AHITCHINTIME
By JAMES MacCREIGH

Young Thom Ra travels back to the hideous Venus-Earth war, and
ventures peril towin lovely Elren Dri for his mate!

OBVIOUSLY the man was dying, and there was no chance that he ever would be discovered. |
blessed the carel essness that had caused me to set the space-time dia s alittle off when | began this
journey to the distant past. | had cometo this barbaric erain the proper time, indeed, but millions of miles
removed from it in space. It had been only after an annoying search that | had discovered Earth, jetted
toward it in my space-drive suit and had come down out of the skiesto land on thistiny, deserted idand
inthe middle of an empty sea.

But it wasincredible luck that had brought me there. For | had found exactly what | needed—a man
who would give meinformation, clothing and an identity—and then die, and obliterate the record of my
interference with the course of events!

I, Thom Ra, walked toward him. Feeble though he was, he opened his eyes and stared at me.

"Thank Heaven!" he whispered, in the thick, hideous language of that era. "1 couldn't have lasted
much longer if you hadn't found me." He fell back and smiled at me with heartfelt gratitude, and for a
moment | felt awild, fleeting impulse to help him, to save hislife. But of course, | dared not interfere. For
that would change the shape of the future, and that meant destruction for me. . . .

When | blasted off from theidand, alittle later, he was dead, and | was wearing his uniform—and his
name.

He gave meinformation before he died, and | had no trouble locating the spot | wanted. | waited till
dark beforelanding afew hundred yards from the war-dome. Then | hid my space-drive suit in acluster
of ancient trees, and walked into the building that housed the most murderous weapon of dl time.

The sentry challenged me, of course, but | wasready for him. After aquick look a my stolen
credentias he shegthed hisray pistol.

"Pass, dr," hesaid, and | walked in, no longer as Thom Ra, but identified as a Captain San Requa of
the Intelligence Service.

At once | saw the atom-rocket. It was on the other side of the great chamber, nestled in awheded
cradle, ready to berolled out to the blagt-off point. Hurrying technicians swarmed about it with
last-minute checks. | walked over, saluted the officer who was supervising and began to witness events
which | had crossed so tremendous a span of yearsto observe,

The atom-rocket was along, silvery torpedo, acluster of tubes at the rear, a snub-nosed warhead at
the front. A panel in the side of it was open, and technicians were setting dials according to the figures
read off by awhite-haired old officer with theinsignia of agenerd on hiscallar.

| LISTENED in awe and reverence, straining to note and remember everything that occurred. To
think that | was actually present at the climactic moment of the legendary War of Annihilation! It wasthe
mogt thrilling moment of my life. Almost | forgot to curse Master Lysand hisduplicity as| watched.

Almost—but not quite. For the thing was too fresh in my mind, and | was awarethat | was till in
danger.

It had begun with aroutine notice that my preparatory work had been approved, and that | was
authorized to enter athemein ortho-history for my find Citizenship Retings. Thetheme, | saw witha
gnking heart, wasthe War of Annihilation.

| had hurried to Master Lys, my ingtructor, sure that there was an error.

"Madter, you give me an impossbletask,” | had said. "Thethemeregulaions arethat | must make a
'redl and complete contribution to human knowledge.' But how can 1? We have so pitifully few records of



the War of Annihilation—all of them have been studied, and analyzed, and worked over for thousands of
years. Thereis no way for meto add to what has been written aready!"

He cackled & mein hisinsufferable TriAlphaway.

"Thereisaway," he mumbled, peeping a me out of hisrheumy old eves.

It took me amoment to redlize what he meant.

"Thetime-betd" And Master Lys nodded.

Wéll, | argued with him, of course. The time-belts were too dangerous. not onetime-traveler inten
returned from the past, even when their projects were as recent as a hundred years ago. And the farther
into the past one ventured, the more certain it became that return would be impossible.

For dthough the mechanism of the time-belts could be trusted and there was no physica menace that
the conductor-screens or the katonator-guns could not cope with, there was the ever-present danger of
Fan-Shaped Time itsdlf.

It wasthe First Law of Chronistics: Our eraisthe product of everything that occurred in the past.
Should anything in the past be changed, our age would aso be changed. Oh, it would continue to exist,
but in apardld branch of time—and there was no way of passing from one branch to another. Andif a
traveler into the past should interfere in the course of events, he would be bound to the new time-stream
his actions created, and the unlucky traveler would never be able to return.

The branches of Fan-Shaped time could never be retraced. The man who interfered with the
Space-time matrix, digplacing even acommain the great scroll of time, would be cut off from hisorigin
forever.

The danger wastoo great. | refused to accept the assgnment, even though | knew it would mean |
could never rise to the status of Tri-Alpha citizenship which was otherwise my right.

But then | heard about Elren—lovely, adored Elren Dri—and | could no longer refuse.

