



[image: Cover Image]





IN THE MOONS OF BOREA


BRIAN LUMLEY


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      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.


      




Part One: Borea




I


Paths of Fate


They skirted the forest on foot, the Titan bears shambling along behind on all fours, their packs piled high so that there was no room for the men to ride. Only three of the animals went unburdened, and these were hardly bears for riding. A stranger party could scarce be imagined. Here were bronze Indians straight out of Earth’s Old West, squat, powerful Eskimos from the Motherworld’s perpetually frozen north, great white bears half as big again as those of the Arctic Circle, and a tall, ruggedly handsome, leather-clad white man whose open, short-sleeved jacket showed a broad, deep chest and arms that forewarned of massive strength.


To the oddly polyglot party that followed Hank Silberhutte, their Warlord seemed utterly enigmatic. He was a strange, strange man: the toast of the entire plateau and master of all its might, mate to Armandra the Priestess and father of her man-child, destroyer of Ithaqua’s armies and crippler—however briefly—of Ithaqua himself. And yet he mingled with his minions like a common man and led them out upon peaceful pursuits as surely as he led them in battle. Yes, a strange man indeed, and Ithaqua must surely rue the day he brought him to Borea.


Silberhutte the Texan had been Warlord for three years now, since the time he deposed Northan in a savage fight to win Armandra. He had won her, and with her the total command of the plateau’s army. That had been before the War of the Winds, when the plateau’s might had prevailed over the bludgeoning assault of Ithaqua’s tribes, when Ithaqua himself had been sorely wounded by this man from the Motherworld.


Mighty wrestler, fighter who could knock even a strong man senseless with a blow of his huge fist, weapons’ master whose skill had quickly surpassed that of his instructors, telepath (though the plateau’s simpler folk could not truly understand the concept) who could throw—had thrown—mental insults at Ithaqua, the Wind-Walker, and yet walk away unscathed: Silberhutte was all of these things. He was as gentle as his strength and size would allow; he instinctively understood the needs of his people; when lesser men approached him in awe, he greeted them as friends, equals; he respected the Elders and was guided by their counseling, and his fairness was already as much a legend as his great strength.


When he could by right have slain Northan, his hated, bullying Warlord predecessor—when nine-tenths of the plateau’s peoples had wanted Northan dead—Hank Silberhutte had let him live, had given him his life. Later, when Northan turned traitor, siding with Ithaqua and his ice-priests to help them wage war against the plateau, Kota’na the Keeper of the Bears had taken that life, had taken Northan’s head too; and even though he was wounded in the fighting, Kota’na would not give up his grisly trophy to any man but his Lord Silberhutte.


And it was Kota’na who came now at an easy lope through the long grass toward where Silberhutte stood, Kota’na whose proud Indian head was lifted high, eyes alert as those of any creature of the wild. He had scouted out the ground ahead, as two other braves even now scouted it to the rear; for though they were well clear of the territories of the Wind-Walker’s tribes, still they were wary of skulking war parties. The Children of the Winds did not usually wander far afield when Ithaqua left them to go striding among the star-voids, but one could never be sure. That was why three of the bears were not in harness; they were fighters, white monsters whose loyalty to their master was matched only by their ferocity when confronted with their enemies. Now they were nervous, and Hank Silberhutte had noted their anxious snufflings and growlings.


He noted too Kota’na’s uneasiness as the handsome brave approached him. The Indian kept glancing toward the dark green shadows of the forest, his eyes narrowing as they sought to penetrate the darker patches of shade. Borea had no “night” as such, only a permanent half-light, whereby shaded places were invariably very gloomy.


“What’s bothering you, bear-brother?” Hank asked, his keen eyes searching the other’s face.


“The same thing that bothers the bears, Lord Sil-ber-hut-te,” the Indian answered. “Perhaps it is just that Ithaqua’s time draws nearer, when he returns to Borea …” he shrugged. “Or perhaps something else. There is a stillness in the air, a hush over the forest.”


