Hurled by unleashed atomic force into time, Kent Mason’s
sole chance of saving lovely Alasa — who ruled a thousand
years before Rome’s birth — and of returning to the year
1939 AD, was to give Greddar Klon, the Time-Master, his
brain!

A startling book-length novél of men and women drawn
from time-sectors five hundred centuries apart and hurled into
civilization’s Dawn-Era! By the Author of Avengers of Space.

THE TIME TRAP
by Henry Kuttner
CHAPTER 1
The Green Monoliths

Kent Mason stumbled to the top of the ridge, staring about
him with sun-swollen eyes. His cracked lips twisted wryly as
he viewed the endless wilderness of rock, the death-trap of
the Arabian desert, dimmed now by driving gusts of icy rain.
In the valley below him two pinnacles of rock towered, and as
Mason stared at them a curious expression crept over his sun-
burned face. He recognized those great obelisks, and, recog-
nizing them, knew that his search and his life would end al-
most simultaneously. For before him lay the fabulous twin
towers of the lost city of Al Bekr, ancient metropolis of lost
wisdom, City of Science!

Two months ago an expedition had set out from the port
of Merbat to search for Al Bekr, and for two months had been
vainly pushing through the arid wastes that the Arabs call the
Rubh el Khali. Old Doctor Cordell, the leader of the expedi--
tion, had pinned his hopes on legends, obscure hints on
archaic shards = but mostly upon a tablet which had been
recently uncovered on the site of primeval Ur, the import of
which was that a remarkable state of civilization had been
attained in the ‘Forbidden City.’

161



According to the inscription, Al Bekr had been merely a
little-visited town in the Great Desert, until suddenly, inex-
plicably, fantastically advanced arts and sciences began to
flourish there. But this perfection of science died almost as
swiftly as it had been born, for a reason that was either not
known or not set down; and the great days of Al Bekr were
over forever. It was, in fact, a compresséd version of the
Atlantean legend — an advanced, scientific culture destroyed
by some mysterious doom.

Mason, the archeologist of the party, was also the youngest.
Now, through the irony of fate, he had accomplished, un-
guided and lost, what his colleagues had despaired of doing.
Doctor Cordell had decided to give up the search and return
to Merbat, and when Mason, determined to investigate a
little-known mountain range near by, had insisted on one last
try, Cordell had refused to permit it. o

That morning Mason slipped away from camp, taking a
speedy camel, thinking he could reach the mountains and re-
join the slow-traveling party in a day or two at the most. But
his plans had miscarried. The camel had fallen, breaking its
leg. The compass had been smashed, and for three days
Mason had been lost in this desolate, sun-baked inferno. The
water had not lasted long. He had shot a vulture and forced
himself to eat the tough, stringy meat; then, during his nearly
delirious wanderings, Mason had lost his revolver. Now, hol-
low-eyed and exhausted, he saw beneath hxm Al Bekr, City
of Science!

The centuries had left little of the fabled metropolis. Two
giant pinnacles protruding from the drifted sand, a riven
block half buried here and there. That was all. Grim and de-
solate in the drenching rain, the valley lay lifeless and silent
below. Yet there would be shelter there, and the storm was
momentarily growing fiercer. There are few storms in the
Rubh el Khali, but they are cataclysmic in their fury. Light-
ning forked above Mason.

He made his way down the slope, staggering in his weak-
ness. The tumbled fragments of masonry seemed to increase
in size as he drew nearer. The city in its heyday must have
been an awe-inspiring sight.
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Thunder snarled behind the hills. The two obelisks were

not far apart, and provided some shelter. Mason collapsed
against one of them. He breathed a great sigh of relief, let his
aching muscles relax. Then, suddenly, his lean face was alight
with interest. The surface of the monolith against which he
leaned was not stone. Rough, worn, pitted with the teeth of
the ages, it was nevertheless unmistakably metal!
- But what race of people could have reared these tremen-
dous spires, nearly forty feet high? The thing was impossible.
Mason examined the texture of the metal, frowning. He did
not recognize it. Hard and rough-grained, with a peculiar
greenish tinge, it was apparently some unfamiliar alloy.

Ominously thunder growled overhead. Then without warn-
ing lightning struck. Like an incandescent white-hot sword it
raced down the skies, enveloping the twin spires in blinding
brilliance. Mason felt himself lifted, flung aside. He had a
momentary glimpse of a sheet of roaring, flashing flame play-
ing between the two pinnacles. There was a moment of un-
endurable tension, as though the air was becoming surcharged
with electricity. Then there was wrenching agony that tore at
the fibre of Mason’s being, agony such that he shrieked aloud
and knew that no sound came from his paralyzed lips. He felt
a surge of incredibly swift movement. Blackness took him,
blackness, and vertigo, and then quickly the shadow fled back
and vanished. Blazing light flared into his eyes.

The desolate valley of Al Bekr — was gone! Gone the
drenching rain, the growling of thunder overhead, the wet
sand beneath his body! He lay on his back, staring up with
amazed eyes at a tremendously high roof, lit with strange
green brilliance. And towering up toward that hlgh-arched
ceiling were — the monoliths!

The twin towers = but changed! Gone were the scars and
pits of centuries of erosion. Their surfaces were smooth, glis-
tening with greenish sheen, and beyond them marched row
upon row of fantastic machines, shining and brilliant in the
strange light. Mason had never seen such machinery, could
only guess at the purposes of oddly-shaped pistons, wheels,
tubes. The room was wide, circular, paved and walled with
white stone. In the walls at intervals were set bars of some
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greenish substance that glowed with cold flame. :

Mason put out a hand, touched the smooth surface of the
green monolith beside him. The touch was reassuring. He
wasn’t mad, he told- himself desperately. The lightning stroke
must have unleashed some undreamed-of power in the mys-
terious towers, wrought some astounding change which as yet
he could not understand. He got slowly to his feet, half ex-
.pecting the incredible scene to Shlft and change to the 'rain-
drenched desert valley

Behind him a voice barked a deep-toned question.

Mason turned qmckly A man stood near, a swarthy, stock
ﬁgure in loin-cloth and sandals; startingly pale blue eyes set
in a harsh, weather-beaten face of scamed tan leather glared
at him. A great beak of a nose jutted over the thm-hpped
mouth. Again the man snarled his question.

Madness! For he sopke the ancient, forgotten Semite ton-
gue, the purest form of the root-language of Arabic, that had
not been used save among scholars for almost four thousand
years! Some faint inkling of the truth sent the blood drop-
ping from Mason’s head. He braced himself, searched his
memory gropingly. He knew the root-language. . . .

‘I come — from a distant land,” Mason said slowly, tenta-
tively, eyeing the great scimitar the warrior carried.

‘None may enter this city,’ the other responded, ferine eyes
gleaming. ‘The Master permits none to enter Al Bekr. Or to
leave!”

Al Bekr! Mason cast a swift glance around. Was time,
after all, not the changeless thing science had thought it?
Had he been flung back into an incredibly -distant past by
some strange power in the lightning-riven monoliths? Yet
these machines, the very masonry beneath his feet, bespoke
‘not the past but the powers of a distant future.

Mason eyed the warrior, felt a tug of recognition pull at his
mind. He said, ‘Al Bekr is not your home.’

The man grunted. ‘It takes no magic to know that. ITama
Sumerian.’ .
Mason’s jaw dropped. A Sumerian! That mystenous,
archaic people whose civilization had existed in the Euphra-
tes-Tigris valleys long before the Semites had come conquer-
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ing. The warrior, suddenly suspicious, moved forward, his
movements catlike, the gleaming scimitar menacing. Swiftly
Mason said, ‘I mean no harm. By El-lil - I swear it!’

The Sumerian’s eyes widened. He stared. ‘El-lil? You
swear by—’

Mason nodded. He knew the reverence in which the Sum-
erians had held the name of their chief god. ‘I’ve no wish to

be your enemy,’ he said. A surge of weakness struck him, the .

culminations of three days and nights in the terrible Rubh el
Khali. Mason felt his muscles relaxing, tried vainly to keep
his balance while a veil of blackness rushed up to overwhelm -
him.

The Sumerian sprang forward, put a great arm about
AMasons shoulders, supporting him. The warrior thrust his
scimitar back into its scabbard, caught Mason in his arms as
- though the archeologist were a child, lifted him. -

The Sumerian bellowed an oath. “Now by Baal and all the
other milk-and-water gods of the north,” he concluded, ‘I
fight no man who swears by EL-lil 1’

Dimly Mason was conscicus of being swung across a
brawny shoulder, carried through interminable green-lit cor-
ridors. He was too weak to resist. At last he was deposited
lightly on a mound of furs. He felt liquid trickling between
his lips, clutched at a flask the warrior held and lifted it.
Water . . . no, not water, though the liquor was tasteless and .
very cold. Energy seemgd to trickle through every fibre of
Mason’s parched body with the fluid. He drained the flask, -
put it aside.

His weakness had gone. He sat up, staring about the room
- bare, stone-walled, carpeted with furs. The Sumerian put
down the flask with a ruefully thirsty glance. ‘Now who are
you?’ he growled. “Nobody in this cursed land knows of El-
lil. And you are no man of Sumer.’

Mason chose his words carefully. ‘I come from a distant
land,’ he said. ‘A land far to the west, where El-lil’s fame has
traveled. How I came here ~ I don’t know.’

“The Master would know. How are you named?’

‘Mason.’

‘Ma-zhon.” He rolled the syllables upon his tongue, giving
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them a cunously guttutal sound. ‘And T - well, call me Erech.
I was born in the city of Erech, and sometimes it isn’t wise for
men to give their own names. If I ever leave this city, it would
not be well for men to know that I once served Greddar
Klon.’ The Sumerian’s harsh face darkened, and he sent a
suspicious glance toward Mason. ‘You know the Master?’ :

Before Mason could answer a t.huddmg sounded beyond
the door. He was startled at the expression that flashed over
Erech’s face, in which fear and resentment were su'angely
mingled. The door opened.

Framed in the portal stool — a metal man! Seven feet tall,
barrel-bodied, with three jointed legs of silvery metal ending
in flat, broad metal plates, the thing stood there — watching! .
Rubbery, tentacular arms dangled loosely; the head was a
metal sphere, mcongrueusly small atop that bulky body, fea-
tureless save for a multiple-faceted eye. The robot stared.

The Sumerian did not move. Mason saw the sinews of his
right hand crawl beneath the skin, Imperceptibly the hand
edged toward the hilt of the scimitar.

. The robot spoke, in a flat, toneless voice. “The Master

summons you. Come at once.’ : ‘ E
" It turned, retreated. The door shut silently. With a mut-
tered oath Erech relaxed on the furs.

‘What ~ what was that?’ Mason asked, feelmg a nameless
terror stirring w1thm him, The metal creature had seemed
alive! -

‘One of the Master’s servants,’ said the Sumerian, getting
to his feet. “‘One of those he created. Powerful is the Master!’
Irony tinged his tone.

‘Well, I must go,” he went on. “You wait here. P’ll be back
as soon as I can.’

‘Didn’t that robot see me?’ Mason asked uneasily. Erech
shrugged.

‘El-hl knows! Sometimes they see nothing — sometimes
everything. I’ll be back soon enough, and we’ll find a hiding-
place for you. There’s no time now.’

He hurried out, and Mason stared at the closed door, try-
ing to integrate his thoughts. Unconsciously for the last quar-
ter-hour he had been trying to convince himself that this was
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a dream, a hallucination born of delirium. But he knew this
was not so. The reality of this strange city was clear enough,
and Mason was young enough to realize how elastic are the
boundaries of known science. Time was not fixed, unchange-
able. In theory it would be possible to travel into the future
or the past. And if in theory — why not in fact?

Strange, yes, and incredible and terrifying — but not im-
possible. Furtively Mason ran his hand over the smooth sur-
face of the metal wall behind him, smoothed the furs on which
he sat. He felt a desperate longing for a cigarette.

There were so many things unexplained! This fantastic
city, ruled by a mysterious Master of whom the Sumerian was
seemingly terrified. That tied in with the known legends, but
it explained woefully little. And it did not tell Mason what
he most wanted to know: whether he was among enemies or
friends.

A noise in the corridor brought Mason alertly to his feet.
Some vague impulse made him open the door, peering out.
A robot was advancing along the passage, still almost thirty
feet away, and Mason quickly closed the door again, flatten-
ing himself against the wall beside it. The creature might
pass by, but there was no assurance of that.

The footsteps stopped. The door opened under the pres-
sure of a metallic tentacle. Flattened against the wall Mason
saw, from the corner of his eye, the monstrous looming form
of the robot moving forward. It had not yet seen him.

The creature crossed the threshold and abruptly halted, as
though realizing Mason’s proximity. But the man had already
sprung forward, thrusting at the robot with his shoulder, at-
tempting to squeeze past into the corridor. He had not rea-
lized the frightful power of the thing.

Even caught off balance, the robot was immensely strong.
It wheeled, and the arm-tentacles gripped Mason, pulled him
back. He tried vainly to flight free.

The creature held him effortlessly, and one coiling limb
slid out to close the door. That done, the robot stumped for-
ward into the room, dragging Mason with it, ignoring the
man’s struggles. The faceted eye glared passionlessly down.

Then Mason caught sight of the empty flask he had
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drained, that had been flung aside carelessly by the Sumerian.

It was lymg within easy reach, and with a quick lunge he
snatched it up, his fingers tightening about the neck. The
robot’s eye was not high to reach — and Mason’s arm curved
in a swift arc, sent the bottle smashing viciously forward.

Glass showered his face painfully. He put all his strength
in a frantic attempt to wriggle free, managed to tear the last
tentacle from its anchorage about his waist. The robot blun-
dered forward, smashing against the wall. Its eye was shat-
tered, Mason saw; it was blind. ‘

Swiftly he gained the door, crept out quietly into the cor-
ridor. Behind him came a thunderous crashing as the robot
pounded about the room, reducing it to pulped wreckage.
Mason glanced around. The passage was empty. He could not
wait here for Erech; if one robot had been sent, there would
be others. Choosing a direction at random, Mason moved cau-
tiously to the left. The corridor was broken at intervals by
doors, but he did not try them, fearing to alarm some inhabi-
tant of the city.

‘But he was given no choice. The distant pounding, of feet

came mechanically, running toward him, and Mason guessed
that additional robots were arriving. A turn in the passage
hid them from his sight. He hesitated. Perhaps the ruler of Al
Bekr — whoever directed the metal men ~ was not an enemy.
The robot had not actually attacked him — it had merely tried
to subdue and capture. If he submitted peacefully—

But as the hurrying feet came closer a wave of cold horror
chilled Mason, and on impulse he opened the nearest door
and slipped through, closing the panel behind him. His eyes
examined the room as he heard the robots race past. And, al-
most, Mason cried out in amazement, as, for the first time,
he saw the woman who was called Nirvor — the Silver Pries-
tess!
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CHAPTER II
The Woman Out of Time

Mason stood on a low bglcony, from which a sloping ramp
led down to a broad, low-ceilinged room, lazy and perfumed
with musky incense. Furs and rugs carpeted the floor. Below
him, in the center of the chamber, was an altar, low and
square, from which a flower of flame blossomed. Gleaming
with cold silver radiance, it cast flickering gleams over the
two huge beasts that stood beside the altar — two leopards,
stretched in sinuous ease.

One leopard of polished ebony—

One white as the fabled gates of ivory through which, le-
gends say, evil dreams pour from the Hell-city Dis to torment
men’s sleep—

Two leopards, brilliant green eyes intent on the woman who
crouched before the flaming altar, a woman such as Mason
had never seen before! !

She was like a silver statue, exquisitely moulded, her slen-
der body half revealed by a lacy silken robe of black. Long
unbound hair, moon-silver, drifted about her ivory shoulders.
Her face Mason could not see; the woman knelt before the
altar, and her voice, murmuring sorcerous music, whispered
words in a tongue completely unfamiliar to the man.

And the pale fires seethed up coldly, whispering. The leo- -
pards watched unmoving. The woman’s voice rose to a shrill,
high keening.

‘Ohé, ohé!’” She spoke in the Semite tongue now, and
Mason understood the words. “My city and my people and
my kingdom! Ruined and fallen, and the beasts of the forest
walk in the lonely streets of Corinoor. . . . 0ké!’> The woman
mourned, her hair falling loose about her face. With a sud-
den gesture she sprang erect, ripped her robe in tattered
shreds from her body. For a moment her nude form was sil-
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houetted against the milky fires, and Mason caught his breath
at sight of the woman’s undraped loveliness, the sleek per< _
fection of limbs and torso, lithe as the forms of the watching
leopards. Then the woman crouched down in utter self-abase«
ment before the altar, her hands outstretched in appeal.

‘Soon, let it be soon,’ her voice sobbed. ‘Let the Master
succeed and bring power again to Corinoor . . . dead and
lovely Corinoor. I, queen and priestess of Corinoor, ask this
of you, like the meanest slave, naked and abased. . . . Selene,
mighty, Selene, turn your face again toward my people!’

‘Silence, and the soft whisper of the moon-fires. The leo«
pards were statue-still. Their green eyes dwelt emgmancally
“on the woman.

Mason felt a queer chill touch him. Once more the eerie
mystery of this haunted city shadowed him. He made a swift
involuntary movement; one of the leopards coughed, sprang
up on alert feet. The white leopard remained quiet, but the
black one stalked forward, eyes intent on Mason. And there
was something disturbingly strange about those eyes, the man
realized — an intelligence that was more than a beast should
possess. :

The woman leaped up in one quick movement, stood star-
ing, red lips parted. Mason felt his throat tighten at sight of
her loveliness. Her eyes were deep pools of jet. And, perhaps,
she read somethmg of Mason’s undlsgulsed admiration, for
‘the lips curved in a smlle, and the lIow voice called a com-
mand.

‘Bokya! To me!’ :

The black leopard halted, one paw lifted. Growling softly,
it returned to the woman’s s1de She made a peremptory ges-
ture.

Obeying, Mason walked forward down the ramp. His heart -
was thudding madly as he drew closer to the woman’s pale
beauty, and a pulse of passion was beating in his temples.
She was Aphrodite, goddess of love and all delight—

Something he read in her eyes made Mason halt.

Beauty was there, yes. But there was something else, some-
thing coldly alien and dreadful, that seemed to lurk hidden
in those cryptic depths, a quality of soullessness that sent a
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shock of repulsion tingling through Mason. But before he

could speak a thudding of racing feet sounded near by.

- In Mason’s apprehensive glance at the door the woman
read something of the truth. For a long moment she stood

silent; then— '

‘In here,’ she whispered in Semite. “Make no sound !’

She bent, touched the altar. The pale fires died. The altar
was a bare block of dark stone. At the woman’s urging Mason
mounted upon it hesitantly, stood rigid. Then, abruptly re-
gretting his move, he made as though to leap down.

