't worry, Walter. Call it suicide,
not murder, if that hel ps you any. |'m goi ng now. Good-by."

Dow choked a little as he gripped the younger nman's hand hard, but Eric's face



was shining with the fever to be gone, and at the laste the scientist was

al nost reconciled by the sight of that rapt face. Al npst he saw in the | ast

i nstant before the switches closed a purpose vaster than his own, sweeping the
wor k of his hands and the exultant young man before himinto a whol e that
fulfilled sone greater need than he coul d guess.

Then Eric's hands dropped to his belt. One |last instant he stood

--7

there, tall under the clear radiance of the skylight, blond and sunburned, the
tale of his riotous, brawing life clear upon his scarred, young face, but
upon it, too, a raptness and an eagerness that sent a quick stab of

unr easoni ng hope through the scientist's mnd. Surely success would crown this
experiment. Surely all the vital, throbbing aliveness, the strength and
seasoned toughness of this brawny young man before himcould not snuff into
not hi ng as the switches cl osed. Danger awaited hi myes, danger agai nst which
the gun at his belt might not avail at all. But splendor, too. Splendor- Envy
cl ouded Dow s eyes for a nmonment, as the switches cl osed.

Past Eric's eyes eternity ebbed blindingly. Rushing bl ankness cl osed over him
but he was conscious of infinite notion, infinite change passing over him by
him through him as events beyond inmagi nati on streanmed past that anchorage in
inertia' s eternal bedrock. For a tineless eternity it lasted. And then-and

t hen.- A confusion of noises fromvery far away began to sound in his ears.
That rushing blurriness abated and sl owed and by degrees took on a nebul ous
shape. He was | ooki ng down from a height of about thirty feet upon a street
scene which he identified roughly as Elizabethan by the costumes of those who
nmoved t hrough the crowd bel ow him

Sonet hi ng was wong. The machi ne coul d not have worked perfectly sonehow, for
he did not feel that he was actually present. The scene was uncertain and
wavery, like a faulty filmreflecting upon an uneven screen. There nust have
been an obstruction somewhere in that particular tinme section, though what it
was he never knew.

He | eaned forward for a few mnutes, |ooking down eagerly through the hazy
uncertainty that shrouded the place. He did not seemto hinself to be resting
on anything; yet he was conscious of that forward bendi ng as he | ooked down.
It was inexplicable.

The noi ses rose up to himnow | oudly, now softly, fromthe shifting, pushing
t hrong. Shopkeepers bawl ed their wares from both sides of the street.
Apprentice boys darted to and fro through the crowd, wayl ayi ng passers-by.

A girl in a scarlet cloak flung open a wi ndow and | eaned out to wave a nessage
to someone bel ow, her bright hair falling about her face. In the room behind
her, dimy seen, another girl moved forward and flung both arns about her

wai st, |aughing, dragging her back. Their merrinment rose clearly to Eric's
ears.

But all this was not real. That cloudiness hazed it over tinme and again, unti
his eyes ached fromtrying to foll ow what was happeni ng.

Regretfully, he reached for the switches at his belt, and in a breath the
whol e pl ace shi mered and vani shed. Qbhlivion in a torrent poured over him as
the centuries plunged by over the bedrock inertia to which he was anchored.
The automatic workings of the time machine on his shoul ders clicked on. Then
the switches threw t hensel ves and the bl ankness cleared fromEric's mnd
again. He found hinself staring through a screen of |eaves upon a grassy
meadow t hrough which trickled a small brook. He was tangibly, actually here
this time, standing on soft turf and feeling the stir of a breeze through the
| eaves.

Over the slope of the nmeadow before himdingy white sheep noved slowy. A
little curly-haired boy in a brief |eather garnent | eaned on the grass
drowsily, watching them Sun |lay yellow over the whol e scene. It was peacef ul



and dreamy as an idyl, but for some obscure reason Eric's hands noved to his
belt al nost of their own accord, a feeling of disappointnent stirring vaguely
in his mnd. This was not what he sought. Sought? WAs he seeki ng? Al nost one
m ght think so, he told hinself.

The t hought troubled himas he clicked the switches at his belt. Wat was it
that by its absence here nade himdismiss the idyllic scene with a gl ance? He
was hunting sonething, restlessly searching through the ages for-sonething.
Then the tidal rush of the centuries over his anchorage blotted out wonder and
all else inits oblivion

Sunlight |ike a physical blow crashed down about hi m blazing hot sun that beat
violently upon marbl e paverment and struck blindingly up again into his eyes.
For a few seconds he was aware of nothing nore than this intolerable glare.
Gradual |y out of the blazing heat the lines of narble walls became cl ear about
him He stood upon the floor of a dazzling white marble pit about twenty feet

square. Against the opposite wall |ay a man whose naked, bl ood-spattered body
was so still under the down-bl azing heat that Eric could not be sure that he
was alive.

He had seen this much before the rising babble of excited voices above him
mount ed | oud enough to pierce his dazed surprise. Hee | ooked up. Leaning over
the pit's rimwere faces-faces and arns and here and there a trail of velvet
robe, a bright scarf's fringe. They were the faces of aristocrats, fine and

di ssipated and cruel. But all expression was w ped from every one now.