“Huh!” the Texan grunted, half in agreement. “Well, here we camp, danger or none. The forest goes on for twenty miles or more yet, Kota’na, so if we’re being shadowed, we won’t lose our tail until we’re beyond the woods. We’ll keep five men awake at all times; that should be sufficient. Six hours’ sleep, a meal, and then we press on as fast as we can go. Fifty miles beyond the forest belt we’ll be back in the snows, and we’ll find our sleighs where we left them. The going will be faster then. Fifty miles beyond that, across the hills, we’ll sight the moons of Borea where they hang over the rim. Then—”


“Then, Lord, we will be almost within sight of the plateau!”


“Where a pretty squaw called Oontawa waits for her brave, eh?” the white giant laughed.


“Aye, Lord,” Kota’na soberly answered, “and where the Woman of the Winds will doubtless loose great lightnings to greet the father of her child. Ah, but I am ready for the soft comforts of my lodge. If we were fighting, that would be one thing—but this dreary wandering …” He paused and frowned, then: “Lord, there is a question I would ask.”


“Ask away, bear-brother.”


“Why do we leave the plateau to wander in the woods? Surely it is not simply to seek out strange spices, skins, and tusks? There are skins enough in the white wastes and more than enough food in and about the plateau.”


“Just give me a moment, friend, and we’ll talk,” Silberhutte told him. He spoke briefly to the men about him, giving instructions, issuing orders. Then, while rough tents were quickly erected and a list for watch duties drawn up, he took Kota’na to one side.


“You’re right, bear-brother, I don’t come out under the skies of Borea just to hunt for pale wild honey and the ivory of mammoths. Listen and I’ll tell you:


“In the Motherworld I was a free man and went wherever I wanted to go, whenever I wanted to go there. There are great roads in the Motherworld and greater cities, man-made plateaus that make Borea’s plateau look like a pebble. Now listen: you’ve seen Armandra fly—the way she walks on the wind—a true child of her father? Well, in the Motherworld all men can fly. They soar through the skies inside huge mechanical birds, like the machine that lies broken on the white waste between the plateau and Ithaqua’s totem temple. He snatched us out of the sky in that machine and brought us here …”


He paused, beginning to doubt Kota’na’s perception. “Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”


“I think so, Lord,” the Indian gravely answered. “The Motherworld sounds a fine and wonderful place—but Borea is not the Mother-world.”


“No, my friend, that’s true—but it could be like the Motherworld one day. I’m willing to bet that hundreds of miles to the south there are warm seas and beautiful islands, maybe even a sun that we never see up here in the north. Yes, and I can’t help wondering if Ithaqua is confined to this world’s northernmost regions just as he is during his brief Earthly incursions. It’s an interesting thought …


“As to why I come out here, exploring the woods and the lands to the south: surely you must have seen me making lines on the fine skins I carry? They are maps, bear-brother, maps of all the places we visit. The lakes and forests and hills—all of them that we’ve seen are shown on my maps. One day I want to be able to go abroad in Borea just as I used to on Earth.”


He slammed fist into palm, lending his words emphasis, then grinned and slapped the other’s shoulder. “But come now, we’ve been on the move for well over ten hours. I, for one, am tired. Let’s get some sleep, and then we’ll be on our way again.” He glanced at the gray sky to the north and his face quickly formed a frown. “The last thing I want is to be caught out in the open when Ithaqua comes walking down the winds to Borea again. No, for he surely has a score to settle with the People of the Plateau—especially with me!”
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In no great hurry to find Elysia (Titus Crow had warned him that the going would not be easy, that no royal road existed into the place of the Elder Gods), Henri de Marigny allowed the time-clock to wander at will through the mighty spaces between the stars. In the case of the time-clock, however, “wander” did not mean to progress slowly and aimlessly from place to place, far from it. For de Marigny’s incredible machine was linked to all times and places, and its velocity—if “velocity” could ever adequately describe the motion of the clock—was such that it simply defied all of the recognized laws of Earthly science as it cruised down the light-years.