For Elren’'s Mating Indices were posted, and she was a Tri-Alphahersalf! Then | understood what
had been in Master Lys mind when he set that impossible task for me. For | knew that the gnarled,
worm-eaten old wreck had dared to covet my Elren! Loving me, she could never be his. But with me out
of theway he might have a chance.

| accepted the assignment. Master Lys secured atime-belt for me—he was willing enough to help at
my execution—and | began my perilousjourney through time.

| came back to my surroundings with astart. Something was wrong!

Subconscioudy | had been studying the atom-rocket, and now | wasjolted out of my reveriesas|
reglized that it did not look asit should have.

THE ortho-history books were clear on one fact: Venus had been destroyed in the War of
Annihilation by means of a hydrogen-chain reaction, the most deadly atom blast known. Atoms of
hydrogen, under the influence of gammarparticle bombardment, coaesced to form atoms of helium—and
al the incaculable power represented by the odd fraction of mass|eft over was released in the form of
free energy.

But the atom-rocket before me seemed to be nothing more than asimple nuclear-fission affair!
Where were the photon-exciters? The gamma-ray bombardment equipment?

Of course, even afisson bomb could do agood ded of local damage, as shown in the first
atom-bombed cities during the Little Wars of the early Twentieth Century. But, unless our nuclear
sciencewasin error, it could not set off a chain reaction of the type that had destroyed the Venusian
colonies. Was| in the wrong place?

Alarmed, | shoved my way closer to the rocket, staring &t it. It was a crude, primitive affair, of
course, and it was hard for me to identify its parts. | examined it with frantic curiosity—and abruptly |
found mysdf in peril!

Oneof thetechnicians | had pushed aside was staring at me, eyesfilled with suspicion. | caught his
gaze and cursed myself for having acted so rashly. Desperately | Stroveto think of away to dlay his
suspicions, but it wastoo late.

"What are you doing?"' the technician demanded. "Who are you?"'



| tried to conciliate him.

"Captain San Requas my name," | said, using the name on the stolen identity papers. "'l an—" But |
got no farther than that. My accent gave me away.

"He'sasy!" roared the technician. "Help!" And adozen ray-pistols flashed out of their holsters as
the men around us were gavanized into action.

| lost my head. Terrified, | grabbed for the safety belt concealed beneath my stolen tunic, touched the
button that controlled my conductor-screen. The screen shimmered into instant life, and not amoment
too soon. Rays from the weapons pointed a me flashed from all sdes, sparked against the opal escent
curtain of the screen and were dissipated.

| was safe—but only for an instant.

For | had made my second great mistake. | was too close to the atom-rocket. My conductor screen
grazed the warheed itsdlf!

Its energies surged through the unstable e ementsin the warhead; awarning bell sprang into
clamorouslife. The group around me froze in their tracks, mouths open, faces mirroring fright and
disbelief—and the frightful power of the strained atoms within the warhead began to grind toward nuclear
fisson!

There was only onething to do, and apoor choiceit was! But in amoment the warhead would
explode, and of me and my mission, and the whole future of Earth, nothing would be left but a puff of
fiery vapor.

Quickly | dropped the shield of my conductor screen. Trusting that my luck would hold, and the men
around me would be too dazed to fire their wegpons again, | drew my katonator, set it at drain, focused
it on the atomic warhead.

The twin violet beams sprang out and impinged on the silvery metd, pierced it and sucked the heart
from the seething mass of erupting matter within. Blinding energies were drawn from those toppling
atomic structures, surging through the carrier-beam of the katonator into the photon-pack cartridges at
my waist. | had an ingtant'sfear as| wondered if the storage pack would hold al the mighty energies of
the warheed, far greater than the maximum load for which it was designed.

But lightnings of gatic eectricity played about my head, disspating brilliantly but harmlesdy into the
ar, and in an instant the danger was over. The bursting energies o the warhead had been drawn out, and
the mass of matter ingdeit was inert.

Before me lay the atom-rocket, harmless and dead.

| had destroyed Earth's most potent weapon!

| GIVE those ancients credit for bravery Dangerous though | must have seemed they closed in on
me without firing their weapons. Meekly | raised my arms over my head.

The white-haired generd blazed hatred at me from his pale eyes.

"Who are you?' he demanded.

| shrugged. Carefully | phrased my wordsin their outlandish tongue.

"l am a—avigtor fromthe future,” | said.

"| regret the accident that just happened more than | can say.”

"Regret if?* he blazed. "Hah! Y oull regret it twice as much when you face the firing squad!™

| soread my hands helplesdly. In truth, death had no terrors for me now. A firing squad would seem
amost ablessng—for | had destroyed the bomb that would have blasted Venus. Whatever happened
now, the future before me was changed—and in a changed future I had no place, and my Elren would
not exist.!

"Take him out and shoot him," the generd cried.

| turned to go to death, dmost eagerly. In my heart | whispered:

"Elren! Elren, my logt lovel”

The technician who had unmasked me interfered.