- He was too late. The moon-flames sprang up, crackling

softly All around Mason now was a wall of silver fire, hid-
ing the woman and all else from his eyes. Oddly there was
no perceptible heat. Rather, a queer chill seemed to emanate
from the weird flames. Slowly Mason relaxed, realizing that
he was in no immediate danger. Yet why had the woman
helped him?

Voices came from beyond the altar. Someone he could not
see was speaking — questioning, demanding. The woman’s
voice answered. Then, for a time there was silence.

Again the moon-flames died. The room was empty, save
for the leopards and the woman. She had cast a robe of white -
fur about her shoulders. Laughing a little, she-beckoned
Mason.

. ‘One of the Master’s servants,” she said. ‘He was searching
for you. I sent him away. You're safe — for a while, at least.’

Mason got down from the altar, with a wary glance at the
leopards. But, save for a growl or two, they paid him no
heed. He came close to the woman, said in Semite:

‘You have my thanks, O goddess who rules men’s hearts.’

Her face clouded at the flowery phrase. ‘Do not speak of
goddesses. I worship one goddess — and I have fear of her,
but no love. Well — what is your name?’ .

‘Mason.’

‘Mason — yes. And I am Nirvor. I do not think you have
been in Al Bekr long, eh?’

‘Half an hour at most. You're the first human bemg Pve
seen, except— Some indefinable instinct of caution made

17



.Mason stop before he mentioned, the Sumerian. Nirvor’s jet
eyes grew keen.

‘Except—2?°

“The robots,’ :

The woman smiled slightly. ‘What year do you come
from?’

Mason caught his breath, This confirmed his wild guesses.
The power of the twin monoliths-had flung him into time -
as he had thought. Fighting back his questions, he said as
calmly as he could, ‘1939.’ And added, as an- afterthought,
‘A.D. -

“Then — as you would reckon it — I come from 2150, long
in your future. I was caught by the time trap, as you were,
and drawn back to this dawn-era before Egypt or Rome ever
sprang from the dust. And here, in long-forgotten Al Bekr, I
found - the Master.’

Nirvor watched, but Mason made no sign. She said, “You
have not seen him yet?’ :

‘No. Who is he?’ .

‘He is from the future — my future as well as yours. Five
thousand years later than your time-sector — nearly ten thou-
sand years from now, in earth’s dusk. He built the time pro-
jector, and with its aid traveled back to this almost prehistoric
city. The projector was wrecked, but the Master determined
to rebuild it. He conquered Al Bekr, and with the robots he
made, turned it into a city of science. Then he set to work to
repair the projector.’ .

‘How did you get here?’ Mason asked. ‘I don’t see—"

“The twin monoliths have in them atomic power, and when
this is released, the time-warp is set in operation. Any object
within their field of force is hurled into time. This is true
now, or a million years from now. Mason, the green time-
towers that the Master builds now will stand in this valley
when Al Bekr is a lifeless wilderness. They will stand in your
day, and they will stand in mine, and through the ages, hold-
ing within them the power of time travel. Once in a thousand
years, perhaps, a human being will be within range of the
towers when the force is released, perhaps by lightning, as it
was when I was captured. My caravan had camped beneath
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the palms of an oasis in the valley of Al Bekr, and I, wander-
ing in the storm, sleepless, was’ 'between the green towers
when hghtmng struck. I was drawn back through time to the
period in which the projector first existed — now, when the
Master rules Al Bekr.’ '

Mason’s mind was busy with this explanation. He said,
‘Are we the only ones who have been captured by the mono-
liths?’

‘You and I, and the Master - and one other. He—' Nirvor
hesitated. ‘We shall not speak of him.” She sank down beside
the altar, stretching like a cat. The leopards watched silently.
Nirvor eyed Mason from half-lowered lids, pale ash-blonde
lashes sweeping her cheeks.

‘It has been lonely here,’ she said. Sit down, Mason.’

He obeyed. The woman went on.

‘Long and long have I waited. The Master has promised
to return me to my own time, to aid me in rebuilding my
dead city, marble Corinoor.- But in the meantime I wait
among these barbarians — I wait, and 1 worship Selene, and
my leopards guard me . . . they, too, were captured by the
time-towers when I was.’ A slim hand caressed the furry jaw
of the black beast. From half-closed eyes it peered at her,
growling softly

‘They are wise, Mason — Bokya and Valesta. Long before
Corinoor fell our scientists had evolved certain creatures, and
the sacred leopards were wisest of all. Remember, Mason -
Bokya and Valesta are very wise. ...

With a lithe movement Nirvor moved close to Mason. She
whispered, ‘But I grow tired of wisdom. I am — woman.

Slim. arms stole about Mason’s neck. Nirvor’s perfumed
breath was warm in the man’s nostrils, a perfumed madness
that mounted headily to his brain. His throat was dry and
_clamped.

He bent his head, pressed his lips against Nirvor’s scarlet
ones. When he drew back he was trembling a little. - .

‘Mason,’ the woman whispered. Her eyes met and locked
with the man’s. And, for the second time, Mason saw some-
thing alien in them.

A cold, cruel, distant something that made him draw back
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involuntarily, appalled by the subtle horror in Nirvor’s eyes.
Mason could not understand exactly what repulsed him; he
was not to know this until much later. But he knew, with a
dreadful certainty, that the woman was a Horror. . ..

Her lips were suddenly twisted with menace. But she
choked back a flood of words, stood up, and Mason stood up
beside her. This time she did not let her gaze meet the man’s.
She lifted pale hands to her throat, unbuckled the clasp that
held the robe. It slipped down rustling to her feet.

Mason tried to look away — and found he could not. Nirvor
might be evil — but she was a goddess indeed, a marble Gala-
tea sprung to life and instinct with passion. She stepped for-
ward; her bare arms went about Mason’s neck.

Setting his jaw, he tore them free, thrust the woman back.
Remembrance of the inexplicable strangeness in Nirvor’s eyes
was too strong.

‘You say you come from the future, Mason whispered,
gripping the woman’s wrists. ‘How do I know what — crea-
tures — may exist then?’

She caught the implication. Fury blazed in the jet eyes,
She tore free, sprang back, shrilled an angry command.

‘Slay him, Bokya - slay!

The black leopard sprang erect. Tt crouched, stalking
slowly toward Mason.

A voice said sharply, ‘This man is the Master’s, Nirvor.
Slay him - and you die!’
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CHAPTER III
Vengeance of the Master

Mason turned his head, saw Erech, the Sumerian, at the door.
The man came striding swiftly down the ramp, his cold eyes*
harsh.

‘Hear me? Nirvor—’

The silver pnestess hissed shnlly The black leopard hesi-
tated, slunk back to its place. Nirvor turned blazing eyes on
the Sumerian.

‘Since when have you commanded me?’

‘I speak for the Master, Erech said smoothly, with an
undertone of faint mockery. ‘And I do not think that even
you care to defy him.’

With an angry gesture Nirvor turned away, touched the
altar. Again the pallid moon-fires sprang up. The Sumerian
said, I shall not speak of this episode to Greddar Klon. Nor
would I advise you to do so.”

The priestess made no reply, and Erech gripped Mason’s
arm, nodding toward the door. Silently Mason followed the
other. Once they were in the corridor Erech blew out a long
breath of relief.

‘She’s a demon, Ma-zhon — she and her familiars, those
giant cats. Come along!’ He pulled Mason with him till they
reached the Sumerian’s apartment. There, safely ensconced
on furs, Erech grinned wryly.

‘I thought the metal men had you. But you’re not safe yet.
. Unless you want to take your chances with the Master—’

‘Why should he harm me?’ Mason asked, without much
assurance.

‘Well, there was another man who came as you did, out of
nothing — a man named Murdach. He’s in the vaults, chained
and captive. I don’t know why. True, Greddar Klon may not
chain you—’
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‘I’d rather not make the experiment,’ Mason said. ‘But
doesn’t the Master know I'm here?’

‘He isn’t sure. Nirvor won’t betray you, for that would
mean betraying herself. I think you can hide in Al Bekr for
a while, anyway. Its easy to find a white camel in a herd,
but if it’s dyed brown—" The Sumerian got up, found a
length of cloth and a light cloak. ‘Youw’d best wear these.’

Mason nodded. “When in Rome,’ he observed, but the other
only stared. Then he remembered — Rome would not be born
for thousands of years. Quickly Mason stripped, fashioned
himself a loin-cloth, threw the cloak over his shoulders. Erech
handed him a dagger. ‘I have no better weapon,” he apolo-
gized. ‘My scimitar I need myself.”

He led the way out into the passage, talking as he walked.
‘As for the Master, I don’t know where he came from. Once
Al Bekr was a paradise. Then Greddar Klon came, and with
his magic enslaved us all. I was visiting Al Bekr when he ar-
rived, having had occasion to flee Nippur.’ Diabolic mirth
tinged his grim face for a moment.

‘When my caravan got here. Alasa ruled. Then suddenly
Greddar Klon came. I did not see that. Some say he sprang
out of empty air, in broad daylight. He made himself ruler,
took Alasa as hostage, and keeps her imprisoned. He has made
this into a city of fear. Look about youl’ Erech flung out an
arm at the green-lit corridor. ‘Al Bekr was not unduly beauti-
ful before, but now it’s like living underground with devils!
‘Well, cities are no places for men anyway. If I — but none
can escape. Some have tried, and died. Greddar Klon’s slaves
are everywhere.”

The passage broadened. Behind them came quick foot-
steps. Mason felt the Sumerian nudge him. Racing past came
a metal robot. If it saw them, it gave no heed. From the dis-
tance came the thudding tramp of many feet. The clanging
note of a bell rang out. )

Erech cursed. His eyes rolled, as though seeking a way of
escape. More robots passed them. Mason gripped his dagger.

‘No!’ The Sumerian seized his wrist, pulled his hand from
the weapon. His voice was low and urgent. “There’s danger,
but we may escape. Come!’ He quickened his footsteps,
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The metal men moved on, arm-tentacles swinging, bulging
eyes astare. The clatter of their footsteps filled the passage.
The bell clanged out again.

‘It summons the city to the Council Room, Erech said. ‘All
must be there. We've no chance to find a hiding place for .
you now. We must wait. ...

Five minutes later they emerged into a great high-ceilinged
room. It was vast, awe-inspiring in its bare hugeness. It was
of white stone, windowless, lit with the inevitable green-
glowing bars. Tunnel mouths ringed the walls. A multitude
of men and women, a few children, were pouring from the
passages.

Guided by Erech, Mason joined the rest. At one end of the
great chamber was a raised dais, bare save for a silvery metal
_ ovoid that hung in the air, apparently without support. It was
perhaps seven feet long. Strangely it reminded Mason of a
coffin. At sight of it he felt Erech grow tense beside him.

The room was filling with a surging multitude, brown-
faced, furtlve-eyed They spoke in hushed tones among them-
selves, casnng occasional quick glances toward the dais. To
Mason it was strange indeed to hear the low mutterings of a
language - which no longer existed save among a few scholars
- in his time, at least. :

From the high ceiling a black disk dropped. Its descent
was arrested, and it hung swaying above the crowd. The whis-
perings died into silence.

Two robots, side by side, emerged from a tunnel mouth be-
yond the dais. At their heels came rolling something like a
great metal sphere, with the top sliced off — a huge hollow
cup. Over its edge Mason saw a swollen, blue-veined bald
head, bulbous and hideous — a monstrously bloated caricature
of a human skull. Two sharp, beady eyes peered out intently
from beneath that tremendous brain case.

Mason cast a sidelong glance at the Sumerian. Erech’s
eyes were cynical — yet they were troubled, too. Mason rea-
lized that the warrior’s half-contempt for the Master had
been not quite real ~ that it masked an uneasy, reluctant fear
of Greddar Klon. To Erech the Master must appear like some
monstrous baroque, for he did not realize or understand, as
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did Mason, that with the passing of hundreds of thousands of
years the human race would evolve into beings like the strange
man on the dais.

Slowly the car rolled on behind the robots. A pale, slender
hand, with elongated, tentacular fingers, writhed into view
above the edge of the cup. The robots paused on the dais, and
the car wheeled between them to face the audience, among
which, Mason saw, other robots stood like guards. A murmur
went up from the throng.

‘The Master!’ ' :

Mason lifted a quizzical eyebrow. Hc could understand
now how Greddar Klon maintained his rule over the super-
stitious natives of Al Bekr, playing on their fear of the un-
known. The entire auditorium, he saw suddenly, was like a
huge theatre, cunningly arranged to impress the beholder with
its mystery, its strangeness. Mason might find danger in the
formidable science of Greddar Klon — but this mummery he
could recognize and discount. Somehow he did not feel so
utterly lost and helpless now.

The Master lifted a slender hand, and the throngs knelt.
Mason found a position behind a fat, shaven-headed man in
a woolen cloak.

From the black disk dangling overhwd came a flat, me-
tallic voice. Mason glanced up cautiously. The apparatus -
a radio amplifier, probably — must be strange indeed to Erech
and the others.

‘I have imprisoned Alasa, your queen,’ the voice said emo-
tionlessly. “For a long time she has been my hostage, ever
since I learned she was plotting to revolt against me. I have
warned you, people of Al Bekr, that at the first sign of an-
other revolt she would die. Well — there has been no such
attempt, That I grant.’

The Master’s inscrutable eyes roved over the. kneeling
throng. Mason looked down quickly as the probing glance
moved toward him. Again the toneless voice sounded. '

“The prison of Alasa has been in plain view, as a warning.
Yet it was forbidden to touch it. That command has not been
obeyed.’

Greddar Klon’s head bent for a moment. A robot appeared
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in the tunnel mouth behind the dais, a tentacle-arm curled
about the neck of a girl who walked beside it — a girl of per-
haps twenty, her dark eyes distended, ber hair matted with
dried blood. She wore a plain white robe, torn and stained.

The metallic ovoid that hung above the dais dropped lower.
The silvery sheen changed. Over its surface a shimmering
play of color crawled. It became transparent as glass.

" Within it was a girl.
Mason felt the Sumerian nudge him, ‘Alasa — our ruler,
" Erech whispered.

She lay within the transparent coffin, eyes closed, her dark
hair falling in ringlets about an ivory, piquant face, and there
was a strangely elfin beauty about her, enhanced by the close-
fitting green garment she wore. Mason caught his breath, star-
ing with his eyes. A scarcely noticeable movement went
through the throng.

‘It is death to touch Alasa’s prison,” the disk said coldly.
“Let no one turn away his eyes.’

Robots held the white-robed girl firmly. Others brought
forward a curious appliance. Swiftly they rlpped away the
single garment, baring the captive’s slim body in utter nudity.
She cried out, fought vainly to escape.

But the robots were too strong. Dozens of circular disks,
transparent as glass, were pressed against the girl’s flesh,
clinging apparently by suction. Flexible tubes led from them
to a bulky machine on the dais.

A movement nearby drew Mason’s attention. A man had
risen to his feet, a brawny warrior with grey-streaked beard
who was staring fascinated at the spectacle. Mason, follow-
ing his gaze, felt cold horror touch him.

The girl on the dais was — changing! The skin beneath the
innumerable glass cups grew red and inflamed. She screamed
in agony, writhing against the metallic arms of the robots.
Her naked body was no longer white — it was covered with
dozens of crimson disks—

Mason understood. The air within the glass cups was being
pumped out; powerful suction was wrenchmg at the girl’s
flesh.

There were little beads of perspiration on Erech’s face. The
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Sumerian’s jaw was grimly set, but he could not disguise the
fear in his eyes. Under cover of the low murmur that filled
the room Mason muttered, ‘It’s trickery, Erech.’

The Sumerian turned doubtful eyes upon him, glanced back
swiftly to the dais. From the corner of his mouth he whis-
pered, ‘You are wrong, Ma-zhon. This is not the first time it
has happened. I - I do not like being afraid, Ma-zhon/’

The girl shrieked, her voice knife-edged with pain. The

frightful suction tore at her flesh. Blood spurted into the glass

cups. Nerves and veins and arteries were ripped into ghastly
chaos. Her body became a shapeless mass of puffy, bleeding
meat.

Someone shouted. Mason turned his head in time to see a -
spear flash through the air, hurled by the grey-beard he had
already noticed. Like a white flame the weapon flashed
through the room, raced at the Master — and rebounded, fell
clattering to the stones!

A beam of yellow light darted out from the dais. There
was a shrill scream as the ray impinged on tender skin. It
swung toward the greybeard. The man shouted, toppled back,
his face a blackened cindery mass. ‘Beware!” the disk roared.
‘Beware the vengeance of the Master!’

‘I knew him,’ the Sumerian muttered. ‘It was his daughter
whom the Master slew just now—" He stopped as the mur-
muring of the throng suddenly died away.

In the stillness the voice of the black disk sounded unna-
turally loud. ‘Let Nine-Seven-Four come forward,’ it said.
Erech drew in his breath sharply. -

Then, without a glance at Mason, the Sumerian rose and

_ strode toward the dais. Just before he reached it he came to
a stop, facing the Master.

‘Where is the stranger who was in your quarters?’ The
voice came from Greddar Klon’s thin lips, not from the
amplifying disk overhead.

Erech said loudly. ‘I do not know. He escaped from my
quarters.” Mason knew the words were intended for his own
ears,

So, apparently, did Greddar Klon. The Master’s voice
rang out again flatly.
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‘I speak to you, stranger. Come forward.’

Mason did not move. A robot stepped forward. Its ten-
tacle-arm coiled about Erech’s neck. The Sumerian’s hand
leaped to the hilt of his scimitar, and then fell away. Amaz-
ingly the toneless voice spoke - in English, oddly accented
but recognizable,

‘I — mean you no — harm, Come forwatd, if you — wish to
return to your own - time-sector.’

Startled, Mason involuntarily made a movement, hesitated,
and then stood up quickly. After all, he had no choice. The
tentacle about Erech’s neck silently warned him of the tor-
ture that would be inflicted on the Sumerian if the Master
were not obeyed.

Mason hurried forward, the target of furtive glances, pass-
ing Erech without a word. The swarthy warrior stared straight
ahead, his face immobile. Greddar Klon nodded, and the
robot uncoiled its tentacle from Erech’s neck, twined it in-
stead about Mason’s upper arm. There was no menace in the
gesture — rather, it seemed as though the creature had taken
his arm to guide him. Mason felt a gentle tug, and the robot
urged him toward the tunnel mouth behind the dais. The
weird, spherical metal head, with its strange, faceted eye,
stared down at him blankly.

With a glance at Erech, Mason followed the robot past the
still form of Alasa, motionless within her transparent prison.
Again the elfin beauty of her caught at Mason’s throat. Then
the green-lit depths of a passage swallowed him. .