And already de Marigny had faced dangers which only the master of such a weird vessel might ever be expected to face: dangers such as the immemorially evil Hounds of Tindalos!


Twice he had piloted the time-clock through time itself; once as an experiment in the handling of the clock, the second time out of sheer curiosity. On the first occasion, as he left the solar system behind, he had paused to reverse the clock’s temporal progression to a degree sufficient to freeze the planets in their eternal swing around the sun, until the worlds of Sol had stood still in the night of space and the sun’s flaring, searing breath had appeared as a still photograph in his vessel’s scanners. The second time had been different.


Finding a vast cinder in space orbiting a dying orange sun, de Marigny had felt the urge to trace its history, had journeyed into the burned-out planet’s past to its beginnings. He had watched it blossom from a young world with a bright atmosphere and dazzling oceans into a mature planet where races not unlike Man had grown up and built magnificent if alien cities … and he had watched its decline, too. De Marigny had recognized the pattern well enough: the early wars, each greater (or more devastating) than the last, building to the final confrontation. And the science of these beings was much like the science of Man. They had vehicles on the land, in the air, and on the water, and they had weapons as awesome as any ever devised on Earth.


… Weapons which they used!


Sickened to find that another Manlike race had discovered the means of self-destruction—and that in this instance they had used it to burn their world to a useless crisp—de Marigny would have returned at once to his own time and picked up his amazing voyage once more. But that was when he was called upon to face his first real threat since leaving Earth’s dreamworld, and in so doing, he went astray from the known universe.


It was strange, really, and oddly paradoxical; for while Titus Crow had warned him about the Hounds of Tindalos, he had also stated that time’s corridors were mainly free of their influence. Crow had believed that the Hounds were drawn to travelers in the fourth dimension much like moths to a flame (except that flames kill moths!) and that a man might unconsciously attract them by his presence alone. They would scent the id of a man as sharks might scent his blood, and it would send them into just such a frenzy.


Thus, as de Marigny flew his vessel forward along the timestream, he nervously recalled what Crow had told him of the Hounds—how time was their domain and that they hid in time’s darkest “angles”—and in this way he may well have attracted them. Indeed he found himself subconsciously repeating lines remembered from the old days as he had seen them scribbled in a book of Crow’s jottings, an acrostic poem written by an eccentric friend of Crow’s who had “dreamed” all manner of weird things in conjunction with the Cthulhu Cycle Deities, or the “CCD,” and similarly fabled beings of legendary times and places. It had gone like this:




Time’s angles, mages tell, conceal a place


Incredible, beyond the mundane mind:


Night-shrouded and outside the seas of space,


Dread Tindalos blows on the ageless wind.


And where the black and corkscrew towers climb,


Lost and athirst the ragged pack abides,


Old as the aeons, trapped in tombs of time,


Sailing the tortuous temporal tides …





And even as he realized his error and tore his thoughts from their morbid ramblings—as mental warning bells clamored suddenly and jarringly in the back of his mind—de Marigny saw them in the clock’s scanners … the Hounds of Tindalos!


He saw them, and Crow’s own description of the monstrous vampiric creatures came back to him word for word:


“They were like ragged shadows, Henri, distant tatters that flapped almost aimlessly in the void of time. But as they drew closer, their movements took on more purpose! I saw that they had shape and size and even something approaching solidarity, but that still there was nothing about them even remotely resembling what we know of life. They were Death itself—they were the Tind’losi Hounds—and once recognized, they can never be forgotten!”