In that first glance he had of them he thought they must be Romans. He had
little to judge by save their hair dressing, and only a

nmonentary glinpse of that; for, as he raised his head, his eyes net the
strange, smoke-bitie eyes of a wonan who | eaned upon the marble rimjust in
front of him and above. Alittle space separated her fromthose on each side.
He had the swift inpression that she was of higher rank than the rest-sone
fleeting touch of arrogance and pride in the face | ooking down on him And it
was a famliar face. Why he could not guess, but in that glinpse of her he was
sure that he had seen those features sonewhere before, and recently.

Then she lifted one bare arm upon whose whiteness the sun struck dazzlingly,
and poi nted downward. From behind her came the sound of metal upon stone, and
inthe blinding Iight he saw a man's arm nove swiftly. The sun struck upon a

| ong shaft of steel. The spear was hurtling straight for his breast as his
hands flew to his belt. The switches clicked, and in one great sweeping blur

t he whol e scene vani shed.

After that canme a blurry interval of unthinkable inertness. The centuries
poured past. Then reality burst upon himagain as the switches clicked off. He
choked suddenly and gasped as air thicker and noister than the air of a

tropi cal swanp snmothered his lungs. He stood there for a noment struggling
with it, forcing hinself to evener breathing, as his bew | dered gaze swept the
scene before him

He stood in a square of ruined walls that nust once have been a snall
bui | di ng, though roof and sides had vani shed now and little was left but a
crunmbling square outlining the long-fallen house. To one side a higher heap of
stone, which was all that was |left of the western wall, obstructed his view of
what | ay beyond. Over the fallen blocks before himhe could see a vast paved
square dotted with other buildings fallen into ruin. And beyond these, under a
heavily cl ouded sky through which the obscured sun poured in a queer, grayly
radi ant light, buildings of barbaric colors and utterly alien architecture
lifted their Cycl opean heights, massive as the walls of Kamak, but too
strangely constructed to awake any menori es.

Even at this distance he recogni zed those darker bl otches upon the trenendous
wal s as the sign of a comng dissolution. It was a city nore awfully

i npressive than any he had ever dreamed of, standing gigantic under the | ow,
gray sky of this swanplike world-but its glory was past. Here and there gaps
in the colossal walls spoke of fallen blocks and ruined buildings. By the



thick, prinmordial air and the swanp smell and the unrecogni zabl e architecture
he knew t hat he gazed upon a scene of immortal antiquity, and his breath cane
qui cker as he stared, wondering where the people were whose

Cycl opean city this was, what name they bore and if history had ever recorded
it.

A medl ey of curious sounds com ng nearer awoke himfromthe awed trance into
whi ch he had sunk. Feet shuffling over pavenent, the clang of netal shivering
agai nst metal, hoarse breathing, and a strange, intermttent hissing he could
not account for. It came fromthat part of the great square which the
crunbling wall beside him hid.

That queer hissing sounded | oud. Some one yelled in a growing guttural, and
he heard the beat of running feet, staggering and uncertain, comi ng nearer
Then a figure that was a dazzle of white and scarlet flashed through the
aperture in the crunbling wall where a door nust once have been. It was a
girl. Her choked breath beat loud in the narrow place, and the scarlet that
stai ned and streaked her was bright blood that gushed in om nous spurts froma
deep gash in her side. She was incredibly white in the sunless day of this
prinmordial city. Afterward he coul d never renmenber nuch nore than that-her
dazzl i ng whiteness and the bl ood punping in neasured spurts from severed
arteries-and the snoke bl ueness of her eyes.

He did not know what she had worn, or anything el se about her, for his eyes
met the snoky darkness of hers, and for a tineless nonent they stared at one
anot her, neither noving. He knew her. She was that royal Roman who had
condemmed himto death in the sun-hot pit; she was the | aughing, red-cloaked
girl who had | eaned fromthe Elizabethan wi ndow. Incredibly, unquestionably,
they three were the sanme bl ue-eyed girl.

A yell and a scrambling sound outside roused her fromher tranced stare. He
wondered wildly if he had not seen puzzled recognition in her filnmng eyes in
that one long instant before she swung staggering toward the door. He knew she
was dyi ng as she turned, but some inner conpul sion held himback, so that he
did not offer to support her, only stood watching. After all, there was no
hel p for her now. The snoke-blue eyes were glazing and |life gushed scarlet out
of her riven side.

He saw her reel back against the broken wall, and again he heard that strange
hi ssing as her right hand rose and froma shining cylinder grasped in it a

| ong stream of blue heat flared. There was a yell from outside. A throbbing
sil ence broken only by the spatter of the girl's blood on the pavenent. And

t hen somet hi ng very strange happened.

She turned and gl anced over her shoul der and her eyes met his. Sonething
choked in his throat. He was very near understanding a

great many things in that instant while her film ng blue gaze held his

-why he had felt so urgently all his Iife long the need of sonething be had
never neared, until now Wrds rushed to his lips, but he never spoke them
The instant passed in a flash.