He was taken to the great room of the two monohths There
he waited, still with the cold tentacle curled about his arm,
till the sound of tramping footsteps came. Into the huge
chamber came the two guardian robots; behind them Greddar
Klon in his metal car. The Master stopped the vehicle, swung
open a door, laboriously climbed out to the floor. )

Now Mason had an opportunity to study the strange man
more closely. He was short, his body dwarfed but thickset,
and the arms were slender, boneless, terminating in elongated
fingers. The bowed legs were thick and strong. They had to
be, in order to support that tremendous brain-case. A close-
fitting black garment covered the stocky body, the shoulders
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of which scarcely came to Mason’s waist. The dwarf’s head

was papery-white, blue-veined. Almost Mason could imagine

it pulsated with the throb of the living brain within. The

bones of the skull must be very thin — the thought stirred
something in his mind.

The tiny, pointed jaw moved, and a shrill voice spoke in
syllables Mason did not understand. He said, in English, ‘I
am sorry but I do not speak your tongue.” -

The other replied haltingly in the same language, ‘I — know
yours. Have studied — records—" He lapsed into pure Semite,
speaking more fluently. ‘Let us speak the root tongue. I have
had reason to speak it much of late, though at first it gave
me difficulty. You are from the future. So am I - but a future
far later than yours.” He nodded. The tentacle unwound from
Mason’s arm. The robot paced away, returned with a heap of
furs. Greddar Klon dropped upon them, and the robot
brought more furs, threw them in a heap beside Mason. He,
t00, sank down.

‘Let me explain. In my day I built a Ume-machme, a pro-
jector “which hurled me back into the past. There was an error
in my calculations, almost fatal. I had intended to move only
a few days into the future. But the time current was very
swift. . .. I emerged in this ancient city. And I had no way
of returning. My time projector was not, of course, in exis-
tence. It would not exist till I built it, far in the future.’

The cold eyes dwelt enigmatically on Mason. ‘I rebuilt my
device. This time — somewhat differently. For I do not wish
to err again — I do not care to go back to the Pliocene, or on
to a dying, airless world. I have not yet finished my experi-
ments. Do you know why I have told you this?’

Mason shook his head. Cameos of muscle ridged on his
jaw. .

‘Not friendliness — no. I want. your brain. Your intelligence.
The robots will obey — but they are mindless. There are cer-
tain delicate operations and calculations . . . in' my own time
I had capable assistants, but I cannot use these barbarians, of
course. You can help me. Your mind is undeveloped, but the
rudiments of scientific knowledge are there. I wish your aid.’

He watched Mason for a moment and then went on, ‘It is
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the only way in which you can return to your own time. Do
not let emotion sway you. These people here are nothing to
me. Nor are you, save that I can use you. Help me ~ or die.’

The archeologist hesitated. He did not doubt that refusal
would mean death, or, at least, torture. He must play for
time . . . until he understood more of this alien, enigmatic
world

“Very well. Il help you,’ Mason spoke weariedly. :

‘Good.” Greddar Klon peered closely at Mason. “You are
tired. You must sleep now, and when you are refreshed we
can begin.’

A-robot came forward. It took Mason’s arm, urged him to-
ward a passage.

The voice of the Master came, flat and ominous.

‘Remember ~ I do not trust you. But I think you under-
stand that treachery will mean your death!®>
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CHAPTER 1V
The Conspirators

For seven hours Mason slept dreamlessly, on a mound of furs
in one of the bare apartments of Al Bekr. Once he roused at
an unfamiliar sound to go to the door and open it. Outside
the portal one of the metal robots stood motiqnless on guard
Smiling wryly, Mason returned to his couch and relaxed in
sleep.
: The next time he awoke it was to find a  hard, calloused

‘palm clamped over his mouth. Startled, he fought desper-
ately for a moment, and then paused as he heard the urgent
whisper of Erech, -

‘Quiet, Ma-zhon!® Be silent!’

The Sumerian’s swarthy face was glistening with sweat. He
took his hand from Mason’s mouth, said, ‘We must be quick.
There’s a journey you must make before the Master sends

. for you’

“The robot =* Mason nodded toward the door. Erech’s thin
lips broadened in a grin.

‘I’'ve taken care of him. With this — see?’ He brought out
from the folds of his cloak a curious egg-shaped contrivance,
milkily luminescent. ‘I got it from Murdach.’

Murdach! Mason remembered — the man from the future
whom Greddar Klon had imprisoned in the vaults of Al Bekr.

‘How—’

‘Murdach is wise — and powerful, though he’s in chains. I
visited him — after the Master had punished me for hiding
you.’ The Sumerian rubbed his back gingerly, wincing. ‘I do
not love the lash’s kiss — no! Well, I told Murdach of you,
and he has made a plan. He gave me this weapon against the
metal men, and asked me to bring you to him. And Alasa,
too — for the Master intends to slay her.’

‘What are we waiting for?’> Mason asked He sprang lightly
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to his feet, moved toward the door. His hand strayed toward
the dagger at his belt, but Erech merely chuckled.

‘No danger - so long as we move quietly. Murdach’s wea-
pon is powerful.’

The Sumerian opened the door. The robot stood silent
across the threshold, its faceted eye blank and dull. It made
no move as the two men passed it. Erech said:

‘It’s under a spell.’

Mason lifted quizzical eyebrows True, to the superstmous
Sumerian this must seem magic indeed, but the cause of the
robot’s paralysis could be guessed. The egg-like weapon of
Murdach, perhaps, emitted a ray which temporarily short- -
circuited the energy that activated the robot. How long, Mason
wondered, would the metal man remain thus?

‘Come on,’ Erech said, leading the way along the corridor.
Silently the archeologist followed. Through green-lit, empty
tunnels they went swiftly, and at last came out into the great .
room of the dais, where Greddar Klon had tortured and killed
the Semite girl before the assembled multitudes of Al Bekr.
The chamber was vacant now, save for the glass coffin that -
hung in empty air. Erech ran lightly toward it, Mason at his.
heels.

From a tunnel mouth a robot came striding. The Sumerian
flung up his arm, the luminous, enigmatic weapon of Mur-
dach’s gripped in his thick fingers. From the shining object a
pencil-thin beam of light sprang out.

It struck the robot’s body. It spread, crawling over the
metal surface like liquid. Suddenly the robot was a glowing
figure of living light.

The monster stopped in mid-stride, tentacles ngldly out-
stretched. It stood frozen.

The light-beam died. Erech hid the weapon in his gar-
ments,

‘Now for Alasa,’ he growled. ‘Murdach told me how to
free her. If I can remember—’

The Sumerian touched the opaque coffin, ran his hand
lightly over its surface. He cursed softly — and then caught his
breath. Beneath his fingers something clicked; there was a
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high-pitched, strange sound, as though a violin string had
abruptly broken.

The coffin sank down, opening as it dropped: Within it lay
Alasa — unmoving, asleep.

‘Mason leaned forward, his eyes intent on the girl. Alasa’s
beauty seemed scarcely earthly as she lay there, and for a
moment Mason feared that she would not awaken.

Then the long, dark lashes lifted; warmly golden eyes
looked into the man’s. In that gaze a queer understanding
came, and Alasa — smiled. No longer goddess — but human
indeed!

Fear came into her face. She arose with a lithe motion, and
looked around with the wariness of a hunted thing. In Semite
Mason said:

‘Do not be afraid. We come to free you ~ not to harm.’

Alasa eyed him doubtfully. The Sumerian said :

‘That is true. You know me, I think — and you know how I
fought when the Master first came.’

For the first time Alasa spoke, her voice low, a little husky,
as though her vocal cords had not been used for long. “Yes, I
know you, Erech. I trust you. But — tell me, how long have I
been in this prison.’

“Thrice four moons,” Erech said. ‘But come; we’ll talk as
we go. There’s no time to waste” He turned to the coffin,
closed it, lifted it into the air, where it hung unsuspended.
“The Master may not discover you’re gone for a while, any-
how.’

The Sumerian led the way. He seemcd thoroughly familiar
with the intricate maze of Al Bekr, though more than once
Alasa’s eyes widened in wonder at sight of her transformed
city. Glancing aside at her, Mason felt his pulse leap at the
girl’s strangely elfin beauty. Once she looked at him with un-
disguised curiosity. :

‘You are from a distant land, I think,’ she observed. ‘Men
of Al Bekr are either strong or handsome, but seldom both.
You are not very handsome’ — she chuckled, golden eyes light-
ing with mirth - ‘yet I like youl’

Before Mason could answer a shadow flitted past in the dis-
tance. It was the white leopard of Nirvor. It paused, eyeing
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the group inscrutably. Mason felt a shiver crawl down his
spine. The creature was only a beast, of course — yet in its
stare was a deadly malignancy and a queer spark of intelli-
gence. .

The leopard slipped away and was gone Erech whispered,
‘It is a demon. Bokya, the black one, is a killer — but white
Valesta is like Malik Taus, peacock-devil of the eastern tribes.
Hurry !’ ’

The way led downward now, along steeply-sloping ramps,
deserted, lit by the pale green radiance. Once they encoun-
tered a robot, but Erech’s rayweapon swiftly reduced it to im-
mobility. Down they went, mto the hidden depths beneath
lost Al Bekr. .

And fear crept at Mason’s heels, stalking him. A dread he
could not suppress had risen within him ever since the white
leopard had appeared. An inexplicable certainty that dangu'
was drawing closer. . ‘

Without warning dlsaster struck. From the gloom of a side
passage a black bolt of lightning sprang — the black leopard!
Right at Erech’s head it leaped, and the Sumerian would have
died then beneath grinding fangs had not Mason, almost with-
out thought, lunged forward into the man’s back. hurtling him
. aside. A razor claw raked Mason’s arm. He felt fur brush his
cheek, so close did death pass. Then the leopard seemed to
turn in midair, green eyes blazing.

But Erech had drawn his scimitar. With. fury no less than
the beast’s he crouched, teeth bared in a savage grin.

‘Back, Ma-zhon! Guard Alasa! Your dagger is shorter than
my blade — let me deal with this hell-spawn.’.

Mason thrust the girl behind him. He drew his dagger. The
leopard advanced on Erech, tail switching erratically. And—

Darkness fell.

The green-growing bars blinked out. Intense blackness
shrouded the passage.

- The nearness of doom sent inspiration lancing into Mason’s
mind. He cried, “The weapon, Erech! Murdach’s weapon—’

Whether the ray would paralyze the leopard Mason did not
know. But at least, the glowing egg would provide light -
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light enough so that the leopard could not kill unseen in the
blackness. '

Whether Erech heard Mason did not know. The floor trem-
bled beneath his feet. It shuddered and sank down as he
fought for footing. He felt Alasa’s soft body cannon into his,
and then the two of them were plummeting down into the
abyss.

They did not fall far, and a mound of furs saved them from
injury. In the stygian gloom Mason heard the girl’s unsteady
breathing. He put out an exploring hand, touched the warm
softness of an arm.

‘Are you all right,” Mason asked.

‘I think so. But —-Erech?’

Mason called the Sumerian’s name. Thete was no response.

Light blazed into the room.

They were in a tiny cell, twelve feet square or less, walled
and roofed with bare metal. Mason stood up, gnppmg his
dagger.

A voice said mockingly, ‘Though Bokya fail - I do not. I
am wiser than my leopard.’

The voice of Nirvor! The Silver Priestess|

Mason looked around qmckly The unseen woman laughed
softly.

‘You cannot escape, either. of you. You will die. Nor will
the Master knew I slew you. For when the centaur feeds, he
leaves not even bones.’

Even at that moment Mason found time to wonder why
Nivor bore him such hatred. Then he remembered his words
and his shocked revulsion at the alien horror he had sensed in
the eyes of the Silver Priestess. Nirvor remembered — and, to
her, the offence was beyond forgiveness,

‘I followed you,’ the cool voice went on, ‘till you reached
the trap above the centaur’s den. If the Master is too confi-
dent to guard himself against treachery, I shall guard him.
For Greddar Klon has promised to bring back the glories of
~ Corinoor-under Selene, and you, who are his enemies, shall die
- now!’

The floor tilted sharply. Once more Mason and Alasa drop-
ped through space, alighting sprawled on a carpet of crack-
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ling straw. They were in a dim-lit chamber, high-roofed and
huge. It seemed empty, though a black huddle loomed in a
far corner.

Nirvor’s voice came again. ‘Soon the centaur will waken
When you see him, pay homage to the Master’s skill. For the
centaur was once a man of Al Bekr, a fool and a murderer,
who was bestialized in body and brain by Greddar Klon’s
science. He is not fed often. Nor are maidens often thrown
into his den. And he is still partly human. . . .’ Ironic laughter
died away into silence. Mason glanced at Alasa’s white face.

‘Buck up,’ he said, lapsing into English, and then in Semite,
‘Have courage. We’re not dead yet. '

The girl’s lips were pale. ‘Yet I fear — this is magic!’

‘Pm quite a sorcerer myself,” Mason jested with an assur-
ance he did not feel. He had noticed that the dark bulk in the
corner was stirring. It arose. Slowly it came forward into the
light. .

Icy horror chilled the man. A centaur - hvmg, breathing,
alive — stood before him, a monster out of mythology sprung
to sudden life. The Master’s surgery had created it, Mason
told himself, yet he could not force down his repulsmn The
creature was monstrous!

It had the body of a beast, a dun horse, all caked and
smeared with filth. From the shoulders grew the torso and
arms of a man, hairy and knotted with great muscles. The
head was human, and yét, in some indefinable manner — besti-
alized. There was no intelligence in the shallow eyes, but a
pale shining of dull hatred and menace.

The eyes flickered over him, swung to the girl. Light flared
within them. The monster’s loose, slobbering mouth twitched.

- It mouthed unintelligible sounds. The thick arms swung up.
It pranced forward.

‘Stay behind me,” Mason said curtly. The dagger’s hilt was
cold in his hand. He lifted the weapon.

The centaur hesitated, looking down on the man. It seemed
to sink down, crouching. And then it leaped.

It bounded forward, front hoofs flying, bellowing rage. As
that gigantic mountain of flesh crashed down Mason thrust up
desperately with the dagger. Whether his blow found a mark
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he did not know; a hoof smashed against his head, a glancing
blow that sent him hurtling back, stunned. He fell in a limp
heap on the straw.

Blackness surged up. Frantlcally he fought i it back. His head
was a blinding, throbbing ache of red agony, and when he
forced open his eyes, he could not focus them properly.

Alasa’s scream brought Mason back to full consciousness.

Unable to move, his muscles water-weak, he lay staring at
the horror before him. The man-beast had gripped the girl in
its hairy arms. The shallow eyes glared at her. One taloned
hand swept out, snatched Alasa’s garment, ripped it brutally
away. -

Frantically Mason battled his overpowenng weakn&s, the
sickening dizziness that nauseated him. The centaur bellowed
mad laughter.

And again the scream of Alasa came — terrified, hopeless!

190



CHAPTER V
Madness of the Centaur \

The centaur’s monstrous head bent; watery orbs avidly dwelt’
on the girl’s nudity. She struck out vainly, her nails ripping at
the creature’s face. Though blood came, the centaur paid no
attention to its wounds.

- Mason managed to crawl dizzily to his feet. The dagger lay
glinting in the straw near him. He bent, picked it up. He
turned toward the man-beast.

Alasa lay pale and motionless in the centaur’s arms. The
monster had no other thought than the girl. Its eyes were glar-
ing and bloodshot. Spittle drooled from the sagging mouth. It
did not see Mason as he crept forward.

. The man had but one chance, and he knew it. Silently he
stole up behind the beast. At the last moment the centaur
sensed danger, started to whirl, roaring menace.

Mason’s arm slashed down. The dagger ripped into the
centaur’s throat, slicing through skin and flesh and cartilage.
A great gout of blood burst out, spattering the nude girl with
scarlet.

With a deafening scream of agony the centaur dropped

“Alasa. Its bands clawed up to the ruined throat. It plunged at
Mason.

He managed to dodge, though flying hoofs grazed his side.
As the creature lunged past Mason put all his strength into a
desperate leap. He felt iron-hard flesh under him, came down
on the centaur’s back; his arms locked about the monster’s
throat. The dagger was still in his hand.

The beast-man went berserk. Screaming, it flung back its
hands, seeking its prey.

The taloned fingers sought Mason’s eyes.

The man ripped out blindly with the dagger. He felt him-
self flung through the air, fell heavily on his side, rolling over
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and ‘over. Clashing hoofs thundered past. Swaying, Mason
sprang up — and halted, staring.

The centaur was blind. The dagger’s chance stroke had
ripped across its eyeballs, slashing them open. The beastface
was veiled with blood. And. if the monster had been enraged
before — now it was a demon incarnate!

Blind and dying, it shrieked mad rage and murder-lust.
Hoofs grinding down viciously on the straw, great arms swing-
ing, the centaur drove around the den, hunting the man who
had slain it. Mason saw Alasa lying near by. He dashed to-
ward her, lifted her nude body in his arms. He staggered into
a corner, and the centaur flashed past him like 2 Juggernaut.

It was a mad, fantastic game they played there, with the
dying monster blindly seeking prey, and with Mason, carrying
the girl, dodging and waiting alternately, his breath a raw,
singeing flame in his throat. All at once the centaur grew still,
its bloody arms hanging laxly, blind head lifted questingly as
it listened. ‘ '

The creature stiffened as the girl in Mason’s arms moaned
and stirred. Guided by the sound, it sprang forward—

And dropped — dead!-It rolled in a gory, shapeless huddle
over and over on the straw, the great wound in the throat
ceasing to bleed as the mighty beast-heart slowed and stopped.
It lay quiescent, its dreadful life ended for ever.

Reaction shook Mason. Dizzily he lowered the girl to the
ground, relaxed beside her, weak and sick. But after a moment
he rallied his strength and turned to Alasa. She was still and
white as a marble statue, her pale body splotched with the
centaur’s blood. Mason’s throat was suddenly dry. Was she
even alive? ,

Swiftly he chafed her arms, striving to bring her back to
consciousness. And at last the girl’s lashes lifted; golden eyes
looked into Mason’s, wide and fearful. With a shuddering
little cry Alasa clung to the man, no longer the queen of a
mighty city, but a girl, frightened and thoroughly human. In-
voluntarily Mason bent his head, kissed the soft hollow of her
throat, her rounded shoulders. A

A flush turned Alasa’s face rosy. She drew away, freed her-
self,
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“There ought to be a way out of here,” Mason said abruptly,
unsteadily. “The Master depended on the centaur’s killing his
victims. There’d be no need to make this place a real prison.
1 -1l look around.”

In a corner Mason found a tiny stream that emerged from
a hole in the wall and ran along a channel to disappear into a
drain. Where the stream emerged there was a tube that
slanted up into the darkness. It did not look inviting, but after
a careful search of the den Mason realized that it was the
only means of egress.