He remembered, too, Crow’s advice: not to attempt to run from them once they found you, neither that nor even to use the clock’s weapon against them. “Any such attempt would be a waste of time. They can dodge the beam, avoid it, even outdistance it as easily as they outdistance the clock itself. The fourth dimension is their element, and they are the ultimate masters of time travel. Forward in time, backward—no matter your vessel’s marvelous maneuverability or its incredible acceleration—once the Hounds have you, there is only one way to escape them: by reverting instantly to the three commonplace dimensions of space and matter …”


De Marigny knew now how to do this and would ordinarily have managed the trick easily enough, but with the Tind’losi Hounds fluttering like torn, sentient kites about his hurtling vessel, their batlike voices chittering evilly and their nameless substance already beginning to eat through the clock’s exterior shell to where his defenseless id crouched and shuddered …


And so he made his second mistake—an all-too human error, a simple miscalculation—which instantly took him out of his own time-stream, his own plane of existence, leaving him dizzy and breathless with the shock of it. For he had not regained the three-dimensional universe measured and governed by Earthly laws but had sidestepped into one which lay alongside, a parallel universe of marvels and mysteries. One moment (if such a cliché is acceptable in this case) the Hounds of Tindalos were clustered about the time-clock, and the next—


—They were gone, and where they had been, an undreamed-of vista opened to de Marigny’s astounded eyes! This was in no way the void of interstellar space as he had come to know it, no. Instead he found himself racing through a tenuous, faintly glowing gray-green mist distantly rippled with banners of pearly and golden light that moved like Earth’s aurora borealis, sprinkled here and there with the silver gleam of strange stars and the pastel glow of planets large and small.


And since his own senses were partly linked with those of his hybrid vessel, he also detected the eddies of an ether wind that caught at the clock to blow it ever faster on an oddly winding course between and around these alien spheres. A wind that keened in de Marigny’s mind, conjuring visions of ice and snow and great white plains lying frozen fast beneath moons that bloated on a distant horizon. The moons of Borea …




II


Paths Cross


“Lord Sil-ber-hut-te! Hank! Wake up, Lord!” Kota’na’s urgency, emphasized by his use of the Warlord’s first name, brought Hank Silberhutte to his feet within his central tent. A moment later he stepped out into the open, shaking sleep from his mind, gazing skyward and following Kota’na’s pointing finger. All eyes in the camp were turned to the sky, where something moved across the heavens with measured pace to fall down behind the horizon of forest treetops.


The Warlord had almost missed the thing, had witnessed its flight for two or three seconds only; but in that short time his heart, which he believed had almost stopped in the suspense of the moment, had started to beat again, and the short hairs at the back of his neck had lain down flat once more. Borea was no world in which to be out in the open when there were strange dark things at large in the sky!


But no, the aerial phenomenon had not been Ithaqua, not the Wind-Walker. If it were, then without a doubt Silberhutte’s party had been doomed. It had certainly been a strange and alien thing, yes, and one that ought surely not to fly in any world. But it had not been the Lord of Snows.


“A clock!” Silberhutte gasped. “A great-grandfather clock! Now what in the—” And his voice suddenly tapered off as memory brought back to him snatches of a conversation which had taken place (how many years ago?) in the home of a London-based colleague during the Wilmarth Foundation’s war on the CCD, the “Cthulhu Cycle Deities,” in Great Britain. At that time, Silberhutte had not long been a member of the foundation, but his singular telepathic talent had long since apprised him of the presence of the CCD.


Titus Crow had been a prime British mover in that phase of the secret confrontation, and at the home of the learned leonine occultist Silberhutte had been shown just such a clock as had recently disappeared over the treetops. A weirdly hieroglyphed, oddly ticking monstrosity whose four hands had moved in sequences utterly removed from horological systems of Earthly origin. By far the most striking thing about that clock had been its shape—like a coffin a foot taller than a tall man—that and the fact that there seemed to be no access to the thing’s innards, no way into its working parts. It was then that Titus Crow had told Silberhutte:


“I’m taking a chance that you’ll perhaps think me a madman, my friend—certainly it will be a test of your credulity—but in any case I’ll tell you what I think the clock really is. It is a gateway on all space and time, a vessel capable of journeying to the very corners of existence and beyond. That’s my belief. One day I’ll learn all there is to know about the thing. When I do …” And Crow had paused to shrug and smile, adding: “But that is all in the future. At the moment I may rightly compare myself to an ape attempting to fathom the splitting of the atom!”