The girl in that illum nati ng noment nust have realized sonething yet hidden
fromhim for her lips trenbled and an infinite tenderness softened her

gl azing eyes. And at the sanme instant her hand rose again, and for the | ast
time he heard that searing hiss. She had turned her nanel ess weapon upon
hersel f.

In a flare of blue brilliance he saw her literally nelt before his eyes. The
stones gl owed hot, and the snell of burned flesh filled the inclosure. And
Eric went sick with a sensation of devastating |oss. She was dead-gone-out of
all reach now, and the universe was so enpty that- He had no tine to waste on
his own enotion, for through the broken wall was pouring a nmob of shanbling

t hi ngs that were not yet nen.

Bi g, hairy, apish brutes brandishing clubs and heavy stones, they surged in a
di sordered nob through the ruined stones. One or two of themcarried curiously
shaped rusty swords of no recognizable pattern. And Eric understood.



Dying, the girl would not |eave even her untenanted body to their defil ement.
Pride had turned her hand to lay the consumi ng beam upon herself-an inbred
pride that could have cone only from generations of proud ancestry. It was a
gesture as aristocratic and as intensely civilized as the weapon t hat
destroyed her. He woul d have known by that gesture alone, without her
flame-thrower or the unm stakable fineness of her body and her face, that she
was eons in advance of the beasts she fled.

In the brief second while the brute-nmen stood awed in the broken wall,,
staring at the charred heap upon the pavenent and at the tall golden man who
stood over it, Eric's mnd was busy, turning over quick wonderings and

specul ations even as his hands reached for the switches at his belt.

Her race must have reared that i mense, unearthly city, long ago. A forgotten
race, wise in forgotten arts. Perhaps not born of earth. And the hordes of
brutish things which woul d one day beconme nen nmust have assailed themas tine
beat down their Cyclopean city and thinned their inbred ranks.

This girl, this unknown, unimaginably far-distant girl, perhaps starborn
certainly very alien-had died as all her race nust be doonmed to die, until the
last flicker of that stupendous civilization was stanped out and earth forgot
the very existence of the slim |ong-Iegged human

race whi ch had once dwelt upon her surface when her own prinordial nman was
still an apish beast.

But -t hey had not wholly died. He had seen her in other ages. Her snoky eyes
had | ooked down upon himin the Roman pit; her own gay voice had called across
the Elizabethan street. He was very sure of that. And the queer, stunning
sense of | oss which had swept over himas he saw her die |ightened. She had

di ed, but she was not gone. Her daughters lived through countless ages. He
woul d find her again, sonewhere, sonehow, in some other age and | and. He woul d
conb the centuries until he found her. And he woul d ask her then what her [ ast
|l ong stare had nmeant, so neltingly tender, so surely recognizing, as she
turned the bl ue-hot blaze upon herself. He woul d- A deep-throated bellow from
the doorway in the wall startled him

out of his thoughts even as he realized their absurdity. The forenost of the
brut e-men had overcone his awe. He lifted a rusty sword, forged by what
strange hands for what unknown and forever forgotten purpose there was no way
of knowi ng, and plunged forward.

Barely in time, Eric's hands closed on the switches and the stupendous,
time-forgotten city swirled sidew se and nelted forever into the abysses of

t he past.

In the mental and physical inertia that drowned himwith its oblivion as the
current closed he waited novel ess, and once nore the centuries rushed by. The
i nexorabl e machi nery clicked, on. After a tineless interval |ight broke again.
He awoke into nore than tropical sultriness, the stench of nud and nusk and
wel ter of prehistoric swanps. There was not hi ng here save great splashing
nmonsters and the wiggling life of hot seas. He flicked the sw tches again.

The next time a broad plain surrounded him featureless to the horizon

unr ecogni zabl e, and the next a horde of hairy, yelling men charged up a rocky
hill upon whose height he had materialized. After that he visited and left in
rapi d succession a ruined tenple in the nmdst of a jungle, a canp of ragged
nomads with slant eyes and crooked | egs, and an inexplicable foggy place

t hrough whi ch reverberated the roar of staccato guns which sounded |ike no
guns he had ever heard. Nowhere appeared the girl with the snoke-bl ue eyes.
He was beginning to despair, when, after so many flashing scenes that he had
| ost count of them the darkness of rushing centuries faded into a dawni ng
scene of noi se and confusion. He stood upon the tranpled earth of a courtyard,
hot under the rays of a broiling, noon-high sun

He heard shouts in an unknown tongue, the tranple of horses' feet and the

i mpatient jingle of harness, the creak of wheels. Through the shining dust

t hat eddi ed, cloudlike, under the feet of the crowd that bustled about the



i ncl osure, he made out a train of heavy wagons about which strange, short,
bearded nen swarned in busy confusion, heaving crates and bales into the
vehicles and calling in odd gutturals. Men on horseback galloped to and fro
reckl essly through the crowd, and the heavy-headed oxen stood in patient twos
at each wagon.