‘Want to try it, Alasa?’ he asked. The girl had been watch-
ing him, and now she nodded and came to his side. ‘I’ll go
first, Mason offered. “If I can get through you’ll be able to.

He fell on hand and knees, crept into the hole. The water
was not deep. It rilled beneath him, icy-cold and murmurmg
softly.

Mason was in a tunnel, a tube barely wider than the width
of his shoulders, so smooth that at times he almost lost his

_footing. If the slope grew much steeper, he knew, it would be
impossible to mount it. Behind h1m he heard. the girl, her
breathing soft and uneven.

The faint light that filtered from behind them grew dim
and died away entlrely They clambered through utter dark-
ness.

Interminable journey through the hidden heart of Al Bekr!
More than once Mason felt chill despair touch him, but he
knew that to retrace his $teps would be useless, probably fatal.
In the den of the centaur they would be at the mercy of Nir-
vor and the Master, but here they had at least a chance,
though a slim one.

The tube grew level again. Fumbling i in the dark, Mason
felt emptiness beside him. The sound of falling water came.
He realized that the tunnel branched here, forking into two
tubes up one of which they had climbed. He called, ‘Not too
fast, Alasal Take hold of my foot—" :

Slowly they edged past the unseen abyss. Then forward
again, on hands and knees that were raw and bleeding — on
and on - interminably. Until, at last, a faint greenish glow
heartened Mason. He increased his pace,
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A mesh grating was set in the tube above him. He fumbled
with it vainly. It was fast. With a word to the girl, Mason
braced himself, thrusting his back against the barrier. Veins
bulged in his forehead as he strained to lift it.

There was a faint creaking, but the grating did not give.
Mason rested, and then tried again. This time he managed to
burst open the grated metal. '

Warily he lifted his head through the gap, peering around.
They were in a room, green-lit and vacant, filled with water-
tubes, pumps, unfamiliar machinery. Mason wriggled out
through the gap he had made, helped Alasa climb free. Both
of them were drenched and shuddering with cold.

“So far, so good,” Mason said grimly. ‘Know where we
are?’ s

The girl shook her head. Dark hair clung damply to her
bare shoulders. “This city is strange to me also. I don’t know
how we can escape — or where we can hide.’ '

‘Well, we can’t stay here,” Mason grunted. ‘Come along.’
He led the way to a tunnel-mouth in the wall. Warily they
hurried along it. Al Bekr was still sleeping — but it would
awaken soon, Mason thought. Moreover, if they encountered
one of the robot guards, they no longer had Murdach’s para-
lysis-weapon.

Twice they saw robots in the distance, but managed to
evade them. It seemed hours later when, hurrying along a
green-lit corridor, Mason heard footsteps approaching. He
stopped short.

Alasa’s face was white. She whispered, ‘What—"

“We passed a door a minute ago,” Mason said softly. ‘Come

-onl®

They ran back swiftly. The door was unlocked; Mason
swung it open, revealing a tiny closet bristling with switches
and apparatus. ‘In we go,’ he commanded. ‘Hope we don’t
“electrocute ourselves.’

The footsteps were louder. The two tumbled into the closet,
and Mason drew the door shut. He had intended to leave a
tiny crack for vison, but the panel swung closed with a click. -
‘In the darkness Mason fumbled for a latch. There was none.

The steps grew louder, hesitated, and faded in the distance.
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Mason could feel Alasa’s warm breath on his cheek. He said
quietly, “We can’t get out. We're locked in.”

The girl said nothing for a-moment, and them came into
his arms, shuddering with cold and fear, clinging to him. The -
touch of her cool flesh dried- Mason’s throat. He resisted for
briefly ~ and then a flame of passion swept away his caution.
His hands touched silken curves; he felt Alasa’s soft lips.
Their touch was like fire.

He drew the girl close. With a little sob she put slim arms
about Mason’s neck. Their lips merged, and a trembling shud-
der shook Alasa’s body as she strained toward him.

The footsteps came again — and another sound that electri- .
fied Mason. Soft, furious oaths — in a voice he knew,

The voice of Erech! '

The girl had heard it too. She drew away, unseen in the
darkness. Mason called with quiet urgency:

‘Erech! Erech!’

Silence. Then the Sumerian’s low tones.

‘Eh? Who’s that?’ '

‘Mason. And Alasa. In here—’

The door swung open. Erech stood wide-eyed, his mouth
open. His cloak was ribboned, his swarthy chest bleeding in
a dozen places.

*ve found you — El-lil be praised! I've been searching all
Al Bekr—

He whipped off his cloak, gave it to the girl. She nodded
gratefully, wrapping it around her nude form.

T’ve no cloak for you, Ma-zhon — but you’ll be back in your
apartment in a2 moment. What happened to you?’

Mason told him. The Sumerian whispered an cath. ‘That
she-devil = Nirvor! You saved my life, Ma-zhon, when you
cried out for me to use Murdach’s weapon. It gave me enough
light to beat off the leopard. I didn’t kill it — but I gave the
beast some wounds to lick.” He grinned unpleasantly.

‘Now listen, Ma-zhon - and you, Alasa. I went to Mur-
dach. I told him what had happened. He said there would be
no time for him to talk to you now. Al Bekr will awaken soon.
If you lived — he said - give you this message. Alasa I will
hide safely. You, Ma-zhon, must pretend to obey the Master,
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Work with him as he wishes. Try to learn his secrets. Mut-
dach knows somethmg of them, but not enough. Later Mur-
dach will join his knowledge to yours, and the two of you -
with my aid — may defeat Greddar Klon.’

Mason nodded. ‘Okay..I mean — it is well, Erech. You say
‘Alasa will be safe?’

‘For a time. I know the hldden places of Al Bekr. We must
hurry, Ma-zhon—’ The Sumerian gave Mason explicit di-
rections for returning to his apartment. ‘Go now. waftly
Obey the Master till you hear from me.’

Alasa ran to the archeologist, her golden eyes anxious. ‘And
you will guard yourself — for my sake?’ She lifted her pale
face, and—

Mason kissed her again. He heard the Sumerian whistle,
shrill with astonishment. The girl tumed to Erech, said im-~
periously, ‘Let us go. Now !’

Shrugging, Erech led Alasa along the corridor. His lips stlll
fragrant with the honey-musk of the girl’s kiss, Mason went
in the opposite direction, smiling a little.

And soon he found his apartment. ‘The robot guard still
stood before the door, unmoving as Mason slipped within. He
cleansed and bathed his wounds as well as he could, donned a
cloak that would hide them from the Master’s suspicious eyes.
Then he relaxed on the mound of furs. ,

He slept, but not for long. The robot was beside him, gently
gripping his arm, urging him to his feet. A little thrill of fear
shook Mason. Had the Master discovered what had happened?
Had Nirvor spoken?

-No — the Silver Priéstess would be silent, for her own sake.
Reason told Mason that the Master would be merciless if he
knew Nirvor had tried to kill the man Greddar Klon needed
to aid him. With an assumption of nonchalance the archeolo-
gist accompanied the robot to the room of the green mono-
liths.
~ The Master was rechmng on furs. He thrust a flask at
Mason. ‘Drink,’ the shrill ‘voice piped. ‘It is not a drug.
Rather a food, neutralizing the toxins of weariness.’

Mason drank. His fatigue dropped from him.

The Master made no reference to Alasa’s escape, if he knew
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of it, which Mason did not thmk likely. He arose on his bowed
legs.

‘Now we shall begin!®>

The ordeal started. And it was a racking and cruel one;
Mason’s brain had never worked so fast, and, despite the
energizing effect of the liquid, a dull headache began to op-.
press him. He could only guess at much of the nature of the
work he did. Remembering Erech’s command, he tried to
memorize his activities and those of Greddar Klon. ‘

Under the Master’s direction he moved levers, spun wheels,
sent light-rays impinging on huge machines. From time to
time, at the dwarf’s dictation, he made crypic notations with
a stylus upon a camera-shaped device on which a scroll was
~ wound - a variation on a notebook. And, as Mason worked,

a trickle of knowledge crept into his brain. He began to under-
stand some of the machines and powers of the Master of Al
Bekr.

Several times he had, attempted to hand ob;ects to the
dwarf, and had felt an invisible solid repel his hands — a shell
of energy, Greddar Klon explained, which protected him from
danger. ‘An atomic mesh guarding my body, through the in-
terstices 'of which I can breathe, but which cannot be pene- .
trated otherwise — by weapons or rays.’ The cold eyes ex-
amined Mason impassively.

Remembering the spear that had rebounded from this in-
visible armor, the archeologist realized its necessity. And, as
they worked, Mason noticed several of the transparent ovoids
about, similar to the one which had imprisoned Alasa. Several
were large, fully twenty feet long. ‘I use them for aerial
travel when I have need to leave Al Bekr,’ the dwarf said.

One thing Mason learned was that the air pressure within
- these ovoids could be controlled - increased or decreased.
This he remembered, though at the time he did not realize the
importance of the device.

‘T have given the barbarians of Al Bekr comforts they never
knew before,” Greddar Klon said. ‘Of course, I built the city
for my own comfort primarily, while I was working on my
projector. But they will still have it when I’'m gone, though
they’ll be unable to actuate the machines. Come.’
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He led the way to one of the ovoids — twenty feet long, of
opaque silvery metal. Greddar Klon touched a stud, and a
disk-shaped door. swung open. He motioned Mason within,
followed him. As he turned to the instrument panel Mason
watched his movements closely. The walls of the ship shim-
mered, faded - became shadowy, transparent. The ovoid lifted,
drove up.

They raced up swiftly beside the giant pillars. At their
summit, between them, a platform had been constructed, and
on this the ship alighted. At a dizzy height above the floor the
work continued, amazingly intricate adjustments and calcula-
tions which Mason did his best to understand. And presently
the dwarf, his voice emotionless as ever, announced, ‘It is
finished. There remains only one thing.’

The two were within the ship, but now Greddar Klon
opened the port. He pointed to a lever on the platform a
dozen feet away. ‘Pull that over. Then return — swiftly!’

Mason obeyed. As he returned to the ship he caught a fleet-
ing glance from the Master, curiously veiled, and wondered.
The dwarf said, ‘I have improved my original projector.
Watch.’

Silently a pale shimmer of white flame began to spread in
empty air between the summits of the green towers. Glowing
filaments and tentacles, like tatters of some huge curtain,
danced and fluttered, spreading, even closing the gap between
the monoliths. The green light faded, fled back. In the white
glare distorted shadows marched grotesquely on the dlsmnt
walls.

‘Before — I guessed at my destination in time. Now I can
control it. The energy of the projector is being transmitted °
to this ship, giving it the power to move in time.’

Now the white curtain was unbroken, flaming all around the
- ovoid’s transparent walls. Mason’s eyes ahead as he watched
it.

Then it snapped out and vanished. It was gone.

Coldly Greddar Klon said, ‘It is ended. My experiment is
finished — and successful.’ ’

He touched the control board. ‘One test, though. We'll
move back in time - for one revolution of the Earth.’
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The ship trembled, swayed. And suddenly utter, stygian
blackness fell, through which screamed the vibration of energy
inconceivable! .
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CHAPTER VI
Terror in Al Bekr

Before Mason could do more than catch his breath light came

again. The ship had apparently not moved — yet the scene

visible through the transparent walls.was entirely different.
No longer were they in the room of the twin monoliths.

The ship hung in empty air twenty feet above the roofs of a
“strange, archaic city. It was Al Bekr, Mason knew — but Al

Bekr as it had been before the Master’s arrival.

A city of roughly cut stone and mud-daubed huts, such a
city as Babylon might have been before the days of its splen-
~dor = like Chaldean Ur before its ruin. Men and women
moved quietly about the streets. They had not as yet glimpsed
the ship hovering above.
‘I am satisfied,’ the Master said. ‘I can control the time-
. change accurately. Now we return.’

Again darkness. And again it lifted, to show the room of
the- green towers. Greddar Klon sent the ship drifting down
1o the distant floor.

‘When are you going to start?’ Mason asked. The cold eyes
probed him. '

‘Tomorrow.- You had best return to your apartment and
rest. I will need your aid soon.’

. Mason turned to the opening port. He vaulted lightly down
and went to a tunnel-mouth. But something he had read in
the Master’s glance made him wary. He lurked in the passage
out of sight, waiting.

= Nor had he long to wait. Presently a low, distant voice
sounded.
" “You sent for me, Greddar Klon.’ '

The voice of Nirvor, the Silver Priestess,

And the Master’s reply:

‘All is ready. We can start now.’
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A pause. Then Nirvor said, ‘My leopards. I must get
them.’ A

Mason wiped his forehead. So Greddar Klon intended be-
trayal He planned to return to the future with Nirvor, leav-
ing Mason behind. Well — Mason would not have gone with-

~out Alasa; but the thought came to him: would it not be
best thus? With Nirvor and Greddar Klon gone, Alasa could
rule Al Bekr as before.

And then ~ what? Mason himself would be marooned in
a long-forgotten time sector, together with Murdach, the man
from the future. Perhaps Murdach could help. True, Mason
had been ordered.to obey the Master till he received word
from the Sumerian, but this was an emergency. -

If he could only find Erech! But he did not know where
to look. Mason, about to turn away, was halted by Nirvor’s
return. He edged forward cautiously, listening to the priestess’
soft laughter, and caught sight of the woman. She was moving
toward the time-ship, the two leopards beside her. She entered
it. The leopards sprang lithely through the portal. Greddar
Klon followed.

What now? Indecision held Mason motionless. His impulse
was to halt the Master, kill him if possible. But how? The
atomic shield could not be penetrated by any weapon made
by man. And there were the leopards— :

The problem was solved for him. The ship suddenly grew
hazy, a shimmering oval shadow. It faded and was gone. .
Where the time-ship had been was nothing. It had been
launched on its incredible journey into the future.

A hand gripped Masons shoulder. He whirled to face -
Erech.’

‘Murdach sent me,” the Sumerian said. ‘The Master’s gone,
eh?’

Mason nodded wordlessly. Suddenly Erech grinned.

‘Good! That’s what Murdach wanted. He sent me to watch
you, to stop you from doing anything rash. There was no
time before to warn you. Come along now. I've freed Mur-
dach, with the aid of his magic weapon. He’s with Alasa.’

Mason was conscious of a heightening of his pulses as he
followed the Sumenan along the corridor. The robots were
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not visible; Mason wondered what they would do without the
Master’s will to direct them.

Soon he was to find out, in a manner that would not be
pleasant. No premonition of this came to him -now as he
paused with Erech before a metal door, followed the other
over the threshold. In the bare room two people were stand-

ing, Alasa, and a slim, hawk-faced patrician figure who was, _

Mason knew, Murdach. The man from the future wore the
remnants of a tattered leather uniform. His forehead, while
high and broad, did not have the bulging malformation of
Greddar Kion’s. Red hair stood up stiffly, but of eyebrows
and lashes he had no trace.

Murdach said, his voice smooth and velvety, You've
brought him. Good.” Enigmatic black eyes regarded Mason
intently.

‘Greddar Klon’s gone,’ the archeologist said, frownmg ,

“You know that?’

‘Yes. And that is well. He is out of the way, while we make
our plans to follow him.’

At the audacity of the scheme Mason’s eyes w1dcned Mur-
dach went on: _

‘You do not know Greddar Klon’s plan. He intends to be-
come the ruler of the greatest civilization ever erected. A
cosmic pirate, traveling through all ages, picking the best
brains and the mightiest scientific powers from ancient times
to the furthermost future. He told me of this, and asked my
aid. Mason — that is your name, eh? He plans to build his
civilization in a time-sector which can offer little resistance.
He has chosen your decade.’

* Mason caught his breath. ‘He can’t—"

‘He has the power, with the time-ship to aid him. When
he has.looted time, he’ll halt in 1929, wipe out mankind, sub-
jugating a few races into slavery, and rear his civilization
there. My plan is to follow him, building another timeship -
and kill him if I can. Will you aid me?’

Mason nodded. ‘That goes without saying!® A nightmare
vision rose up in the archeologist’s mind; a vision of a world
in which time had lost its meaning, a world cowering beneath
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the tremendous powers of Greddar Klon. He drew a deep
breath. “‘Can you build the ship?’

‘With your aid. That was why I told you to watch the
Master as you helped him.-In collaboration we can fit to-
gether the pieces of the puzzle.” |

Alasa put a slim hand on Mason’s arm. ‘I’'m going with
you, of course.’ .

“You can’t,’ Mason told her. ‘There’ll be danger, and lots
of it

- She lifted an imperious head. “What of that? Greddar Klon
put me to shame — enslaved me and slew my subjects. Also, .
you have saved me, and I pay my debts. I go with you!’ '

‘And I, too,’ the Sumerian broke in. ‘I’ve a wish to try my
scimitar on the Master’s neck, when his magic isn’t guarding
hlm H]

‘No more argument,” Murdach said. “They will accompany
us, if they wish. They hate Greddar Klon - and hatred is
sometimes a powerful weapon.’ He turned to the door, and
the others followed. Mason slipped the girl’s arm within his -
own, squeezing it reassuringly. Her golden eyes laughed up
at him gaily. They might be going into deadly peril - but
Alasa was not lacking in courage.

In the room of the green monoliths all was still. Quickly
Murdach moved about, his keen black eyes taking in all that
was to be seen. He indicated a twenty-foot ovoid nearby.

‘We can use that for our time-ship,” he said. ‘But it’s neces-
sary first to build up the atomic force Greddar Klon used.
Do you remember how he used this ray-device?’

Mason explained as well as he was able. Murdach nodded
with satisfaction and made hasty adjustments. Slowly, gradu-~
ally, the brain of the man from the future duplicated the
Master’s experiments. Mason began to feel hope mounting
within him,

He was beneath one of the monoliths, explaining a control
board to Murdach, when the girl cried warning. Mason swung
about. From a tunnel-mouth raced two robots, faceted eyes
alight, arm-tentacles swinging. They made for the group
under the time towers,

Swiftly Murdach brought up his egg-shaped weapon. From
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it the ray sprang out, stilling the robots with fantastic swift-
ness. They stood sﬂent, unmoving. But from the passage came
the thunder of racing feet.

Murdach bit his lips. ‘I was afraid of this,’ he whlspered
‘Greddar Klon foresaw that we might follow him. Before he
left, he ordered his robots to kill us. I doubt if we’ll have
time now.’ '

‘Time?’ It was the Sumerian, battle-lust in his eyes. He
stooped, snatched up a huge sledge-hammer. ‘Give Alasa your
weapon, Murdach. You and Ma-zhon finish your task. We’ll -
hold off those demons!’

Alasa snatched the ray-projector, raced toward the tunnel-
mouth, Erech at her heels. Murdach smiled grimly.