Yes, Crow had called the clock a gateway on all space and time, a bridge between worlds—between universes!


Silberhutte stared out across the forest roof where the clock had disappeared, and suddenly he was taut as a bowstring, incredible hope springing up in him, flaring bright where he had believed hope to have all but faded away. Could that thing in the sky—that coffin-shape so briefly glimpsed—could it possibly …?


“What is it, Lord?” Kota’na asked, his voice low, hushed. The Keeper of the Bears was worried. He had never seen the Warlord stirred by such emotions before. Silberhutte’s gaze burned—like a great hound straining at the leash, he seemed to lean toward the forest—and his fists had tightened into huge knots which he held half-raised before him.


Again Kota’na spoke: “Was it some terrible toy of the Wind-Walker, Lord?”


“No, I don’t think so.” And the great white Warlord suddenly relaxed, took a deep breath, turned to grasp Kota’na’s shoulders. “Bear-brother, I want you to come with me, you and two others and a bear. Quick as you can, choose the other men now. We get under way at once. The rest can break camp and head for home with all speed.”


“But—where are we going, Lord?”


“Into the forest,” Silberhutte answered at once. “Where else? If that flying thing is what I think it is—by God!—bear-brother, if only it is!” He gave a great cry and threw his arms wide.


“Yes, Lord?” prompted Kota’na. “What then?”


“Then?” and Silberhutte’s eyes were deep as the spaces between stars. “Then, Kota’na, the Motherworld may not be as far away as I thought.”


De Marigny set the clock down in a glade beside a pool. There was a curious absence of vegetation about that pool, and if he had been more observant, he might have noticed, as his vessel slowly descended and came to rest, a peculiar bluish withdrawal of something or things into the water. Before leaving the safety of the clock, he scanned the forest around him: no slightest thing moved, no birds called. That, too, might have warned him—did in fact caution him to a degree—but what could there possibly be to fear? He would only leave the clock for a few moments, and it would never be more than a pace or two away.


His reasons for coming down here, at a fair distance from the encampment of primitives he had viewed from on high, were threefold. One: he wanted the humanoid natives of this world to have time to think about what they had seen, to assimilate the fact that the clock had done them no harm, before taking a closer look at them or trying to contact them. Two: following what felt like a thousand attempts to leave this alien time dimension into which he had erroneously entered, he was feeling fatigued. All of his efforts to leave had failed miserably, highlighting his inadequate beginner’s grasp of the clock’s refinements; now he wanted to rest both mind and body before trying yet again. And three: the pool had looked inviting and refreshing, the glade peaceful and quiet, and the forest itself had seemed to offer green walls of protection, looking for all the world like the familiar forests of Earth.


Only now, stepping out through the clock’s open frontal panel, did de Marigny become aware of the odd texture of the soil in the glade, its unnatural feel, crumbly and lifeless. A dozen or so paces took him to the water’s edge where he went down on one knee, failing to note as he did so that the glade seemed to grow quieter still. Not a ripple disturbed the surface of that pool, and yet it failed to mirror the man who kneeled at its rim. He paused—his hand poised ready to dip, inches above the surface of water which carried an odd bluish tinge—and the quiet deepened tangibly. Now he felt it: the tension in the air, the sensation of a trap ready to spring shut!


He threw himself back and away from the pool, sprawling in the crumbling soil, scrambling frantically away from water which was suddenly alive with awful activity. The surface frothed and parted and lumpish blue shapes slithered over de Marigny’s booted feet, fastening to his legs through the thin material of his trousers. Half-lizard, half-leech, eight inches long and shaped like flatworms or bloated tadpoles, there were thousands of the blue-veined creatures.


The water boiled with them, these things whose appetites had stripped the glade of life. De Marigny tore them bloodily from lacerated limbs, kicked frantically back from the pool toward the clock where it stood behind him, gasped for air as shock and horror gripped him. The farther he struggled from the pool, the less certainly they slithered after him; but their lidless red eyes regarded him evilly and their razor mouths gaped hungrily. Finally he stripped the last of them from his legs, scrabbled upright, and turned to the clock—only to stumble into the arms of an apparition out of his wildest nightmares!