Eric found hinself in a corner of the lowwall that circled the yard, and, in
the tunmult, quite unnoticed so far. He stood there quietly, hand resting
lightly on the butt of his revolver, watching the scene. He could not guess
where he was, in what land or tine, in the presence of what alien race. The
men were all little and dark and hairy, and sonmehow crooked, |ike gnones. He
had never heard a tongue like the gutturals they nouthed.

Then at the far side of the courtyard a | ane opened in the crowd, and through
it a colum of the crooked brown men with curly-pronged pi kes across their
shoul ders canme marching. They had a captive with thema girl. Atall girl,
slimand straight, high-headed. Eric | eaned forward eagerly. Yes, it was she.
No mi staking the poise of that high, dark head, the swing of her body as she
wal ked. As she came nearer he saw her eyes, but he did not need the snoky bl ue
dar kness of themto convince him

She wore manacl es on her wists, and chains clanked between her ankles as she
wal ked. A leather tunic hung fromone shoulder in tatters, belted at the wai st
by a twisted thong fromwhich an enpty scabbard swung. She wal ked very proudly
anong the gnarled soldiers, |ooking out over their heads in studi ed disdain.
At a glance the highbred aristocracy of her was clear, and he could not

m st ake the fact that her own people nust be centuries in advance of the
squat, dark race which held her captive.

The cl amor had quieted now in the courtyard. Dust was settling over the |ong
wagon train, the | ow headed oxen, the horsenen stationed at intervals al ong
the line. In silence, the crom fell back as the soldiers and their al oof
captive paced slowy across the courtyard. Tension was in the air.

Eric had the vague feeling that he should know what was to come. A haunting
famliarity about this scene teased him He racked a reluctant nenory as he
wat ched the procession near the center of the great yard. A stone bl ock stood
there, worn and stained. Not until the tal

girl had actually reached that bl ock, and the soldiers were forcing her to her
knees, did Eric renenber. Sacrifice-always before a caravan set forth in the
very ol d days, when the gods were greedy and had to be bribed with human
l'ives.

H s gun was in his hand and he was plunging forward through the startled crowd
before he quite realized what he was doi ng. They gave way before himin sheer
amazement, falling back and staring with bul ging eyes at this sudden
apparition in their mdst of a tall, yell owheaded Juggernaut yelling like a
madman as he surged forward

Not until he had reached the line of soldiers did he meet any resistance. They
turned on himin gutturally shouting fury, and he shot them down as fast as
his revolver would punp bullets. At that range he could not mss, and six of

t he squat gnomes crunpled to the dust in a haze of blue gun snoke.

They must have thought hima god, dealing death in a crash of thunder and the
hot bl aze of |ightning. They shrieked in panic terror, and the courtyard
enptied |like magi c. Horses plunged and reared, squealing. Pandenoni um streaned
out of the inclosure, |eaving behind only a haze of churned dust, slowy
settling. Through the shinmer of it, across the huddl e of bodies, Eric |ooked
again into the snmoky eyes of that girl he had |ast seen under the stupendous
wal s of the time-buried city. And again he thought he saw a puzzl ed and
unconpr ehendi ng recognition on her face, shining even thrbugh her terror. She
fronted himresolutely, standing up proudly in her chains and staring with
frightened eyes that would not admit their fear

"Don't be afraid,” he said in as gentle a voice as he could command, for he
knew t he tone woul d convey a nessage, though the words did not. "We'd better



get out of here before they come back."

He was rel oading his gun as he spoke. She still did nothing but stare,

wi de-eyed, rigid in sternly suppressed terror. There was no tine to waste now
trying to quiet her fears. Already he saw dark, bearded faces peering around
corners at him He skirted the heap of fallen soldiers and swng the girl off
her feet. She gasped as his arms closed, but no other sound escaped her as he
hoi sted her over one shoul der, holding her there with a clasp around her knees
so that he m ght have his gun hand free. Wth |long, unhurried strides he |eft
t he courtyard.

A mud-wal l ed village ringed the big inclosure. Serenely, he went down the
dusty street, wary eyes scanning the building, gun ready in one hand and the
chained girl slung across his heavy shoul der. From behind shelter they watched
himgo, tall and gol den under the noonday sun, a god out of nowhere. Legends
were to grow up about that

noon's events-a god conme down to earth to claimhis sacrifice in person

When he reached the outskirts of the village he paused and set the girl on her
feet, turning his attention to the shackles that bound her. The chains were
apparently for cerenonial use rather than utilitarian, for in his powerful
hands they snapped easily, and after a brief struggle with the nmetal |inks he
had her free of chains, though the anklets and cuffs still gripped her linbs.
These he could not |oosen, but they were not heavy and she coul d, he thought,
wear them without disconfort. He rose as the last chain gave in his hands, and
stared round the wide circle of rolling hills that hemred them i n.

"What now?" he asked, |ooking down at her

The uncertainty of his attitude and the query in his voice nust have reassured
her that he was at |east human, for the | ook of terror faded a little from her
eyes and she gl anced back down the street as if searching for pursuers, and
spoke to himfor the first time he heard her voice-in a low, lilting tongue
that startled himby the hint of famliarity he caught in its cadences. He had
a smattering of many | anguages, and he was sure that this was akin to one he
knew, but for the noment he could not place it.