‘Let us hurry. We may have a chance, after all.”

Mason was frowning, looking around for a weapon. The
other gripped his arm.

‘You can best help by aiding me. We' can’t battle all the
robots. Only if we get the timie-ship completed can we escape.’

A metal man lunged into view, silent and menacing. The
ray-projector in Alasa’s hand stilled him. But there were
others — hundreds of them, pressing eagerly forward. Some
the girl halted. Others fell victim to Erech.

The Sumerian roared red battlecurses. The sledge rose and
fell in sweeping, crashing blows, grinding the metal heads of
the robots beneath its drive. But slowly the two were pressed
back — slowly, inexorably.

Murdach’s fingers flew, adjusting, testing. Mason stole a
glance at the battling pair, and straightened, his breath his-
sing between his teeth as he saw Erech go down beneath a
~ flailing tentacle. The archeologist leaped forward. The girl

might hold back the robots for a moment — no longer.

Leaping over the Sumerian’s body, Mason snatched up the
sledge. He saw the featureless blank head of a robot looming
before him. A tentacle slashed down, vicious and deadly Ma-
" son swung the hammer in a great arc.

Metal sang under the blow. The rcbot fell away and was
gone. But behind him came others. Erech sprang up, spitting
blood.

“The hammer, Ma-zhon! Let me—"
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Behind . them came Murdach’s urgent cry. ‘Come! It’s
finished |’

Mason gripped Alasa’s hand, ran toward Murdach, half
dragging the girl. Behind him Erech shouted triumphantly,
and then followed. The robots came in pursuit with a dull
thudding of swift feet.

Murdach was waiting at the port of the ship. He sprang
back into the interior as Mason thrust the girl aboard, tum-
bled after her, Erech behind him. The door clanged shut just
as the robots reached the ovoid. With insensate, brainless fury
they attacked the metallic walls.

White-faced, Murdach turned to the control board, sent
the ship driving up. He lowered it gently on the platform at
the summit of the twin monoliths.

“That lever,’ he said, pointing. ‘You moved that one?’

Mason nodded. ‘Shall I

Yes.’ :

The archeologist opened the port, slipped out. He glanced
over the platform’s edge to see the robots milling about aim-
lessly beneath. Then he moved the lever and raced back to
the ship.

Breathlessly the four waited. Presently white flame fingered
out from the monoliths. Silently it spread, lacing and inter-
weaving, till the walls were a sea of pale flame.

And it died.

For a moment no one spoke

“Think it'll work?’ Mason asked shakily.

‘It must!’ But Murdach’s voice was none too steady Never-
theless he turned to the controls, fingering them tentatively.
Though Mason had expected it, nevertheless he felt a shock
when darkness blanketed them.

It lifted. The ship hung above a green oasis, with high palms
growing about a pool. In the cloudless blue sky the sun blazed
brilliantly. For miles around the oasis was a desolate wilder-
ness of sand and rock.
Alasa whispered. ‘Our legends say Al Bekr was like this
once, long and long ago.’
.
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‘There was no oasis in my day, Mason said. ‘We’ve gone ‘
back into the past.’

' “Then we’ll go forward again,” Murdach smiled, his eyes no
longer grim and cold. ‘All time lies before us.’

‘Gods!”’ the Sumerian said hoarsely. “This is magic indeed !’

The girl touched Murdach’s arm. ‘What of my people?
The robots may slay them.’

‘No. Their energy must be renewed penodlca].ly, or they’re
lifeless and inanimate. Without Greddar Klon to do that,
they’ll run down - lose their lifeforce. Your people are safe
enough, Alasa.’

‘But my epoch isn’t,” Mason grunted. He was begmnmg to
understand something of the incredible task before them. How
could they find Greddar Klon in the vast immensity of time
-'and, if they succeeded in finding him, how could they de-
feat the super-science of the Master, augmented, perhaps, by
the powers of a dozen future civilizations?

As though guessing his thought, Murdach said, ‘I can locate
Greddar Klon easily enough. His ship causes a warp in the
space-time continuum that instruments can detect. But as for
fighting him — I would like to get aid first. We can best do
that far in the future. Surely there must exist there some
weapon that will destroy the Master|’

He touched the instrument board. Once more darkness
blanketed them. Mason felt the girl’s soft body huddle against
him, and he put a protective arm about her. The Sumerian
was cursing softly and ﬂuently.

" And the ship raced into time, into the cryptic twilight of
Earth, driving blindly toward mystery and toward horror in-

- conceivable!
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CHAPTER VII
In Time’s Abyss

Light came. They hung a thousand feet above the black, sul-

len waters of a sea that stretched to the horizon. There was

no sign of land. In a black, star-studded sky loomed a globe

of dull silver, incredibly vast. Its. diameter covered fully a

third of the heavens.

* Mason said uncomprehendingly, “The Moon — but it’s
close, Murdach - very close! How far in the future have we

. gone?’ .

Murdach’s face was white. He eyed the instruments, reached
out a tentative hand, withdrew it. Hesitating, he sald, ‘Some- -
thing is wrong. I did not know—"

‘Wrong?’ The Sumerian growled an oath. ‘You said youd
mastered this hell-chariot!’

‘T ~ I thought I had. But it is abstruse — Greddar Klon
came from a more advanced world than mine.’

‘We’re not—" Mason felt oddly cold as he asked the ques-
tion. ‘We’re not marooned here, are we?’ ’

Murdach’s lips tightened. He gripped a:lever, swung it
over. His slim fingers danced over the control panel. Nothing
happened.

‘For a while, at least,” he said at last. ‘I cannot send the
machine into time. But soon I can discover what’s wrong, or
at least I think so.’

Alasa smiled, though her eyes were frightened golden pools.
‘Then do your best Murdach. The sooner you succeed, the
sooner we’ll find the Master.’

‘No, no,” Murdach told her impatiently. “We’ll find Gred-
dar Klon in a certain time-sector. Whether we start now or in
an hour or in fifty years will make no difference.’

‘Fifty years!®> Erech’s vulturine face was worried. “‘And in
the meantime — what will we live on? What will we eat?’

Ten hours later the question reoccurred. Both Murdach and
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Mason were haggard and red-eyed from their calculations and
their study of the time-ship’s principles. The former said at
last, ‘How long this will take I don’t know. We’d better find
food. Too bad we took none with us.’

‘Where?’ the Sumerian asked.. He glanced around expres-
sively at the bleak, lonely expanse of sea and Moon-filled sky.
‘T think Ran, the goddess of the Northmen, has claimed the
world for her own. The ocean-goddess....”

“There’ll be land,” Mason said rather hopelessly as Murdach
sent the ship lancing through the air. ‘If we go far enough.’

But it was no long distance to the shore — a flat, barren
plain of grayish sandy soil, eroded to a horizontal monotony
by the unceasing action of wind and wave. No mountains
were visible. Only the depressingly drab land, stretching away
to a dark horizon. And there was no life. No animals, no
vegétation; a chill emptiness that seemed to have no end.
The dreadful loneliness of it made Mason shudder a little.

‘Is this the end?’ he wondered softly, aloud. “The end of
all Earth?’

Sensmg his mood, through not comprehending the reason
for it, Alasa came close, gripped his arm with slim fingers.
‘We’ll find food,’ she said. ‘Somewhere.’

‘We don’t need to worry about water, anyway, he grunted.
‘I’s easy to distill that. And there’s—’

‘Hail’

Erech stouted, pointing, his pale eyes ablaze

‘Men - see? There—’

Below them, a little to the left of the drifting ship, a great,
jagged crack loomed in the plain. There was movement
around it, life — vague figures that were busy in the un-
changing silvery twilight of a dying Earth,

- ‘Men?’ Murdach whispered. ‘No. . ..

Nor were they men. As the ship slanted down Mason was
able to make out the forms of the strange creatures. Vaguely
anthropoid in outline, there was something curiously alien
about these people of a dying world.

‘Shall we land?’ Murdach asked.

Mason nodded. ‘Might as well. If they show signs of fight,
we can get away in a hurry
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The craft grounded with scarcely a jar near the great crack °
~ in the ground. Confusion was evident among the creatures.
They retreated, in hurried confusion, and then a group of four
advanced slowly. Through the transparent walls Mason scru-
tinized them with interest.

They were perhaps eight feet tall, with a tangle of ten-
tacles that propelled them swiftly forward. Other tentacles
swung from the thick, bulging trunk. The head was small,
round, and without features — a smooth knob, covered with
glistening scales. The bodies were covered with pale, pinkish
skin that did not resemble human flesh.

Murdach said, ‘They are - plants!’

Plant-men! Amazing people of this lost tune-sector! Yet
evolution seeks to perfect all forms of life, to adapt it per-
fectly to its environment. In earlier days trees had no need
to move from their places, Mason knew, for their food was
constantly supplied from the ground itself. With the passing
of slow eons perhaps that food had-been depleted; limbs and
branches had stretched out slowly, gropingly, hungrily. Pain-
fully a tree had uprooted itsélf. The mutant had given life to
others. And now, free of age-old shackles, Mason saw the
plant-men, and fought down his unreasoning horror at the
sight.

Murdach said, ‘Listen! I think they’re speaking to us—"

‘Speaking?’

‘With their minds. They’ve developed telepathy. Don’t you
feel some sort of message?’

‘I do,” Alasa broke in. ‘They’re curious. They want to know
who we are.’ _

Mason nodded. ‘I don’t think they’re dangerous.” He opened
the port, stepped out into the thin, icy air. A cold wind
chilled him. Among the plant-men a little wave of panic
came. They shrank back. Mason lifted his hand, palm out-
ward, in the immemorial gesture of peace.

Within his mind a wordless message stirred. “Who are
you? You are not of the Deathless Ones?’

At a loss, Mason answered aloud. ‘We are friends. We
seek food—’

Again the strange fear shook the creatures. They drew back
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further. One stoed his ground, blind glistening head turned
toward the man, tentacles dangling limply.

‘Food? What sort of food?’

They understood Mason’s thoughts, apparently Conscious
that he was on dangerous ground, he said, ‘Anything you can
spare. What you eat—’

‘Who are you?’

‘We come from the past,’ Mason answered at a venture.
Would they understand that?

‘You are not Deathless Ones?’ -

‘No.” Mason sensed that the Deathless Ones, whoever they
were, were enemies of the plant-men. And his reply seemed
to reassure the creatures.

They conferred, and again their spokesman stood forward.
‘We will give you food, what we can spare. We are the
Gorichen.” So Mason translated the plant-man’s thought
message. There was more confidence in the creature’s mind
now, he sensed.

‘You must hurry, however. Soon the Wave will come. . . .

Puzzled, Mason nodded agreeably. ‘Bring what food you
can spare, then.’

‘You must come with us. We may not carry food to the
surface.’

Mason considered, glanced back at the shlp ‘How far must
I go?’

‘Not far.

‘Well, wait a minute.” He went back to the others and ex-
plained what had happened. Murdach shook his head.

‘I don’t like it.’

‘They seem harmless enough. I'm not afraid of ’em. It’s
probabix the other way around. They’ll be glad to see the'last
of us. They’re in deadly fear of some creatures they call the
Deathless Ones, and they think we’re related to them some-
how.”

‘Well = Murdach rubbed his lean jaw. ‘If you’re not back
soon, we’ll come after you.’

With a smile for Alasa, Mason leaped out through the port
" and approached the Gorichen. ‘I’m ready,’” he told them.
‘Let’s get started.”
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Keeping a safe distance from the man, the plant-creatures
led him to the edge of the great earth-crack. A sloping ladder
led down into the depths. Several of them began to descend
it swiftly, and more gingerly Mason followed. ,

It grew darker. A hundred feet down the ravine narrowed
to a silt-covered floor, into which Mason’s feet sank. The
Gorichen led him toward a round metal disk, ten feet in
diameter, that protruded from the ground. One of them fum-
bled at the disk with its pinkish tentacles. Silently metal slid
aside, revealing a dimlit hollow beneath.

Another ladder led down. At its bottom Mason found him-
self in a sloping corridor cut out of rock, leading into hazy
distances. The plant-men urged him along this,

‘How far?’ Mason asked again.

‘Soon, now.’

But it was fully half an hour later when the Gorichen
halted before a gleaming door at the end of the passage. It
opened, and beyond it Mason saw a vast and shining cavern,
hot with moist warmth. A musky, strong odor blew dankly
against his face.

‘We feed here,” one of the Gorichen told Mason. ‘See?’

- At a little distance was ranged a long row of flat, shallow
basins let into the stone floor. Intense heat blazed down upon
them. Within the basins was a black-scummed, oily liquid. As
Mason watched a plant-man marched forward on his ten-
tacles and lowered himself into a tank. He remained there
unmoving.

"“The rays from the great lamps overhead give us strength,’
a Gorichen told Mason with its thought-message. “Within the
pits we have food, created artificially and dug out of our
mines, disolved in a liquor that aids the transmutation to
chlorophyl.’

The arrangement was logical enough, Mason realized.
Plant-food, absorbed through the roots — radiation from the
huge lights in the cavern’s roof, a substitute for solar radia-
tion, waning with the inevitable cooling of the Solar System.
But such foed was useless for human beings. ‘

Mason said so. One of the Gorichen touched his arm w1th
a soft tentacle-tip.
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“It does not matter.’ :

‘What?* A chill premonition shook Mason. He glanced
around swiftly at the blankly shining heads of the plant-men.
‘What d’you mean?’

“You are to be used in our experiments, that is all.’

‘Like Hell!” Mason snarled — and struck. His fist crashed
out, pulping the body of one of the Gorichen. Its flesh was
horribly soft and fungoid. Mmst, soft stuff clung to Mason’s
hand. The Gorichen, a gapmg hole in its torso, halted and
then came forward again, apparently umnjured And the
others pressed toward the man, tentacles waving.

The battle was brief. Mason’s muscles were toughened with
fury and desperation, but hé had no chance against over-
whelming numbers. So. at last he went down; was bound
tightly, still struggling, with flexible metal ropes. Then the
plant-men retreated, and Mason saw something that made
his throat dry with horror.

A group of Gorichen were carrying a figure into the cavern
- the body of Alasa, bound and silent, bronze hair hanging
in disheveled ringlets about her pale face. She saw Mason.

‘Kent! They attacked us after you left! They killed Erech,
I think. They—"

‘Are you all right?’ Mason asked trying to regain his
breath. “You’re not hurt?’ )

She shook her head. ‘No. But Murdach escaped in the
ship.’

“The Gorichen waited silently.

‘Murdach escaped!’ A little flare of hope mounted within
Mason. Alasa seemed to read his thought.

‘He can’t help. We’re under the ocean. These demons took
me underground just as a great wave came out of the east. ...

Now Mason realized why the plant-men dwelt under-
ground. The Moon’s nearness caused giant tides that swept
resistlessly over the surface of the planet. Now they were far
beneath the sea — and would be, until the tide retreated.

‘Mason grimaced. He tugged unavailingly at his bonds. One -
. "of the Gorichen came forward. His thought-message was clear.

“We bear you no hatred. You say you are not of the Death-
less Ones, our enemies. Yet you are very like them. For ages
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we have tried to find a way of defeating the Deathless Ones,
and never yet have we succeeded. They cannot be captured.
We cannot experiment on them. But you - if we find how
you are vulnerable, we may use that knowledge on the Death-
less Ones. Certain things we already know. Steel is useless.
So are p01sonous gases. But there are cmin combinations of
rays. .

The creatures fell silent. His tenmcles gestured, and the
two captives were lifted, borne toward a glass block that
towered near by. A door was opened in its side; Mason was
thrust into its hollow interior. Cursing, he struggled with his
bonds as the plant-men retreated with Alasa. Rolling over on
his side, he peered through the transparent walls. And, watch-
ing, he went cold with horror.

.To the Gorichen the two humans were guinea-pigs, valuable
only as material for their experiments. They dragged Alasa

_to an altar-like block of stone. Vainly she fought.

The tentacles of the monsters reached out, deftly removing
the girl’s clothing. In a moment she lay utterly nude, chained
to the stone block so that she could scarcely move. A Gori-
chen wheeled a lens into pos1tion. From it a pale ray-beam

. fingered out, envelopmg Alasa’s ivory body in lambent moon-
glow.

She was unconscious, or seemed so. For a second the ray
was visible;- then it snapped out. Working hurriedly, the
plant-men unbound the girl, carried her to Mason’s prison,
and thrust her within. They remained in little knots outside
the glass walls, their blankly glistening heads inclined for-
ward as though they stared attentively at the results of their
experiment.

Cursing, Mason struggled to free himself. Useless attempt!
The unyielding metal merely chafed and cut his wrists, and
presently he stopped to glance at the girl. She was regaining
consciousness.

~ She moaned, lifted a slim hand to brush bronze hair from

her face. Slowly she opened her eyes. In them was a blind

dreadful staring that made Mason catch his breath, his throat
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“The girl dragged herself to her hands and knees. Her gaze
moved questingly about the prison. She saw Mason.

Silently she crept forward. An angry flush was mounting
" in her face and bossom, and the glaring eyes grew wider.

‘Alasal’ Mason called. ‘Alasa””

No answer. The nude girl crawled toward him - and stop-
ped. She arose.

Her breasts rose and fell more swiftly. A harsh cry came
from her lips. 4

Then suddenly she sprang at him.

Mason was caught unawares. He felt soft flesh pressed
against his face, fever-hot, caught a glimpse of Alasa’s flash-
ing teeth, bared in a snarl. What madness had the Gorichen’s
hellish ray worked? '

Mason rolled away just in time as Alasa’s teeth drove at
his throat. Finger-nails raked his face. Then Alasa leaped
again, eyes blazing.

‘God. Almighty!’ Mason groaned. Would he have to kill -
Alasa to escape being murdered? He drove the thought from
. his mind; he knew that he could never harm the girl even if
she were insane. Yet, for her own sake, he must subdue her
somehow. And he had little charice of doing that, bound as
he was.

‘Alasa!’ he called again.

.The girl did not heed. Her body glistening with perspira-
tton, she flung herself on Mason, fingers clawing, teeth seek-
ing his throat. He tried to roll over, but could not. :

A sharp pain lanced through his neck. He felt the warm
stickiness of blood trickling across his skin.

Agonizingly the girl’s teeth drove deeper. .. s
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CHAPTER VIII
The Deathléss Ones

Dimly, through a red haze, Mason realized that the girl’s
weight no longer bore him down. Two plant-men held her
writhing body in their tentacles, dragging her toward the -
door. A trickle of blood wormed from her lips. In silence she
struggled, striving to break free.

The Gorichen pulled her outside. As Mason watched he
saw her body suddenly sag limply in unconsciousness. A pang
darted through him. Was Alasa — dead?