Wolf-headed and terrible the figure stood, arms encircling him, staring from wolf eyes into his own fear-taut features. Now he saw that the figure was human and only dressed in the trappings of an animal, and that others similarly adorned surrounded the clock and gazed impassively at him. They were like Red Indians out of old Earth, and the eyes that stared from wolf heads were anything but friendly.


De Marigny mustered his strength to twist under and out of the bronze vise that held him and made a dive for the clock’s open, greenly lit panel—only to be met in midair by the flat of a tomahawk that hurled him into a black pit of oblivion. …


De Marigny’s return to consciousness was slow and painful. His eyes felt full of ground glass behind closed and swollen lids. He barely stifled a cry of anguish when he tried to open them, then abandoned the attempt for the time being and concentrated instead on regaining a measure of orientation. This was far from easy for there was a roaring in his ears that came and went in regular pulses, bringing red-peaked waves of pain and surging nausea. As his mind began to clear, he tried to think, to remember where he was and what had happened, but even that small effort seemed to splash acid around inside his skull.


Very slowly the red burning died away, was replaced by an awareness of a sickly chill creeping into muscles and bones already cramped and stiff. He forced back the bile that rose suddenly in his throat and tried to lick parched lips, but his tongue met only sand, dry and tasteless. His teeth were full of the stuff; he gagged on it. Rolling his head weakly, dizzily to one side and freeing his mouth, he spat out grit and blood and what felt like a tooth, then fought to fill his lungs with air. One nostril was full of sand, the other sticky and warm with blood.


Anger surged up in de Marigny—at the stupidity of this dazed, slothful body which would not obey his commands—at his dull mind because it refused to answer his questions. Where the hell was he? What had happened to him? He seemed to be lying facedown in coarse-grained sand or loose soil—


Then, in a series of vivid mental pictures, memory flooded back. Scenes flashed before his mind’s eye: of the glade in the forest and the pool of leech-things; of the barbaric, wolf-headed warriors standing in a ring about the time-clock.


The time-clock!


If anything had happened to—


He gritted his teeth, lifted his head to shake it free of sand, then bit his lip and fought off the fresh waves of pain his actions brought. He blinked and was glad of the stinging tears that welled up to wash his eyes, even though he was blinded by the light that they admitted. It had a weak light, this strange world, true, but painful for all that and filled with a thousand bilious fireball flashes.


Nausea returned immediately, forcing him to close his eyes again. The scene he had so briefly gazed out upon—of a greenly shaded background above a sandy expanse—faded quickly from his tortured retinas, was replaced by a dull red throbbing that brought a groan of pain and despair from battered lips. Plainly he had suffered a brutal beating and kicking even after being knocked unconscious.


He wondered if there were something wrong with his limbs; while they gave him no great pain, still he could not move them. Could it be his attackers had crippled him? Again he tried to move and finally discovered the truth: his wrists were bound behind his back, and his feet were tied at the ankles. His neck, too, must be in a noose of some sort; he had felt it tighten when he shook his head. Grimly he considered his position. Having tired of their sport with his unconscious body, his tormentors had obviously staked him out—but for what purpose?


Then de Marigny thought again of the hideous pool-things and the way the slimy coloring of their internal juices had given the pool is unnatural bluish tinge, and suddenly he found himself wondering if—


He forced his eyes open again, slowly this time, to let them grow accustomed to the light, and gradually the scene before him took shape. He lay in something of a shallow depression with his chin buried in coarse sand, the soil of the silent forest glade. Beyond his immediate horizon was a more distant one of shaded greens, the forest wall at the far side of the pool. De Marigny shuddered, and not at all because of the cramped chill steadily creeping into his bones.