When he did not answer she laid an inpatient hand on his armand pulled him
along a few steps, then paused and | ooked up inquiringly. Clearly she was
anxious to |leave the village. He shrugged and gestured hel pl essly. She nodded,
as if in understanding, and set off at a rapid pace toward the hills. He

foll owed her.

It was a tirel ess pace she set. The metal circles on wists and ankl es seened
not to hinder her, and she led the way over hill after hill, through clunps of
woodl and and past a swanp or two, w thout slackening her pace. For hours they
travel ed. The sun slid down the sky; the shadows | engthened across the hills.
Not until darkness canme did she pause. They had reached a little hollow ringed
with trees. On one side of it a rocky outcropping formed a shelter, and a
spring bubbled up anong the stones. It was an ideal spot for a canp.

She turned and spoke for the second tinme, and he knew then why her | anguage
was famliar. Definitely it was akin to the Basque tongue. He had once had
opportunity to pick up a little of that queer, ancient |anguage, perhaps the
ol dest spoken in the world. It is thought to be the last remmant of the

pre- Aryan tongues, and |linked with vani shed races and forgotten tines. And the
supposition nust have been true, for this girl's speech echoed it in
bafflingly famliar

phrases. O -he paused here-was he in the future or the past fromhis own tine?
Wll, no matter-she was saying sonething all but inconprehensible about fire,
and | ooki ng about anong the underbrush. Eric shrugged off his specul ations on
t he subject of tongues and hel ped her gather firewood.

Hi s matches caused her a few nminutes of awe-struck terror when the fire was

ki ndl ed under the overhangi ng rocks of the hillside. She quieted after a bit,

t hough, and presently pressed himto a seat by the fire and vani shed into the
dark. He waited uneasily until she returned, stepping softly into the light



with a kicking rabbit in her hands. He never understood, then or later, how it
was that she could vanish into the hills and return with sone snall aninal
unhurt in her arnms. He could scarcely believe her swift enough to run them
down, and she had nothing with which to make snares. It was one of the many
nmysteri es about her that he never fathoned.

They skinned and cleaned the little beast with his hunting knife, and she
broiled it over the snoldering coals. It was |arger and stronger than the
rabbits of his own day, and its neat was tough and sharply tangy.

Afterward they sat by the carefully banked fire and tried to talk. Her nane
was Maia. Her people lived in a direction vaguely eastward and about one day's
journey away, in a white-walled city. Al his attenpts to learn in what age he
found himself were'fruitless. He thought from her al nbst inconprehensible
speech that she was telling himhow ancient her race was, and how it had
descended t hrough countl ess generations froma race of gods who dwelt in a
sky-high city in the world's beginning. It was all so vague and broken that he
could not be sure.

She | ooked at hima great deal out of grave blue eyes as she tal ked, and there
was in their depths a haunted renenbrance. He was to recall that | ook of hers
nore clearly than anything el se about her, afterward. So many tines he caught
t he puzzl ed, broodi ng gaze searching his face in troubl ed i nconprehensi on

He sat there silently, scarcely heeding the occasional |ow cadences of her

voi ce. He was learning the grave, sweet |lines of her young face,. the way her
eyes tilted ever so faintly at the corners, the snmooth plane of her cheek, the
curved line on which her lips closed. And sonetinmes the wonder of their
nmeeting, through so many ages, came down upon him breathl essly, the
realization of something too vast and strange and wonderful to put into words,
and he stared into the sweet, famliar face alnost with awe, thinking of those
ot her grave, dark eyes and serene faces, so |like hers, that ranged through
tinme. There was a

tremendous purpose behind that patterning of faces through the centuries, too
great for himto grasp

He watched her talk, the firelight turning that dearly fanmiliar face ruddy,
and shining in the deep, troubled blueness of her eyes, and a strange and
sudden tenderness canme over him He bent forward, a catch in his throat,
 ayi ng his hands over hers, |ooking into the nenory-haunted depths of her

eyes.

He said not a word, but he stared deep and | ong, and he coul d have sworn that
sudden answer lighted in her gaze, for one swift instant blotting out that
puzzl ed straining after renenbrance and turning her whole face serene and

[ ovely with understandi ng. The nmoment hel d them enchanted, warmin the deeps
of something so breathlessly lovely that he felt the sting of sudden hotness
behind his eyes. In that instant all puzzlenment and i nconprehensi on was swept
asi de and the answer to the great purpose behind their neetings hovered al npst
wi thin grasp

Then, without warning, the girl's face crunpled into tears and she snatched
her hands away, leaping to her feet with the long, startled bound of a wild
thing and facing himin the firelight with clenched fists and swi nni ng eyes.
It was not rebellion against his clasp of her hands-surely she could see that
he meant no viol ence-but a revolt against sonme inner eneny that dwelt behind
the tear-bright blue eyes. She stood irresolutely there for a nonment, then
made a helpless little gesture and dropped to the ground once nore, sitting
there with bowed shoul ders and bent head, staring into the enbers.