The same idea had come to the plant-men. Tentacles were
waved excitedly. They lowered the girl to the floor, examin-
ing her carefully. A movement of Alasa’s arm reassured Ma-
son; the girl tried feebly to get to her feet.

The Gorichen dragged her back to Mason’s prison. They
thrust her within it. Again the door was shut.

Alasa ran to the man. -

‘Kent! What happened?’

‘You -’ Mason hesitated. In the girl’s eyes he read the
knowledge that she remembered nothing of her nightmare
attack on him. The madness of the plant-men had passed
from her brain. ‘Nothing much,’ he ﬂushed ‘Can you untie
me, Alasa?’

She bent forward, fumbled at the metal ropes. Would the
Gorichen permit her to free the man?

At last the task was finished. Mason got to his feet, rub-
bing his legs to restore circulation. He went qmckly to the
door, kicked it tentatively.

The plant-men outside seemed to watch undisturbed.

Again Mason kicked the glass, but it did not shatter. He
crashed his shoulder against it, but only bruised his arm. The
cell was empty, and there was nothing he could use as a
weapon. )

A cry from Alasa made him turn. She was pointing to a
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. corner of the cell, where walls joined cellmg Greenish-white,
a plume of vapor was entering the prison, coiling ominously
in the still air.

Fear gripped Mason, He sprang forward, tried to reach the
valve. If he could manage to stuff it closed ~ but it was too
high. Baffled, he retreated to the door and renewed his on-

- slaught on it.

But the substance, tougher than steel, would not yield.
Mason paused only when he could scarcely see the door
through a thickening cloud of greenish mist. Alasa touched
his arm.

‘Kent? What is happemng?’ :

‘I don’t know,’ he said slowly. ‘They’re experimenting on
us. What they expect - well, I just don’t know. Maybe it’'ll
kill us. If it does, I hope it’s a quick death.’

With a soft little cry Alasa moved close to Mason, and he
put protecting arms about her. She buried her face on his
shoulder, and for a while they stood there, while the green
mists thickened — thickened—

There came a time when Mason was completely blinded.

. Oddly he had no trouble with his breathing. There was a

slight exhilaration, due, he thought, to oxygen in the strange
gas, but he was not discommoded. Perhaps the vapor — ad-
mittedly experimental — would have no effect on human be-

ings.

He dropped to the floor, cradling the girl in his arms. In
that blind emerald emptiness they waited, and Mason soothed
and calmed Alasa as best he could. In spite of himself his
pulses mounted at the nearness of the girl’s warm, satiny'
body. The weird gas, he knew, was exciting him; yet the mad-
ness grew on him. And Alasa, too, felt the intoxicating effect.
Her hands crept up, touched Mason’s hair. She drew down
his head, guiding his lips in the green blindness till they
touched her own. Flame of dark passion blazed up within
Mason. .

Desperately he fought it down The girl’s breathing min-
gled with his own, hoarse and uneven. His fingers touched
the silken smoothness of rounded flesh, and the touch was

" like fire. Suddenly his muscles were weak as water, -
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*Alasal® he whxspered ‘Alasal’

In a surge of newfound strength he pmsed the girl’s form
against him, sought her lips. Fantastic visions flashed through
his mind. Weird madness of the plant-men s poisoned gas. .

Alasa seemed to slide away, to vanish in a green-lit abyss
She was gone. Mason was alone. The clouds whirled about
him, and very faintly he heard a distant throbbing, steadily
growing louder. With the portion of his brain that remained
sane he knew that this was unreal, a drug-born hallucination,
as the deep pounding roared louder in his ears and dark sha-
dows moved slowly down the emerald distance. Clearer the
shadows grew, and clearer. . . . Bat-winged horrors that
mocked and tittered obscene laughter as they raced down on
him . . . and ever the drumming roar grew deeper, louder,
crashmg hke the tocsin of a demon in his ears. . .

Faster the green mists swirled. They were a whirlwind of
chaotic, blinding brilliance. The devils danced a grotesque
saraband, screaming a mocking chant.

It swelled to frightful' crescendo of sound and motion
that rocked Mason’s giddy senses. He felt blackness creeping
up and overwhelmmg him,

And it was with gratitude that he sank down into- deepest
unconsciousness !

Slowly Mason awoke, with a blmdmg headache and an
acrid, unpleasant taste in his mouth. He opened his eyes,
stared up at the transparent roof of his prison. He was still
imprisoned in the crystal cage, but the green gas had been
pumped out. Alasa’s still body lay beside him. Head swim-
" ming. Mason tried to revive her. He stripped off his cloak,
. wrapped it about the girl,

A grating overhead made him look up. The roof of the
cage was sliding aside, leaving a gap four feet wide, running
the length of the prison. Plant-men were busy with a kind of
crane, swinging its burden, an enigmatic metal block, into
place so that it could be dropped into the two human’s prison.
There came an mterruptlon.

The Gorichen sprang into frenzied activity. Mason could
not interpret their thoughts, but he sensed sudden, deadly

. danger. Frantically the plant-men went racing toward the cor=
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ridor that led into the upper world. A stray thought-fragment
flashed into Mason’s mind. '

‘The Deathless Ones! They have broken the gateway—’

In five minutes the cavern was deserted. Now, if ever, was
a chance to escape. Mason looked up once more. The smooth
sides of the cell were unscalable. But above the gap in the
roof hung the metallic block from the crane’s arm, too high to
be reached — unless—

A rope? Mason wore only the loincloth Erech had given

. him in Al Bekr, and neither that nor the cloak would support
his weight. His glance fell on the metal ropes that had bound
him, now discarded in a mound on the floor, and Mason knew
he had solved the problem. If only they were long enough!

Picking them up, he paused to examine Alasa. Already as-
sured of her safety, it was with relief that he saw the girl’s
lashes flutter, and her golden eyes open. She saw Mason.

‘Oh, Kent! Help me up!* She clutched his arm, got un-
steadily to her feet. “We’re not dead, it seems. I thought we
were both slain and in the Pit of Abaddon—"

‘Maybe you’re right about the last,’ Mason said grimly. He
told her what had happened. ‘If I can loop the rope over that
metal block, we can climb out, I think.’

‘Can you do it?’

He shook his head doubtfully. ‘I can try. ...}

But only after repeated attempts did Mason manage to
loop the doubled end of the metal cord over the suspended
block. Then a careless move undid his work, and for another
ten minutes he tried, a fury of apprehension mounting within

* him, till at last the anxious work was done. The two ends of

the rope hung down within the cell. Mason knotted them to-
gether.

‘T’ll go first. Then I'll pull you up—’

The metal cord was slippery, scoring Mason’s skin. He
twisted his legs about it, fought his way up, while Alasa held
the rope steady from below. And at last he reached the roof
of the cell, swung on to it, sweating with exertion.

‘Hurry!® he told the girl. Distant sounds of conflict made
him fear that the cavern would not be isolated for long.

His muscles, weary with exertion and lack of food, cracked
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“and strained as he hauled Alasa painfully to his side. But it
was easier thereafter. They slid down to the floor of the ca-
vern, and swiftly made for the passage that led to freedom.

‘It’s the only way out, apparently,’ Mason said, glancing
around. ‘Hold on! There’s something I want.’

He retrieved a bar- of silvery metal, longer than his arm,
that would made a formidable bludgeon. He tested it with a
vicious swing that smashed the crytic gears of a machine.

‘Good! Tt isn’t soft or brittle. This’ll help, Alasa!’.

The girl responded by picking up a smaller bar for herself.
Battle-hght glawed in her golden eyes. She hurried at Ma-
son’s side, the cloak occasxonally flaring to reveal the pale
flesh of her thighs.

But before they reached the passage-mouth a battling horde
spewed from it, struggling in insane conflict. Swiftly Mason
caught the girl, drew her down out of sight. Crouching, they
watched.

The Gorichen were fighting for their lives. And their
enemies were—

The Deathless Ones! Icy cold crawled down Mason’s
back as he saw the invaders, creatures that were unmistak-
ably human beings, yet more alien to him than the grotesque
plant-men. For the Gorichen were normal products of evolu-
tion, and the Deathless Ones, Mason sensed, were not.

They were the living dead. In their bodies dwelt life un-
dying, forms that had once been tall and stalwart and god-
like in their beauty. Even now some remnant of past splen-
dor lingered, made dreadful by the foul corruption that had
overtaken the Deathless Ones.

The name itself explained much. They were men who had
conquered death — but not disease! Not — corruption!

All the hideous plagues of mankind had burst into. foul
ripening on the bodies of the Deathless Ones. None was
whole. Loathsome gaping wounds and sores showed the flesh
and bone beneath. Tatters of granulated flesh hung in rib-
bons from some. There were unspeakable skull-faces glaring
blindly, and there were mutilations from which Mason turned
away, sickened,
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Man had conquered death - and, too late, had discovered
his error,

The Deathless Ones seemingly could not be injured. Scores
of the Gorichen would leap upon an enemy, bearing him
down by their weight. And presently the pile of struggling
figures would fall away, and show that at the bottom the

" Deathless One had been busy - feeding. :

Mason remembered he had seen no plant or animal life on
the surface of the planet. Possibly the Gorichen were the only
food of the Deathless Ones. .

The struggle swept away from the tunnel-mouth. With a
whispered command Mason gripped Alasa’s arm, sprang out
from concealment. They heard a dreadful cry go up, heard
feet thudding in pursuit. A hand closed on Mason’s arm; he
whirled; struck out blindly with his weapon, felt unclean flesh
pulp under the blow. The grip fell away and was gone.

The two humans ﬂed up the passagc, black fear pacing
them.

Were there more of the monsters in the tunnel? Mason
gripped the metal bar tighter at the thought. The sounds of
pursuit grew fainter; but did not die away.

Slowly the couple’s speed grew less. Their hearts were

. throbbing painfully; their throats parched and dry. An in-
creasing tumult from below made them increase their pace.
But they could not keep it up. Once more the Deathless Ones
gained.

Alasa stumbled, almost fell. Mason dragged her upright,
ran on supporting her with his arm about her waist. ‘We
ought to be near the surface now,” he told the girl, and she
looked up with a quick smlle.

‘Soon, now, Kent. .

The pursuers came faster Mason caught sight of a gleam
of silvery daylight lancing down from overhead. The door to

the outer Earth!
* They reached the ladder, climbed it with frantic haste, the
clamoring monsters almost within arm’s length. In the ravine
Mason pointed up. -

“The ]adder, A]asa, T’ll hold ’em back and then come after

you.
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She hesitated, and then obeyed. Mason’s inattention was
almost his undoing. A talon-like hand seized his foot, almost
overbalancing him. A frightful skull-face rose .out of the pit,
screaming with wordless, dreadful hunger. Mason sent the
metal bar smashing down, sick revulsion clawing at his stom-
ach.

Bone and brain shattered under the blow. Blindly the thing
tried to crawl up, though its head was a pulped, gory horror.
The mouth of the pit was choked with dozens of the Death-
less Ones, greedy for flesh to feed their av1d maws, heedless
of blows, pushing up and up. .

- Mason battered them down, till the very weight of the
- monsters bore them in a tangled heap to fall back into the
passage. Then, gripping the bar in one hand, he ran swiftly
up the ladder and rejoined Alasa on the surface.

‘I’ve an idea,” he said, grinning feebly, swaying on his feet,
“Those things can’t be very intelligent. The plant-men are,
but—’

Mason stooped, pulled up the ladder. A group of Death-
less Ones emerged from the pit, roaring menace. Spying Ma-
‘son, they tried to climb the walls of the ravine, but failed.
"Presently a few of them set off to right and left.

“There may be another way out. We'd better scram — de-
part, I mean,” Mason said at Alasa’s puzzled look. ‘Come on.’

‘But — where?’

The man scanned the dark sky. A wan Sun glowed huge
and red. The Moon had vanished. A chill wind blew over a
plain of wet, featureless silt.

‘I don’t know. Away from the coast, anyway. If we can find
Murdach and the ship. .

Silently they set out, trudgmg across the lonely waste,
shuddering in the icy wind that rushed bleakly over the sur-
face of a dying planet.
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CHAPTER IX
Tower of the Mirage

For hours the two struggled through the sticky ooze, up the
slope of a slowly rising plain. In the thin air their lungs
pumped painfully. Twice Mason saw something flying over-
head, vague in the distance, but he could not make out its
nature. It was apparently winged, and was clearly not the
time-ship.

But they found the ship at last, almost by chance. Its silvery
surface glowed like a flame in the gray, dull plain. It seemed
hours before they reached it.

And it was empty. Murdach and Erech had vanished.
There were signs of struggle, and a pool of dried blood on
the floor. In the mud outside a confused track led toward the
east. Frowning, Mason swung shut the door and turned to the
controls.

‘I can move the ship, Alasa Maybe we can find Erech and
Murdach. That spoor’s pretty clear.’

The girl wrapped her cloak more closely about her slender
body. ‘Do so, Kent.” She found a flask of water and offered
it to Mason before she drank. .

Slowly the craft rose, drifted on above the waste, following
the track. On the horizon a spire rose, growing taller as they
advanced. It was a cyclopean crag — not the work of nature.
It was too regular, Mason realized, a great cylindrical shaft’
that thrust itself from the grey empty plain into the grey sky,
flat-topped, desolate and colossal.

‘They may be in that,” Mason suggested. ‘See if you can
find some weapons, Alasa.’

Presently the girl gave him Murdoch’s egg-shaped projec-
tor. ‘It worked on the metal men,’ she told him. “Whether it
will succeed in killing living beings I do not know.’

‘Well, it’s better than nothing. I still have my club.” Mason
glanced down at the metal bar.
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The surface of the tower was, perhaps, two miles across,
and quite flat. There was an odd flickering in the air above
it, and once or twice Mason caught a fugitive glimpse of
bright colour that flashed out from the grey desolation of -the
tower-and was gone. In the exact center was a round, black
opening, and toward this Mason lowered the ship slowly.

He landed on the rim - almost losing control of the craft
in his surprise. For directly beneath him, springing out of
empty nothingness, loomed a great granite boulder! It was
twenty feet high, and he was slanting toward it, paralyzed
with astonishment and borror. With a grating crash the ship
landed.

The shock almost threw him from his feet. The boulder —
was gone! He followed the direction of Alasa’s astonished
gaze, turned and saw the boulder behind the ship. Apparently
they had passed through it as though it were a phantom.

Nor was this all. All around, where he had seen nothing but -
a flat, metallic surface from the air, was a wilderness of tum-
bled, riven rock. To all sides towered the great boulders, and
overhead a blazing white sun glared down.

““Good lord!’> Mason grasped. ‘We haven’t move in time!
What’s happened?’

‘Magic,” Alasa said, solving the problem to her own satis-
faction. ‘Do you think Erech and Murdach are here?’

‘If they are, they flew in.” As Mason spoke he realized his
guess was not too far-fetched. He had seen creatures flying
in the air — perhaps the very bemgs that had captured the
vanished pair. .

‘T hope Erech is not dead,’ the girl murmured. ‘Shall we
search, Kent?’

. Nodding, Mason opened the port, stepped out, followed by

the girl. He approached the great rock and tried to touch it.
His hand passed through the brown, rugose surface as though
it did not exist.

‘It’s a mirage,” Mason said suddenly, with conviction. ‘An
unbelievably perfect one! Three-dimensional! Artifically
created, I’m sure. Look at your feet, Alasa.’

The girl’s slim ankles were hidden, seemingly, in grey,
slate-like rock. But she stepped forward without hindrance.
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Mason moved to her side, felt the smooth surface of the flat
tower top beneath him. He got down and felt the cold metal
with his hands. Then, smiling a little, he plunged first his
hand and then his head into one of the great phantom boul-
ders, and found himself instantly in profound darkness. He
heard Alasa cry out.

He moved back, and there was the white sun pouring down
its non-existent, heatless rays, and all around was the tum-
- bled wilderness of jagged rock.

“Your head,’ the girl said shakily. ‘It - vanished!”

‘Yeah,” Mason noedded. ‘And I’ve just thought of some-
thing. That hole in the roof. We’d better be careful, or we’ll
both vanish for good. There may be a stairway going down
it, though.’

Trying to remember the location of the gap, he stepped
forward cautiously, gripping the girl’s hand. They waded
through intangible rocks that sometimes came up to their
waist. It was fantastic, incredible science of an alien world.

And suddenly Mason felt a mighty throbbing that grew
and pulsed all about him. The wilderness of barren rock trem-
bled and shivered, like a painted curtain rustling in the wind,
and abruptly it — changed! Like a motion-picture fading from
one scene to another the panorama of rocks that seemed to
stretch to the horizon grew vague and disappeared, and in its
place grew another scene, a weird, alien landscape that hem-
med in the pair as though they had been transported to an-
other world. :

All about them now was a tangled forest of luxuriant vege-
tation, and the bark of the trees, as well as the leaves, the
thick masses of vines, even the grass underfoot was an angry
brilliant crimson. Nor was that the worst. The thmgs were
alive!

The vines writhed and swung on the u'ees, and the u'ees
themselves swayed restlessly, their branches twisting in the
air. No wind stirred them. They were living beings, and even
the long, curiously serpentine red grass at their feet made
nauseating little worm-motions.

There was no Sun — just an empty blue sky, incongrou-
sly beautiful and peaceful amid the writhing horrors that
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phantom rocks had been.

‘Wait a minute,” Mason said. He took a few steps back, for
a curious theory was forming in his mind. And again came the
mighty throbbing and the strange crawling and shifting of the
red forest, and as he retreated it melted swiftly into the famil-
iar wilderness of jagged rock. Alasa had vanished. Looking'
over his shoulder, Mason could see the time-ship beside the
great boulder. He moved forward again and Alasa sprang into
view, her golden eyes wide and frightened.

‘Okay,’ he told her. ‘Let’s hunt for the hole, eh?’

‘Here it is, Kent. I almost fell into it.” She pointed at the
wormy tangle of red grass near by. Mason stared. Of course,
he could not see down into the gap. The scarlet vegetation
hid it. He knelt and, overcoming his repugnance, thrust his
face down through the twisting grasses. He was in empty
blackness — below the ground level in the world of the red
plants, Mason knew. A

A curious conviction came to the man that these scenes,
the strange mirages on the tower, were not merely created
phantoms, but actual reflections of real worlds that exist, or
did exist, or will exist in the future He circled cautiously
about the gap.

It was about twenty feet across. His fumbling hands found
an incline going down into the darkness, slippery and too
steep to walk upon. It went down at an angle of about forty-
five degrees, as well as Mason could judge, crawling on his
hands and knees and feeling there in the empty darkness.

‘Kent,’ the girl said with quiet urgency. ‘Listen!’