Turning his head carefully to the left, he saw a stretched leather thong that reached out from his neck to where it was tied to a peg driven deep into the soil. He was similarly tied down to the right. Since he could not move his legs at the knees, they too must be tethered. He struggled briefly, uselessly, then slowly and methodically began cursing himself for a fool. To have been so utterly careless, so criminally stupid as to get himself into a mess like this. It was unthinkable!


Disgusted with himself and with his predicament, he nevertheless attempted to analyze his desperate mistake. He believed he knew how it had come about.


His adventures in Earth’s dreamworld—the terrible threats and dangers he had faced and conquered there, until it had seemed he must be almost indestructible—had lulled him into a state of false security. How could he have come through so much only to fall prey in the end to the primitives of some nameless planet on the rim of reality?


What angered the Earthman more than anything else was the fact that he was wearing the cloak brought back by Titus Crow from Elysia, an antigravity device which allowed the wearer to soar aloft as effortlessly as any bird. He was sure that in the dreamworld his reactions would have been instinctive: to reach for and activate the buttons in his harness that would have lifted him instantly to safety. But here in this strange new world … things had simply seemed to move too fast for him.


If only he might free one hand and reach the controls of his cloak, he had no doubt that—


Any further thoughts of escape were aborted, driven from his mind the instant that he caught sight of a pulsating, blue-veined leech-thing that suddenly came slithering over the rim of the hollow in which he lay. It saw him at once, tiny red eyes fixing upon him hungrily, jellyish body throbbing as the creature slid and slithered down the slight declivity toward his face.


Frozen in horror, de Marigny could only think: “My face—my eyes!” But even as the pulsating leech reared up in front of him, inches away, and even as a dozen or so more of the awful things appeared almost simultaneously over the lip of the hollow, still he could not avert his gaze. Hypnotized and immobilized by his unthinkable situation, by the fate about to descend upon him, de Marigny could only watch and wait for it to happen, and—


—The earth shuddered beneath him as a leather-booted foot came down on top of the menacing leech-thing in the moment that it made to strike for his face. Its juices splashed him as it was ground into the moistureless soil.


A second later and the silver blade of a wicked picklike weapon flashed down once, twice, and the thongs that tethered de Marigny’s neck were severed. He felt cold metal touch his wrists and his hands were free, his legs too. Another second and—amazing sight!—a snarling, coughing mountain of white fur, a bear almost eleven feet tall, shambled swiftly into view, stomping the now retreating leech-things and shaking the ground with its massive weight.


Then, before the astounded Earthman could even muster his thoughts to consider these miraculous developments, he was hauled gently but irresistibly to his feet. Left to stand on his own, weak and bloody as he was, de Marigny might well have fallen, but steely arms supported him and keenly intelligent eyes stared into his own first in concern, then in recognition.


He stared back—stared even harder—then gasped and shook his head in dizzy disbelief. Finally he managed to mumble: “Hank? Hank Silberhutte? I don’t—”


“Neither do I, Henri,” the Texan interrupted, “but I’m glad to see you anyway.”


“The feeling,” de Marigny wholeheartedly, bone wearily agreed, “is mutual, Hank, to say the very least!”


He gazed then at Silberhutte’s brawny companions—two bronze-skinned Indians and an olive Eskimo—and at the monster bear which stamped and roared now at the edge of the pool. “But where in all the corners of space and time are we?”


Knowing that the newcomer to Borea was suffering from shock, Silberhutte carefully released him, nodding in satisfaction as de Marigny staggered a little but somehow managed to stay on his feet. “We’re on Borea, Henri, one of the worlds of an alien universe. I’ve been here some time now, since Ithaqua brought me here. And you … well, I saw your arrival. So Crow was right about that old clock of his, eh?” The effect of Silberhutte’s words on the other man was immediate and electric.


“The clock?” de Marigny’s jaw dropped and the color drained from his face. “The time-clock!” He whirled about, staggering wildly, his eyes frantically searching the glade for his fantastic machine.


In the sand he saw a deep indentation where the clock had stood; leading from it, twin tracks cut deep grooves in the gritty soil, terminating where they entered the abrupt shade of the forest. Beyond, a trail of crushed leaves and grasses led away into the undergrowth. Again de Marigny whirled, once more facing Silberhutte and his polyglot companions.