Presently her voice began softly, speaking in little disconnected phrases that
fell nmonotonously into the silence. He made out enough to understand her
sudden revul sion agai nst that strange and | ovely oneness of understandi ng that
had gri pped them both. She was betrothed. She made himrealize that it was
nmore than the sinple plighting of vows between | overs. He caught vague
references to religious cerenonies, marriage of high priest and chosen virgin,



temple rites and the anger of a jeal ous god. That nuch he under st ood.

She nust fulfill the requisites of the priest god' s bride. No man nust touch
her until she came into the holy enbrace of the church. She rmust not even know
| ove for another man. And that, perhaps, was why she had pulled away from him
inthe firelight and struggled through tears with an inner enemy that reached
traitorously out to the gol den stranger who hel d her hands.

She was unshakabl e in her devotion to that concept. Eric had

known, fromthe nonent he first |ooked into her snoke-filled eyes, that she
woul d be faithful to any ideal that stirred her. Agirl like this had
destroyed the body from which her soul was slipping, that barbarians night not
defile it. Agirl like this, inmperiously royal and inflexibly cruel, had

wat ched torture in a sun-hot pit, refusing to doubt her civilization's concept
of the divine right of enperors over their subjects' lives. She was stubborn
this girl. Stubborn in her beliefs whether they were kind or cruel. She was of
the stuff fromwhich martyrs are nmade

They stood watch in turn over the fire that night, she insisting on her share
of it with a grave certainty that brooked no opposition. What the dangers were
which made it inpossible for both to sleep at once he did not know. On those
ti mes when he dropped off into slumber the last thing his closing eyes saw was
the girl Maia's figure, slimand round in her torn leather tunic, warmin the
firelight, serene in her determ nation upon her life's ordered plan. Nothing
could swerve her. She was so fine-- An ache canme up in his throat as he cl osed
his eyes.

When he awoke in the norning she had brought in a brace of small, fat birds
like quail and was preparing themat the edge of the spring. She smled
gravely as he sat up, but she said nothing, and she did not | ook at him any
nore than she could hel p. She was taking no

chances with that traitor wthin. -

In silence, they shared the birds she cooked over the enbers. Afterward he
tried to nake her understand that he would take her as far as the gates of her
city. At first she denmurred. She knew this country well. She was strong and
young, wise in the lore of the hills. She needed no escort. But Eric could not
bring hinself to | eave her until he nust. That noment of crysta

under standi ng, the warm sweet unity they had shared even for so short a
breath had forged a bond between themthat he could not bear to break

And at | ast she consented. They spoke very little after that. They put out the
fire and set off again over the rolling hills toward the bright patch on the
sky where the sun was rising. All day they traveled. In her nysterious, secret
way she found anot her rabbit when hunger cane on them around noontide, and
they paused to eat. In the afternoon the pack on his back that held that tine
machi ne began to irk Eric's Viking strength. She eyed it curiously as he
hitched his load forward to ease its burden, but she said not hing.

Twi | i ght was darkeni ng over the hills when Maia paused on the crest of a
little rise and pointed ahead. Eric saw a pattern of white houses ringed by a
broken wall a little way di stant upon the crown of

a higher hill than the rest. And here she nade it clear that she nust |eave
him He was not to acconmpany her within sight of the city walls.

He stood on the hilltop, watching her go. She did not | ook back. She wal ked
lightly, surely, the long grass breaking |like green surf about her knees, her
head hi gh and resolute. He watched her until she passed, a little far-off
figure, under the broken wall, and its gateway swall owed her up out of his
sight forever. And in his heart was a mngling of pain and | oss and high
anticipation. For he was grow ng increasingly sure now that there was much
nore than chance behind these brief and seenmingly so futile nmeetings with the
one deathl ess, blue-eyed girl.

He laid his hands on the switches at his belt confidently as that proudly
nmovi ng young figure vani shed under the gate. He had | ost her

-but not for long. Somewhere in the veiled, renote future, sonewhere in the
unexpl ored past she waited him H s fingers closed over the switch



Darkly the rush of centuries swept over him blotting away the hills and the
green meadows between, and the nanmel ess white city that was crunbling into
decay. He woul d never see Maia again, but there were other Miias, waiting.

ol ivion swall owed himup and his inpatience and his dawni ng conviction of a
vast purpose behind his journeyings, in the great grayness of its peace.

Qut of that blankness a blue day dawned, bright over a noated castle's

battl ements. Froma hilltop perhaps a quarter of a nmle away he saw the surge
of armored men under the walls, heard shouts and the clang of nmetal on neta
drifting to himon the gentleness of a little breeze. And it occurred to him
how often it was upon scenes of strife and sudden death that he chanced in his
haphazard journeying. He wondered if they had been so thick in the past that
the odds were against his conmng into peaceful places, or if his own life of
danger and adventuring had any influence upon the points in time which he
visited so briefly.

But it mattered little. He | ooked around searchingly, wondering if another

bl ue-eyed Maia dwelt near himin this medieval world. But there was nothing
here. Green forest closed in at the hill's foot. Save for the castle there was
no sign of civilization, no sign of men but for the shouting besiegers.