‘Eh? What—>

Then he heard it - a harsh, very loud scratching noise. Tt
came from the depths of the invisible shaft. It grew louder,
and a sudden premonition made Mason seize Alasa’s hand and
retreat swiftly. It was lucky that he did.

The thing came out of the shaft, and first they saw a bristle
of waving antenna, and two huge claws jerking convulsively
in empty air. It came rising inexorably out of the ground, and
in a moment they saw the whole frightful being.

‘An ant!* Mason heard himself whispering. ‘A winged ant}*
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But it was a colossus. Twenty-five feet long it towered,
mandibles clashing, wings outspread, rustling dryly as they
clashed against the wing-cases, crawling up blindly. ‘

The creature moved forward. It was blind, Mason guessed.
" No eyes were visible, but the antennae apparently took their

place. The claws clicked menacingly.

Horror turned Mason cold. As the thing advanced he flung
himself back, pulling Alasa with him.

“The ship!” he said unsteadily. *Come!’

The white-faced girl nodded, kept pace with him. At a
venture Mason raced in the direction he thought the ship lay.
his guess was wrong.

Almost immediately he heard the throbbing and saw the
wavering and shifting, and then they were rushing through ~
nothingness! Empty fog, grey billows of thick stuff that were
so turbid he was completely blinded. Thinking with lightning

- speed, Mason turned at right angles, dragging Alasa, and cut
across in a frantic attempt to locate the ship.

" He heard a clashing, a dry rustling — the giant ant, hurry-
ing in pursuit. Madness of fear tugged at Mason’s brain. It
was the quintessence of horror, wading through rocks he could
not feel, racing through trees that did not exist. The ant
trailed its prey by scent, or by some less familiar sense, and
as it was blind the shifting three-dimensional mirages made
no difference to it. They had been created, apparently, to con-
fuse the enemies of the ant-monsters. }

Mason and Alasa would be sprinting through what seemed
to be a field of emeralds, glinting under a hazy sky with a
low-hanging moon, when there would come the shifting and
throbbing, and the panorama would fade away like the mirage
it was. And in its place would come, perhaps, a vast field of
frozen white, with not an object visible and a black, starless
sky overhead. Once they were hurrying through a green swirl
of water, with seaweed drifting by and curious creatures swim-
ming past them — through them! A thing like a great opaque
white ball, pulsating and writhing, drifted at Mason, and he
leaped aside, shuddering. . B

Then they would hear the dry rustling, and it would be
bolt, sprint, race with temples throbbing and sweat running
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into their eyes, till the two would be forced to fling themselves
down and rest while they gasped for breath. They went zig-
zagging and plunging through a weird and fantastic array of
alien worlds and scenes. Mason could not help flinching when
a great tree or wall of ice would loom in his path, though he
knew the thing was an impalpable phantom.

Then, too, there was the ever-present fear that they would
plunge off the edge of the tower. What saved them was nearly .
their doom, for as they went racing through a curiously regu-
lar rank of thin columns, like bamboo, that stretched up to a
far whiteness that was either the sky or an incredibly lofty
roof, they burst suddenly into the world of living vegetation.
Mason went rushing through a swaying red tree. The rasping
sound of pursuit was loud in his ears — and his feet went from
under him. '

Letting go of Alasa’s hand, he fell heavily on his side, slid-
ing down till his hips were on the polished slide that led down
into the interior of the tower and the lair of the ant-monster.
He kept on sliding.

Desperately, Mason gave a frantic twist and squirm that
nearly broke his back; he felt Alasa’s hands pulling him to
safety. The girl’s white body gleamed through the flaring
cloak. Somehow, Mason scrambled to his feet, his breath a
flaming agony within his lungs.

The monster was nearly on them. Remembering Murdach’s
weapon, Mason clawed it out, aimed it. A thin beam sprang
at the giant ant. Light crawled weirdly over the frightful head.

And the thing - died! Without a sound it dropped, though
its impetus carried it forward till it slid over the brink of the
abbyss and vanished from sight. No sound came from below.

Trembling a little, Mason replaced the weapon. ‘Come on,
Alasa,” he said shakily. “We’ve got to find the ship. There may
be more of those devils around.”

But it was not easy to locate the vessel. The two played a
weird game of blind-man’s-bluff there on the top of the tower,
hurrying through mirages, some they recognized, others total-
ly unfamiliar. Some were horrible and others pleasant enough.

The worst was hurrying over a black, gelatinous substance
that heaved restlessly underfoot, like the hide of some Cyclo-
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pean monster. It might have been, for all he knew, Mason
thought. The black, heaving skin seemed to stretch for miles
around, and sometimes the two were buried to their hips in
it . :
Again they were hurrying across a field of hard, frozen
brown earth, with a phenomenally beautiful night sky over-
head, studded with constellations and gleaming planets, en-
tirely unfamiliar. A great comet glowed in its white glory
among the stars. Then there was a surface of ice or glass, and
looking down Mason could see, far below, vague and indis-
tinct figures that seemed entirely inhuman, as far as he could
make out through the cloudy crystalline substance.

They staggered through a world of blazing fire, flinching
as heatless tongues of flame licked at them. They reeled across
a vast desert of sand that crawled and billowed beneath them,
stirring with a monstrous embryonic life.

But at last they found the ship. With heartfelt relief Ma-
son followed Alasa aboard and closed the door, sent the ves-
sel lancing up. The girl sank down in a limp heap, her breasts
heaving tumultuously.

At a safe distance above the tower Mason stopped the ship,
hovering there, while he pondered. Were Erech and Murdach
captive within the huge eidolon? Or—

A cry from Alasa made him turn. She was pointing. -

‘Look! It’s—’

‘Erech!’ Mason finished excitedly. ‘And Murdach!’

Crawling across the grey plain, almost at the foot of the
tower now, was one of the giant ants, carrying in its claws
two limp figures that were, even at the distance, unmistakably
human. His hand closing on the weapon in his pocket, Mason
sents the ship flashing down.

But — the thought came — could he use the ray projector on
the monster without killing his friends? No, he couldn’t risk
it.

The huge ant seemed to sense danger. It paused, antenna
questing, as the ship dropped toward it. Then, dropping its
burdens, it spread its wings and mounted to do battle!
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CHAPTER X \
The People of the Pyramid

Grimly Mason guided the ship forward. The tensile strength
of the craft he did not know, but he suspected that under the
ant’s chitinous armour it was fragile. In. this he was wrong.

A blow of the monster’s wing crashed against the ship, sent
it whirling, hurling Mason and Alasa from their feet. He
caught a glimpse of the tower rushing toward him, managed
to drag himself upright against the controls. With scarcely a
foot to spare the vessel looped around, went driving back to-
ward the winged colossus.

‘The creature came to meet them. In the last moment be-
fore impact Mason’s fingers stabbed at the panel, attempting
to change course. But he was too late. With a grinding, fright-
ful impact winged monster and time-ship came' together —
- catastrophically.

Mason was hurled back, his ﬁngers raking blmdly over the
control keys. He had a flashing vision of the ant’s shattered
body plummeting to the plain below, and then intense black-
ness was all around him. Something thudded against his head,
and in his last second of consciousness Mason realized what
the darkness meant. The ship, unguided, was racing through
time! :

Only for a moment, it seemed, was Mason out. Groaning
with pain in his throbbing head, he lifted himself to his feet
and fumbled blindly in the darkness for the controls. Then,
suddenly, he realized that the gloom was not complete.
Through the ship’s transparent walls he saw a star-bright sky
above, and an uneven black wall around, apparently a ram-
part of trees. The ship lay tilted perilously on its side. He
saw a pale blotch in a corner, Alasa’s face.

He could not aid her while she lay on the sharply-slanting
floor. Mason opened the port, managed to scramble out, half
carrying Alasa. Underfoot was a layer of humus, half-rotted
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vegetation with a dank, musky odour. The air was uncom-
fortably hot and moist.

. Fumbling in the starlight, Mason tried to revive the girl.
She sat up eventually, clinging to him, rubbing a bruise on
her shoulder. :

‘That ant — where are we, Kent? Did we find Erech and
Murdach?’

‘I guess not,” Mason told her. ‘Apparently the time-controls
were accidentally moved when we hit the giant ant. We've
probably come through time to this sector, and crashed while
we were unconscious. It's sheer luck that we didn’t have our
necks broken. I guess the ground surface is higher here than in
the future time — that may account for it.’

‘But where are we?’

‘T haven’t the slightest idea. I don’t think we went forward
~ this thick forest, and the heat, indicates a past era. I hepe
it isn’t the Cretaceous. I'd hate to meet a tyrannosaur.’

‘What’s that?’ the girl asked, her eyes wide.

‘A — a dragon. The name means thunder lizard. But—’

And then the attack came. Mason had heard no noise in the
underbrush. But out of the forest dark figures came charging.
There was no warning. Before Mason had a chance to brace
himself he went down, a dozen wiry bodies swarming over
. him — and then fire burst in the back of his head. Red fire
that was swallowed up by abysmal blackness.. ..

He awoke in the dimness of what seemed to be a crudely-
built hut. Warm sunlight slanted through the doorway; a
human shadow — shadow of a guard — darkened the floor.
Mason shook his head, groaning. He heard a low, muffled
chanting. -

And - recognized it! In his archeological work, probing
into the far corners of the globe, Mason had acquired a sound
knowledge of little-known dialects. He had heard similar
sounds, long ago, floating down a South American river in a
hollow log dugout, his arm throbbing and festering with the
wound of an arrow.

Had he, by some incredible chance, returned to his own
time-sector?
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~ The doorway darkened. Men filed in, near-naked little men,
with brown, muscular bodies. They were grotesquely painted,
and feathers nodded and waved in their hair. Chanting, they
freed Mason’s legs. Leathern thongs, he realized, still bound
his wrists.

Hesitatingly Mason spoke, trying to remember that alien
dialect of years ago.

‘I am - a friend—’ :

A native struck his mouth. ‘Silence!” The word was oddly
accented, but recognizable. ‘You are to watch, not to speak.’

Again the chant rose.

‘Hear our prayers, O Thunderer! Hear the prayers of the
Curupun-—

The natives urged him outside the hut. Mason blmked
accustoming his eyes to the strong sunlight. He stared around.

The towering walls of a crater marched ¢on the horizon.
Black basalt ramparts hemmed them in. To the east was a
jagged gap, apparently a pass. At their feet the ground sloped
down to the motionless, sullen waters of a lake.

No wind ruffled its surface. Dark, enigmatic, it filled the
crater, save for the narrow strip of land on which the native
village stood. The score of flimsy huts were in curious con-
trast to the stone pyramid that stood on the lake’s shore.

Mason was pushed toward it. Its shadow fell on him. It
was perhaps thirty feet high, built of huge blocks of stone,
without mortar. In one side was a gaping aperture. Into this
the white man was conducted.

A short passage, and then a room, half underground - a
temple, Mason realized. Amazement lanced through him. At
one end of the chamber was a raised dais, on which stood a
chair - a throne, gleaming dully in the light of torches. A
golden throne, jewel studded!

Its build was suggestive of Incan workmanship. Yet these
brown-skinned natives were not Incas. Perhaps Incas had built
this pyramid, and had been killed by the invading tribe —
Curupuri, as they called themselves, Mason hazarded.

This was the past, he knew. A time perhaps long before
. Columbus had reached the Indies, certainly prior to the com~
ing of the Spanish Conquistadores.
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On the throne a corpse sat. A mummy, withered and shrun-
ken and dry, in whose eye-sockets glowed two flaming rubies.
Golden breast-plates and a girdle of gold hung loosely on the
skeletal figure.

Beside the throne stood a native girl, her amber body
scarcely hidden by a translucent feathery cape, through which
alluring curves were visible. Her sullen eyes brooded on the
white man., .

On the walls were heads. Smaller than coconuts, shrunken .
by some secret process that preserved flesh and features, their
Eultitude almost hid the rough stones. Natives’ heads, all of

em. A

The chanting grew louder. A dozen gaudily-painted Curu-
puri filed intd the chamber. Among them was Alasa. For a
moment her golden eyes met Mason’s, ‘

‘Kent!’ she cried. ‘They—’ : ,

A guard clapped a rough hand over her mouth. Cursing,
Mason wrenched at his bonds. His captors held him, silent

“and impassive.

The Curupuri took the girl up to the dais, clamped golden
rings about her ankles. From the throng a dwarfish native
-stepped to stand beside the girl. His face was hideous with
paint. From a bald, shaved head white feathers nodded, set in
a jewel-studded headdress. The man lifted his hand, and the
noise quieted. :

From the Curupuri came a great shout.

‘Zol!’

The native girl stepped forward. Mason read hatred in her
eyes as she glanced at the dwarfish Zol.

‘Again came the deep-throated roar.

‘Yana! Ho- Yanal’> ‘ ’

Zol threw back his. head, the white feathers bowing. He
cried, “The Thunderer looks with favour upon us.’

He pointed to the withered corpse on the throne.

‘For years she has sat there, ruling the Curupuri in death.
Since she lived we have found no girl with a skin white
enough to be our priestess. So Yana has served—"

He glanced slyly at the priestess beside him.
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‘But now her toil has ended. From the skies has fallen a
maiden with a skin white as foam. Almost we slew her - but
the Thunderer stayed my stroke.’

From the Curupuri came a roaring chant.

‘Ho! Dweller in the Abyss, Dark Thunderer - hear us!’

The girl Yana cried, ‘Hear our prayers! Drink - eat of our
sacrifice!> Her red lips were cruel.

‘Lord of the Lake!’ thundered the Curupuri. “Look on our
sacrifice!’ :

Then silence, heavy and ominous. Yana said, “The priestess
must be unblemished.” Her voice was sweetly malicious.

Zol nodded, turned to Alasa. His hands went out, ripping
the tattered cloak from her. A gasp went up from the natives.

The girl stood nude. Her bronze hair spilled in a tumbled
mass on bare shoulders. Instinctively her hands went up in an
attempt to cover herself.

Zol shouted laughter as he gazed at the nude girl, at the
sweeping curves of her body, flawless in its beauty. Then the
priest tore the feather cloak from Yana and cast it about
Alasa’s ‘shoulders.

Nausea tore at Mason’s throat as he saw the body of the
priestess naked save for a brief loincloth. From neck to ankles
she had been tattooed. Red and blue designs circled the
mounds of her breasts, fled across her rounded hips. Under-
- standing the months of agony the girl must have endured
made Mason feel suddenly sick.

The shouting died. Zol chanted, ‘She is unmarred ~ per-
fect! Tonight the testing begins. The mark of the Thunderer
shall be put upon her.’

The mark of Thunderer? Alasa shuddered, drew the trans-
lucent cloak closer. In the eyes of Yana, Mason saw a red
blaze of rage. Her lashes drooped, she turned away.

The -Curupuri closed about Mason. Vainly struggling, he
was forced from the temple, taken back to the hut. There,
legs once more bound, he was left alone. ‘

The afternoon dragged on. Occasionally the guard would
enter to test the captive’s bonds. Though Mason tried to
engage in conversation with the man, he met with no success.
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Pethaps the Curupuri were forbldden to converse with their
prisoners.

Just after sunset Mason heard voices oulmde the hut, and
presently Yana, the pnestess, entered. Two natives were at her
heels.

One was the guard. He freed Mason’s feet, and with the
other Curupun, left the hut. The priestess knelt béside Mason.

In the dimness the disfiguring tattooing was invisible, and
Mason could see only the smooth curves of the girl’s body,
scarcely hidden by thin cloth. She said softly, “The guard is
gone. I told him Zol wished him to hunt in the forest. And
the other who waits without — is my friend.’

Mason stared at her, Fumbling with the Curupuri dialect,
he said, ‘One has need of friends here.’

She nodded. ‘It is true. I — would like to save the white
girl?’

“Yes!’> Mason said swiftly. ‘W111 you help me?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Why?’ He did not entirely trust this girl in whose eyes
murderous rage sprang so easily.

. “In your place I should not hesitate. You are strangers, I
know that. You are not gods, as some said, else you would
not be bound and helpless now. Whence you come I do not
care, so long as you leave here swiftly.’

‘The ~ the place where we were captured. Is it far from
here?’

‘No: You saw the gap in the mountains — the pass? It is not
far, just beyond that, You can reach it in a fourth part of a
day. And as for why I shall help you - it is because the white
girl will take my place! For years a pale-skinned priestess of
- our tribe has ruled us. When the last one died I took her
place. Zol did not like that —~ for I would not always obey him.
. Now he sees a chance to depose me and gain a puppet pries-
tess. . . . I would kill this white girl, but it would be sacrilege.
I would be tortured . . . but if you escape with her, it will be
differerit.’

‘Then untie me,’ Mason said, his voice eager.

The girl bent down, her hair brushing Mason’s face. ‘But
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you must not fail! For there is another way—' Again the mad
- rage flared in her eyes. ‘I have been the priestess of the
Thunderer for more than a year. And I have learned much
— the words of power that call the Dark Lord from the lake.’
Her tone was brooding. ‘I had it in mind to use those words.
Once before it was done, ages ago, and the Dweller rose from
the depths. The Curupuri died — all but a few, who fled.’

She shrugged, and her knife flashed, slicing through the last
thongs that bound Mason. He stretched cramped muscles.

“Tell me,’ he said curiously, ‘have you ever seen any white
men not of your tribe? Like me?’

‘No. Never. I did not think any existed. Our priestesses had
golden skin, not as white as yours,’ She watched Mason
speculatively. ‘You must wait. It will be dark soon. If you
leave the hut now you will be killed.’

The hard anger was gone from Yana’s eyes; they were
strangely tender. ‘You are not like the Curupuri. And - since
I became a priestess — I have not known - love. . . .

Suddenly her arms were about Mason’s neck, her breath
hot against his cheek as she strained against him. Mad tor-
rents of passion seemed unleashed in the priestess. She whis-
pered softly, ‘I have not known love. And—’

Mason tried to free himself, The girl drew back, her face
bardening. She said, ‘No? Remember — you have not freed
the white girl yet. If I should summon aid—’

Mason grinned wryly. Then Yana was in his arms once
more. It was not easy to resist — no! Under the thin cloth of
her garment he felt the alluring curves of her body.

Shrugging, Mason bent his head, touched the girl’s lips. He
did not draw back. The moist inferno of her mouth quickened
his pulses. Within the priestess was the hot soul of flame,
breath of the searing Zonda that blows across the pampas —
hungry passion that surged through Mason like a rushing tide.

She shuddered, moaned. A noise came from outside the
hut. Instantly Yana pulled away, a finger at her lips.

‘Wait. ..

She disappeared outside. Mason heard her voice raised in
dispute with a deeper one; then the two died slowly in the dis-
tance. He crept to the entrance, peered out. No one was
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visible nearby, though a few Curupuri moved aimlessly about
the village in the distance. The sun was already low.

-He would not have to wait long.