“No, no!” he cried, shaking his head in denial. “I’ve got to get the clock back. I—”


But finally he had exerted his already overtaxed body and mind beyond their limits. Bright lights flashed inside his head as, with unspoken protests still whispering on his lips, he reeled and toppled. Already unconscious, he was not to know how easily Silberhutte caught him up in massive arms to bear him out of the glade and away from the pool of the leech-things.




III


The Pursuit


De Marigny dreamed of ice stars and planets, all frozen in galactic glaciers that flowed out of deepest infinities of lost dimensions. The Hounds of Tindalos chased him along corridors of ice between razor-sharp cliffs that reached blue-rimmed needles high overhead. Without warning an avalanche of huge, jagged ice splinters crashed down upon him, cracking the time-clock open like a nutshell and spilling him out onto the ice. The Hounds were on him at once, black rags of death whose lusting, ethereal feelers found and held him fast. He fought madly to escape them, but—


—He threw his arms wide and awakened with a cry of horror, only to find himself held down by Silberhutte’s huge, strangely cold hands. The Texan held him until his body relaxed, only then allowing him to fall back into a deep warm bank of furs. De Marigny felt the furs move against him and saw that his head rested against a forepaw as big as a real pillow. The warmth he felt was the body heat of Silberhutte’s vast bear! He instinctively drew away from the creature where it reclined beside him on the forest’s floor.


“You were cold,” Silberhutte explained from where he kneeled beside him. “Morda was the only one who could warm you. Kota’na has rubbed you with the body grease he uses. Morda won’t harm you—he thinks you’re the bear keeper’s little brother!” The grin quickly faded from the Texan’s face as he asked: “How do you feel now, Henri? The wolf-warriors gave you a pretty rough time.”


“Wolf-warriors? Yes, they certainly did,” the other slowly answered, “but I feel better now.” He licked his lips and frowned at an unfamiliar but not unpleasant taste.


“Kota’na got a little soup down you and some of his tea,” Silberhutte explained. “The tea is good; it would straighten out a corkscrew!”


“My head still feels a bit loose,” de Marigny answered, “but apart from that … I expect I’ll live.” He stood up unaided and the great bear’s paw closed possessively around him. He carefully extricated himself as Kota’na approached and ordered the bear up onto its feet.


“Morda,” Silberhutte informed, “is not normally very gentle with anyone. He’s trained for the fight. It seems you’ve found a firm friend there, Henri.”


Staring after the towering creature as Kota’na led it away, de Marigny answered, “I would hate to be his enemy!”


He took hold of the Texan’s arm. “Hank, I have to get after the time-clock. It’s my one way out of here. All explanations, everything I would like to know—questions you must surely be wanting to ask me—will have to wait. The time-clock is—”


“—All-important, Henri?” Silberhutte finished it for him. “Yes, I know. To me, too. I’m as much a prisoner here on Borea as you are, and I’ve been here that much longer.”


“Then I’ll be on my way now, at once.”


“Now? On your own?” Without malice Silberhutte laughed. “You don’t seem to understand, Henri. There isn’t any way you can get the clock back on your own. Even if you could, they’d be miles away by now.”


“Do you think so? Dragging the time-clock behind them? Why, the thing must weigh a ton, Hank! They’d need to be superhuman.”


“You didn’t see their wolves, then?”


“I saw their wolf masks—but behind them they were only men.”


“Oh, yes, the wolf-warriors are men, Henri. Ithaqua’s people, the Children of the Wind. But I was talking about their wolves: creatures big as ponies—bred as mounts, as beasts of burden—and some bred to kill! We found the party’s tracks, and there were wolves with them, big brutes, too. They’d easily pull that clock of yours. Yes, and there are other reasons why we can’t simply go chasing after them. Ithaqua is due back on Borea at any time now, and when he returns we must all be safely back in the plateau.”
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