Per haps she lived somewhere in this blue, primtive world, but he could not
risk a search for her. She was el sewhere, too

Suddenly he was awed by the certainty of that-the inconprehensi

bl e vastness of his certainty and of her presence. She was everywhere. From
time's beginning to tine's close-she was. No era had not known her; no spot on
the world's surface had not felt the press of her feet. And though the
infinite future and the infinite past held her, and the earth's farthest
corners, yet in reality every incarnation of her was here and now, avail able
to himwith no greater interval between her countless daughters than the
instant flash of the centuries that poured over himwhen the sw tches cl osed.
She was omni present, eternal. He knew her presences in the oblivion that
swal | owed himas his hands gripped the switches again and the bel eaguered
castle nelted into the past.

Two children were playing by a shallow river. Eric walked slowy toward them
through the warmsand. A little girl, alittle boy in brief tunics of soiled
white. Perhaps ten years old they were, and absorbed in their play at the
water's edge. Not until his shadow fell across their castle of rocks and sand
did they look up. And the girl child s eyes were blue as snoke in her snall,
tanned face.

Those famliar eyes net his. For a long noment she stared. Then she sniled
hesitantly, very sweetly, and rose to her bare feet, shaking the sand from her
tunic and | ooking up at himstill witb that grave, sweet smle illumnating
her small face and a queer hesitation checking her speech

At last she said, "Qu e'voo?" in the softest, gentlest voice inmaginable. It
was renotely recognizable as a tongue that m ght one day be

-or once had been-French. "Wo are you?"

"Je suis Eric," be told gravely.

She shook her head a little. "Zh n'conpTen---." she began doubtfully, in that
strange, garbled tongue so |like French. But she broke off in her denial, for

t hough the name was strange to her yet he was sure he saw recognition begin to
dawn in the snoke-blue eyes he knew so well. "Zh voo z'ai vu?"

"Have you?" he asked her very gently, trying to distort his French into the
gueer sounds of hers. "Have you really seen nme before?"

"I thought so," she nurnured shyly, bew |dernent muting her speech until it
sounded scarcely above a childish whisper. "I have seen your face

bef or e- somewhere, once-long ago. Have |1? Have |-Erie? | do not know your nane.
| never heard it before. But your face- you-- 0, Eric dear-|I do |ove you!"
Hal f way through that speech she bad changed her "voo" to the

"tu" of intimacy, and the last of it cane out on a little rush of childish



affection, "Eric, cher-zh t'ainel"

Somewher e back anmong the willows that lined the shall ow stream a wonman's voi ce
call ed sharply. The sound of feet anong dead | eaves approached. The little boy
junped to his feet, but the girl seemed not to hear. She was | ooking up at
Eric with wide blue eyes, her small face rapt with a child' s swift adoration.
Ten years ol der and she mi ght have questioned the possibility of that instant
recogni ti on, perhaps unconsciously checked the instant warnmth that rose within
her, but the child s mnd accepted it w thout question

The wonman was very near now. He knew he rnust not frighten her. He stooped and
kissed the little girl's cheek gently. Then he took her by the shoul ders and
turned her toward the woods into which the boy had al ready vani shed.

"Go to your nother," he told her softly. And he laid his hands again on the
swi tches. She was beginning to know him he thought, as the river bank swirled
si dewi se into nothingness. Each time they nmet the recognition grew stronger
And though there was no continuity in their meetings, so that he seenmed to be
junpi ng back and forth through tinme and this child nmight be the renote
ancestress or the far descendant of his resolute Maia, yet sonehow by no
raci al nmenory surely, for it was not down a direct |ine of wonen that he
progressed, but haphazardly to and fro through their ranks-sonehow they were
begi nning to know him blivion blotted out his puzzling.

Qut of the rushing dark a steel-walled city blazed into sudden, harsh life. He
stood on one tower of its many hei ghts, |ooking out and down over a dizzy
vista of distances that swamwi th the reflections of sunlight on steel. He
stood still for a nonent, shading his eyes and staring. But he was inpatient.
Sonething instinctive in him grow ng stronger now and surer of itself as this
strange chain of circunstance and nmeeting drew on to its conclusion, told him
t hat what he sought lay nowhere in this section out of tine. Wthout a gl ance
around the stupendous steel marvel of the city he gripped the switches once
nmore, and in a shimrer and a dazzle the shining netropolis nelted into
obl i vi on.

A burst of wild yelling like the voices of wolves baying from savage human
throats snote through the darkness at hi meven before the sight of what was
com ng. Then a plank flooring was under his feet and he | ooked out over a
tossi ng surface of tousled heads and brandi shed fists and weapons, toward
another platform this of stone,

t he height of his across the thunderous sea of the mob. The crackl e of flames
was mounting even above that roaring. On the other platform bound to a tall,
charred stake, ringed with fagots and rising flanmes, the blue-eyed girl stood
proudly. She was very straight against the pillar, chin high, |ooking out in
di sdain over the tumult bel ow.