"Wait!" he begged. "Let me question him, Sr. Perhgps he'stelling the truth.”

The generd glowered. "What's the difference? He's wrecked the bomb!" But he hesitated and findly



sad, "All right. Question him. The harm's done anyhow.”

Sunk in despair | scarcely heard the other officer's sharp queries, but he was hesitant and | told him
whence | had come, and why. Helooked & me increduloudly.

"But the bomb?" he demanded. "What did you do to it?"

| patted the photon-pack cartridges strung dong my belt. "l had to drainit,” | said. "It was about to
explode—"

"Dranit?How?'

"With the katonator." | explained to him how the energies of the exploding atoms were drawn off
through the katonator-beams and trapped in the photon-prick.

He stared a thetiny power cells, eyeswide but showing a sudden glint of hope.

"Can you take that energy out again and send it into another object?

"Y ou mean to energize the atom-bomb again?' | said. "No, of course not.”

He was shaking hishead. "1 mean something dse," he said. "Can you send them acrossfifty million
miles of space?"

| stared at him, fascinated and afraid. "1 dare not interfere.” | whispered.

"But, you have interfered," heydled. Y ou've wrecked our chance to win thiswar. Y ou've got to
hdpud”

| stepped back, bewildered. What he said was true enough. Yet dl my training, al the warnings of
Elren and Magter Lys, said over and over: Y ou must not interfere!

Yet | had interfered already; | had started a new time-sequence by destroying Earth's chance to wipe
out Venus. If | could neutralize that act by hel ping them now, perhaps there would be a chance.

"I will show you how to use the Katonator,” | said weakly.

Silently | adjusted it, dipped the bdlt off and handed it to him. He led me outsde to where stars
blazed in ablack night. He looked upward hesitantly, pointed to a brilliant blue planet.

"Isthat it?" he asked one of his companions. The man nodded. Carefully he took aim, pressed the
trigger as| had showed him.

Lightnings roared again! The twin violet beams legped from the muzzle of the weapon, howled up
into the heavens. In afraction of a second the photon-pack was drained and the pyrotechnic display died
away. All wasdlent.

One of the officersraced back into the building, pounded the keys of a calculator. He returned
amogt at once.

"At thisdistanceit will take just under nine minutesfor light to make the round trip,”" he said.

The officer who had fired the katonator whirled to confront me.

"Suppose | missed?' he cried in sudden darm. "It is so far—afraction of asecond of arc would
make the beam missentirdly.”

| shook my head. "The beam fans out,” | explained. "And a planet has mass and the photons are
atracted by gravity. Evenif they should miss, the attraction of the planet would draw themintoiit.”

HE NODDED and was slent. Silence cloaked us all—ahundred ancients and mysdlf, dl staring up
into amydsterious night.

Nine minutes passed as dowly as nineterrible years. But by and by" the hands of my chronometer
completed their revolutions.

Suddenly we saw the katonator beams strike.

Above usanew sun blazed forth, kindling like the striking of acosmic match. Night fled around us,
and day came flaring up into noonday brilliance, and beyond. Heat poured down upon us, brilliant rays of
sunlight moreintensethan | had ever seen. The dome behind me sparkled and glistened in the incredible
radiations from the stricken planet millions of miles away, and for amoment | could dmost fed the fierce
actinic waves of ultra-violet, cosmics and a thousand other super-spectra radiations.

Then the peak was reached, and the light began to fade as al the hydrogen was transmuted and
consumed. In amoment the flare of energieswas gone, and the pae blue planet had become a glowing
orange codl.



We had seen abillion persons dying in a planetary suttee.

The vastness of the dead stunned me. | found that | was sobbing, admost weeping as | fet mysdf
gained with acosmic guilt.

The officer who had destroyed abillion lives glanced at mein full understanding of what he had done.
He placed ahand on my shoulder, strangely comforting.

"It couldn't be helped,” he said in avoice that surged with emation.

| nodded bleakly. It couldn't be helped. "It was for the sake of Earth,” | said, blindly seeking
judtification. "Earth was destined to win, in my time-sequence, and | had interfered—I had to correct the
consequences of my blunder—"

| stopped. Wild astonishment burst through the tragic mask on the face of the officer. He drew back
hisarm as though he had found himself embracing an adder.

"What'sthe matter?' | asked in astonishment.

He stared a me with dawning comprehension—and pity. "Say that again!" he whispered.

"Why—I said | had to correct my mistake. | had interfered, and the time-traveler who interferes
maroons himself hopelesdy. | had destroyed your weapon againgt Venus—yet Venus had to be
obliterated, or else | had no chance of return. | was lost—and now, perhaps, | may have a chance to get
back."

He shook his head. There was compassion in hisvoice. "No, you have no chance," he said, and
hestated while tried to take in hismeaning. "Y ou see, thisis Venus" Hewaved at the glowing cinder in
the sky. "That was Earth up there."