For the breath of a second Eric glanced round him snatching at straws in a
frantic effort to find sone way of saving her. On the platform behind him
speechl ess amazenment had stricken dunb a little party of nen and wonen in
brightly colored garments of i6th Century cut. They must have been nobl es,
viewing the burning fromthis favored seat. Eric wasted only one gl ance at
their stupefied surprise. He swung round again, his desperate eyes raking the
mob. No hope there. It clanored for the tall girl's life in one trenmendous,
wol f - savage baying that ripped fromevery throat there in a single blending
roar.

"Wtch!" they yelled. "Death to the witch!" in an archaic English that he
under st ood wi thout too nmuch difficulty, a bl ood-hungry baying that brooked no
denial. They had not seen himyet. But the girl had.

Over their heads, through the little shimrering heat waves that were rising
about her already in veils of scorching breath, her snoke-blue eyes net his.
It was a nmeeting as tangi ble alnost as the neeting of hands. And like the grip
of hands so that gaze held, ste~dy and unswerving for a | ong nonent-burning
witch of old England and tall young adventurer of nodern America gazing with
sure recognition in the eyes of each. Eric's heart junped into a quickened



beati ng as he saw the sureness in those snoke-blue eyes he had gazed into so
of ten. She knew hi mwi t hout any question or doubt she recognized him

Over the wol f-baying of the nob he heard her voice in one high, clear scream
"You' ve cone! | knew you'd cone!"

At the sound of it silence dropped over the crowd. Al nost in one notion they
swung round to follow her ecstatic stare. And in the instant of their stricken
surprise at the man they saw there, tall and gol den against the sky, a figure
out of no experience they had ever had before-the witch's voice rang clear

"You' ve cone! 0O, | knew you would, in the end. They al ways said you woul d.
They knew! And | nust die for the know edge | got from Them but by that
know edge | know this is not the end. Sonewhere, sone day, we will neet again.

Good- by- good- by, ny dearest!"

Her voice had not faltered, though the flanmes were |icking up about her, and
now, in a great burst of crinmson, they caught in the fagots

and bl azed up in a gush that envel oped her in raving inferno. Choked with
horror, Eric swung up his gun hand. The bark of the report sent half the crowd
toits knees in terror, and he saw through the flames the girl's tall figure
sl unp suddenly agai nst her bonds. This nmuch at |east he could do.

Then, in the midst of a silence so deep that the creak of the planks under his
feet was |oud as he noved, he sheathed the gun and cl osed his hands over the
swi tches. Inpatience boiled up in himas the prostrate crowd and the

fl ame-w apped witch and the whole ugly scene before himreeled into

not hi ngness.

He was com ng near the goal now Each successive step found recognition surer
in her eyes. She knew himin this incarnation, and he was full of confidence
now that the end and the solution was near. For though in all their neetings
there had been barriers, so that they two could never wholly know one anot her
or come into the unity of [ove and conprehensi on whi ch each neeting prom sed,
yet he knew very surely that in the end they must. Al this had not been in
vai n.

In the oblivion that washed over himwas so sure a consciousness of her

omi presence-in all the centuries that were sweeping past, in all the |lands

t hose centuries washed over, throughout time and space and life itself, her
ever-present |oveliness-that he wel coned the darkness as if he enbraced the
girl herself. It was full of her, one with her. He could not |ose her or be
far fromher or even mss her now She was everywhere, always. And the end was
com ng. Very soon-very soon he would know He woke out of the oblivion
blindly into darkness. Like the fold of

wings it engulfed him If he was standing on solid earth, he did not know it.
He was straining every faculty to pierce that blinding dark, and he coul d not.
It was a living darkness, pulsing with anticipation. He waited in silence.
Presently she spoke.

"I have waited so long," she said out of the blackness in her sweet, clear

voi ce that he knew so well he did not need the evidence of his eyes to tel
hi m who spoke.

"I's this the end?" he asked her breathlessly. "Is this the goal we've been
traveling toward so | ong?"

"The end?" she nurnmured with a little catch of mirth in her voice. "O the
begi nni ng, perhaps. Where in a circle is end or beginning? It is enough that
we are together at last.”

"But what - why-"

"Somet hi ng went wong, somewhere,” she told himsoftly. "It doesn't matter
now. W have expiated the forgotten sins that kept us apart to the very end.
Qur troubled reflections upon the river of tinme sought each other and never
whol ly met. And we, who shoul d have been tine's nasters, struggled in the
changi ng currents and knew only that everything was wong with us, who did not
know each ot her.

"But all that is ended now Qur lives are lived out and we can escape tinme and
space into our own place at last. Qur |ove has been so great a thing that
though it never fulfilled itself, yet it brinmed time and the void to



overfl owi ng, so that everywhere you adventured the know edge of my present
tormented you-and | waited for you in vain. Forget it now. It's over. W have
found ourselves at |ast."

"I'f I could only see you," he said fretfully, reaching out into the bl ackness.
"It's so dark here. \Were are we?"

"Dark?" the gentle voice |aughed softly. "Dark? My dearest-this is not
darkness! Wit a nonent-here!”

Qut of the night a hand clasped his. "Conme with ne."

Toget her they stepped forward.