Two hours later it was dark enough to make the venture.
~ The guard had not returned. He slunk out of his prison. The -
moon had just risen, and he kept in the shadows of the huts.
A heavy club discarded by a dying fire caught his eye, and he

confiscated it.

He moved toward the pyramid, a muffled chanting waking
ominous apprehensions within him. He caught a glimpse of
motion on the summit, and he thought he saw Alasa s bronze
hair, though he could not be sure.

Glancing aside at the lake, Mason mvoluntanly shuddered.
What had Yana said? A Thunderer in the depths — a mon-
ster-god to whom the Curupuri sacrificed. In this dawn of his-
tory, could some strange survival actually exist beneath those
. sullen waters? Even in his day there had been legends of the
South American swamps and jungles. . ,
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CHAPTER XI
. Blood on the Pyramid

Mason halted near the base of the pyramid. On the structure’s
flat top gleamed a golden throne, and on it was the mum-
mified corpse of the former priestess. In the moonlight Mason
saw Zol, the squat priest, standing there, and beside h1m a
group of other natives.

And Alasa was there, wearing the feather robe, in the grip
of two natives. The low chant grew louder. Abruptly Zol
turned, removed the breast-plates and girdle from the corpse,
and lifted the mummy from the throne. He swung the body
thrice around his head - sent it arcing down till the black
waters of the lake broke in a silvery spray..

The mummy floated briefly; then there was a brief com-
motion, and the thing was dragged down. It vanished. The
chanting swelled to a triumphant roar.

Mason moved forward cautiously, the cudgel in his hand,

* as Zol lifted the feather cape from Alasa’s bare shoulders. She

stood nude in the moonlight, a glorious statue of loveliness.
Vainly she struggled as she was dragged to the throne, seated
within it, her arms and legs bound securely. Zol beckoned,
and a Curupuri came forward, a deep bowl in his hands.

Others advanced, bearing a long pole to which a native was

. bound. A great shout thundered out.

From the shadows men came — the Curupuri tribe, throng-
ing about the base of the pyramid, watching the drama being
enacted on its summit. Mason drew back, his fingers whiten-
ing on the club,

Zol’s hand moved swiftly. A bubbling scream of agony
came from the captive. Blood fountained from his throat.
Deftly the priest thrust the bowl beneath the gaping wound,
filled the vessel.

The men on the pyramid were silent — waiting. Zol dipped
his hands into the bowl, lifted them dripping red. He smeared

- 237



Lo

the blood on Alasa’s nude body, till from neck to ankles her
slender form gleamed crimson. He lifted the knife again,
lowered it gently. Its point touched Alasa’s bare stomach.

The girl cried out sharply This, Mason guessed, was the
~ beginning of the tattooing ceremony. For months thereafter
Alasa would endure the frightful torture of sharp knives, of
agonizing pain of pigments rubbed into the raw wounds till.
her body was ‘covered, like the priestess’, with fantastic de-
signs.

Again the knife came down. Agam Alasa cried out —a soft,
frightened cry that sent red madness surging into Mason’s
brain.

He lifted the cudgel as he sprang forward. A line of
natives barred him from the pyramid, but he broke through
the Curupuri with a murderous sweep of his weapon that sent
a man sprawling head smashed into pulp. Shouting, Mason
sprinted forward.

Behind him he heard a deep-throated roar. He ignored 1t,
racing up the rough stones of the pyramid that offered easy
foothold. On the summit men were milling about, staring
down, their weapons drawn. Before they could organize he
was among them. '

‘He saw a snarling face, pale in the moonlight, looming up
_ before him ~ and swung the club. The man went down,
screaming.

“Take him1” Zol shouted. ‘Take him — alivel’

Then suddenly the priest was racing forward, a spear in his
hand, arm drawn back for the throw. Mason sent the cudgel
spinning at his opponent.

His aim was true. The missile crashed into Zol’s face,
obliterating the brown features in a smear of blood. Red
spurted from the mans flattened nose. Scrwmmg, he went
down.

But already a dozen Curupuri were on Mason; grimly he.
slugged and kicked and clawed. A bare foot kicked viciously

at his face. He twisted his head away in time to avoid the .
blow.

But Mason went down at last, fighting desperanely. He felt his
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hands being drawn behind him, saw Alasa straining forward
on the throne, her body darkly crimson. She cried, ‘Kent, are
you hurt? Did they—’
‘I’m okay,” he said — and Zol came forward, his ruined
face bloody and hideous. He glared down at the white man.
" “Soon you will die’ His whisper was fury-soft. ‘But not
. slowly — no!’

He turned to the lake, lifted the sacnﬁcnal knife.

“Dweller in the Abyss,’ he chanted. ‘The priestess is pre-
pared. Soon she will serve you.’

Mason strained to escape from the arms that held him.

" Useless !

The Curupuri below the pyramid roared applause at the
priest.

Then silence. And cutting through it a thin, high scream
that made the short hairs prickle on Mason’s neck. There was
defiance in that scream — desperate rage, and horror, and
something above and beyond all these. The priest hesitated,
looked down. His jaw dropped. -

Mason turned his head. On the beach, knee-deep in the
black waters, was Yana the priestess, nude, a golden statue in
the moonlight. Her black hair streamed in the wind. She lifted -
her arms; her red lips parted. From them came again that
dreadful cry—

Alien, Summoning!

Summoning — what?

The priest shrilled, ‘Slay her! Slay her!’

The others streamed down from the pyramid’s summit,
racing toward Yana, save for two who still held Mason mo-
tionless. The priestess cried again that strange call.

In Zol’s face Mason read something that made him look
out across the lake. A few ripples troubled the black surface.
That was all.

No. There was more. Somethmg was moving toward the
shore, a dark and tremendous bulk that glided through the
waters with unhurried smoothness. Somethmg that could
never exist in a sane world. .

And now Mason remembered Yana’s words: ‘I have
learned much — the words of power that call the Thunderer
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from the lake. Once before 1t was done, ages ago, and the
Dweller rose from the depths. .

The god of the Curupuri had answered the summoning of
. his priestess. Through the dark mky waters the thing glided,
and a black, shining bulk arose in-the moonlight, a flat and
serpentine head and a long, undulating column of neck. .

Zol’s face was a Gorgon mask of horror abysmal. The na-
tives were almost at the lake’s shore — and they shrank back.
Yana screamed her weird call — and the cry turned into a
shriek as the monster was upon her.

The glant head swooped lifted with the girl’s bedy dang-
ling from immense jaws. Cold, reptilian eyes surveyed the
village. As the girl vanished into the thing’s maw the crea-
ture lumbered up onto the beach.

Desperately Mason tried to rationalize his fear. Some pre-
historic survival — an aquatic reptile that had dwelt for ages
in this secret crater, untouched by the changes of evolution. It
was possible, he knew. Always there had been tales of such
monsters filtering through the jungles, gigantic beasts that
dwelt in the Patagonian swamps and the hidden fastnesses of
the Andes. Yet he could not control the cold horror that crept
over him at sight of the thing that was emergmg from the
lake.

Its body was over fifty feet long, torpedo-shaped with
great flippers that propelled it slowly forward. The snake-
like head and neck writhed, curved. All over its shining, re-
ticulated body grew algae; shells clung to the armoured hide.
It came plunging up into the village, and the Curupuri went
stampeding in a frenzied panic that made them easy prey for
their god. '

The two natives holding Mason went with the rest. Only
Zol stood his ground, glaring around, bruised lips working
silently. He saw Mason. He sprang forward, knife upraised.

This time Mason was ready. Grinning unpleasantly, he
dived at the priest, tackled him viciously. Zol stabbed down
with his knife, sending a white-hot streak of agony along
Mason’s ribs.

- The white man clutched his enemy’s wrist, held it motion-
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less. Yelhng rage, Zol bent his head, med to sink his teeth in
Mason’s throat.

The screams of the fleeing Curupun came up from below,
And a cry - closer, nearer! Alasa!

‘Kent! The devil-god — it’s coming here—’

The sweating, bloody face of Zol was a gargoyle mask, the
man’s breath was foul in Mason’s nostrils as the priest tried
to reach his enemy’s throat with his teeth. Beyond, a gargan-
tuan shadow in the moonlight, Mason saw the head of the
monster — coming closer!

Mason let go of the other’s knife-wrist. Zol was not expect-
ing that move. Before he could recover, the white man had
gripped the priest by neck and crotch, hurled him up in mid-
air. Mason’s muscles cracked under the strain. He spun about
swiftly, staggering.

The priest tried to stab down, missed. He had no other
chance.

Out of the night came rushing the devil-god, silent and
menacing. The huge head was not twelve feet from the pyra-
mid’s summit when Mason let go of his captive.

Sent Zol hurtling su‘axght for the monster!

His aim was true. The jaws dipped slightly, and gnpped
the priest. One agonized shriek Zol gave, and then his bones
. and flesh were ground into pulp between remorseless fangs.

Mason waited to see no more. There was no time to free
the girl; he leaped to the throne, picked up her bound, nude
form, and slung it over his shoulder, hoping that Alasa would
suffer no injury by such treatment. But it was that or death,
for already the monster’s head was snaking out as Mason
leaped down the pyramid’s side, keeping his balance with
difficulty. He was trying to reach the passage that led into the
structure, and he succeeded just as the giant reptile’s jaws
clicked closer than Mason cared to guess.

But they were safe, for the monster could not reach them
in the parrow tunnel. Mason retreated further into the dark-
ness, warily trying to pierce the gloom. Other Curupuri might
have retreated here. Perhaps, though, their panic fear had
driven all thought but instant flight from their minds.

Later Mason realized that this was indeed the case. But at
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present he was busy freeing Alasa, comforting her hysterical
tears as well as he could. There was no sound from outside;
either matters had quieted down, or it was difficult to hear
within the pyramid. Mason drew Alasa close, and she, too
frightened and exhausted to resist, relaxed in the man’s arms,
and, presently, slept. Mason did not arouse her. Though his
position was cramped, he endured it, fearing that any move-
ment on his part would waken the girl.

When an hour or more had passed, he judged it ume to
move. .

‘Alasa,’ he whispered. She stirred.

‘Kent? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ he told her. ‘But we’d better be moving.’

The girl arose and followed Mason to the portal. Peering

_out into the moonlit night, they could see nothing of the Curu-
puri, though a distant commotion in the jungle hinted of the
monster’s activity. Mason was quick to act. Seizing Alasa’s
hand, he hurried around the pyramid’s base and slipped
through the village, keeping carefully in the shadows. Once
the girl paused to pick up a discarded length of cloth and
wrap it about her nude body. Both of them, shivering in the
cool night air, would have been glad to search for warmer
clothing, but they dared not spare the time.

They headed for the pass in the crater’s walls. ‘You can
reach it in the fourth part of a day,’ the priestess had said. If
anything, she had overestimated the distance. Presently Alasa
and Mason reached the gap, having seen nothmg of either the
Curupuri or the monster.

Below them lay a broad stretch of moonlit jungle, slanting
down to a distant horizon. Far, far beyond that horizon, Ma~
son guessed, lay the Atlantic Ocean, the Ocean Sea of a pre-
Columbian Europe. For a moment a queer thought was strong
i his mind; he would like to visit that lost, strange world,
dim in the forgotten past. How odd it would be to see and
speak with the legendary figures of history!

He saw the time-ship. Half a mile away, it lay in a litde
clearing in the forest, the moonrays reflecting from it in a
blaze of cold brilliance. Mason wished he had brought a wea-
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: pon. There mlght be jaguars — perhaps even the prehlstonc :

giant sloth lumbered through this teeming jungle.

" -Night-prowlers were abroad, but they did not menace the
two humans. Once some beast stalked them for a while; they
could hear it rustling in the underbrush. But it gave up pre-
sently and disappeared. And once a jewel-bright macaw flut-
tered sleepily across their path, screaming its harsh cry.

But they came to the ship without hindrance. The Curu-
-puri had apparently feared to enter it, for Mason found no-
thing amiss within the craft. He felt oddly relieved when he
had closed the port, locking Alasa and himself within. -

‘I hope nothing was wrecked when we crashed,’ he told the
girl. ‘It wouldn’t be - pleasant.’ .

Mason set to work examining the instruments. For more
than an hour he puzzled over the intricate dials and gauges.
Something he had learned from Greddar Klon, and more

- from Murdach. So, after a time, he felt that it might be pos-

sible to return to the future-world from which they had come.
~ “This dial,’ he said slowly, ‘indicates our time-rate, I think.

Each time we stop, a permanent record of that halt is marked

on the dial ~ those red spots, see? This one, at zero, is your

own world, I imagine, where the ship was built. This dot,
further up, is right under the needle. That’s where we are
now. And the third dot is where we left Murdach and Erech.

If I can set the controls to that time-sector—

It was another half-hour before Mason was satisfied. He
tested the mechanism, lifted the ship fifty feet into the air.
The atomic power worked smoothly enough. With a grim nod
at Alasa, Mason threw the time-switch.

Blackness. A second, an hour, or an eon — a brief eternity
in which there was no consciousness of time. Then light came
agdin.

The tower of the giant ants sprang into visibility nearby.
They had reached their destination. The amazingly accurate
controls of the craft had brought them back to the lost world
of the future. But something was wrong.

From the tower’s summit a horde of giant winged ants
were pouring down, racing toward the ship. On the ground
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below lay the crushed form of another monster. But of Mur-
dach and Erech there was no trace!
Instantly Mason- guessed the reason. They had come too -
~ far — a few moments, or a few hours. No longer, certainly. His
familiarity with the instruments helped him now. He made a
quick adjustment and again moved the time-control.

Blackness — and hght The ship had apparently not moved.
Only the Sun was in a different position in the sky, nd the
horde of ants had gone. Looking down, for a brief incredible
moment Mason saw a replica of the time-ship, with two fig-
ures in it, rushing forward, colliding in mid-air with a huge
ant. And as he watched — the ship vanished !

It was gone — back, Mason knew, to the pre-Columbian
South American jungle. The ant, crushed, was falling toward
the ground — toward two figures, missing them by a few feet.

- Erech and Murdach!

They waved tiny hands upwards, gesticulating. Mason sent
the ship down, grounded it, flung open the port. Toward the
craft raced the two men, eyes wide w1th hope they had long
abandoned.

Erech pushed Murdach aboard, sprang after him. ‘By El-
1il!? he swore. ‘You come in time, Ma—zhonl Let’s get out of
here, quick!’ -

Murdach was fumbling with the controls. The time-ship
lifted, Ianced across the desolate plain.

At last the four were reunited. Now — now, Mason thought
triumphantly, they could seek Greddar Klon. Seek the Master
- and slay him!
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' CHAPTER XII
Strange Quest

The ship hung above the leaden sea, safe from attack, while
the four talked, and Murdach and Mason planned. Murdach’s
tattered leather uniform was hanging in rags. His hawk-face
was gaunt and tired; his red hair dark with grime. But Erech
seemed unchanged. His pale eyes watched coldly above the
beak of a nose; the thin lips were grim as ever.

‘What I can’t understand,’ Mason observed, ‘is how I got
from Arabia — Al Bekr ~ to South America, a continent on
the other side of the globe. I was moving in time, not in
space.’

‘Globe?’ murmured Alasa, puzzled. ‘Surely the Earth is
flat, surrounded by an abyss?’

Murdach sald ‘You travelled in space, too. In a million
years, or more or less, the world travels with the Sun, natu-
rally, along its orbit. But the gravitational drag keeps the ship
bound to Earth, which is lucky or we might find ourselves in
space, light-years from any Solar System. The ship’s bound
- but not too tightly. The Earth revolves; the tune-shlp lags;
and so you found yourself once in Al Bekr, once in — what did
you say? — South America, and once here. But all three places
are near the equator.’

He turned to pages of calculations. ‘I’ve located Greddar
Klon, I think. But nothing’s certain. We cannot stay here,
though, or we’ll starve to death soon enough. Shall we—?’
He read the answer in the other’s eyes. Without speaking he
sent the ship into time.

The light failed, and grew again. They hung above a
craggy mountain range, gigantic, towering to the sky. The
Sun was warmer, closer and larger. Earth was green again,
lacking the dead, leaden gnmn&s of the ultimate future.

“This is before my own time, and after yours, Mason,” Mur-
dach said. ‘About 2150.
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2150 A.D.? That was Nirvor’s time-sector,” Mason said,
remembering the words of the silver priestess. He went on, as
a sudden thought came to him, ‘Hadn’t we better find wea-
pons first? In my time I can dig up a few — machine-guns,
bombs — and you probably have better ones in your time,
Murdach.’

The other looked at him oddly, a curious expression in his -
‘eyes. ‘My time - I do not wish to return to it. Not yet, at
least. As for weapons, the Master will not be expecting us.
And we can perhaps find arms on our way. The needle points
to the east, and we must go there. We'll watch as we travel.’

Mason was not satisfied, but said no more. He scanned the
barren mountains and plains, the teeming jungles, the lakes

~and broad sea over which they fled. Once he saw a gleaming
globe on a mountaintop, and pointed it out to Murdach. The
other brought the ship down.

A transparent globe, miles in diameter, hanging in empty

air. Within it, as they hovered, Mason could see unfamiliar-
looking machines, rows upon rows of long cylinders of glass.
Within the cylinders were human beings, men and women,
dead or asleep.
 Murdach landed the sh1p, and they tried to find some way
of entering the giant globe, but in vain. There were no open-
ings, and the transparent substance was steel-hard.
- ‘We have a legend of this,’ Murdach said. ‘In the days of
beast rule, ages ago, when experimenters sought to create hu-
man beings out of animals. Man-kind foresaw some danger, a
temporary warning of the solar rays, I think. They built huge
spheres and sealed themselves within, throwing themselves
into suspended animation for years. A few scientists tried to
adapt themselves to the changing radiation, and spent their
time making beasts into men, having some thought of creat-
ing an empire of their own to defeat the sleepers when they
awakened. But they failed.’

‘We can’t get weapons here,’ Mason grunted. “That’s sure,
anyway.’

‘There was some weapon those last scientists perfected’
Murdach mused. ‘Itwas lost, forgotten. Only its power was
remembered. No shield could bar it. If we could find that
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weapon, use it against Greddar Klon—" His eyes were alight.

‘You need such magic to battle the Master,” said Erech.
‘My scimitar would fail. I know that!’

The ship rose, drifted on. A jungle slipped beneath. Far
away, steadily growing nearer, was a city — and Mason caught
his breath at its heartbreaking beauty. Not Rome or Babylon
nor Capri had ever had the delicate, poignant splendor of this
strange metropolis, hidden in the jungle, crumbling and
cracked with age at closer view, but still a matchless jewel of
architecture.

‘A rose-red city half as old as time,” Mason quoted softly,
half to himself. '

The ship droye down. There was furtive movement in the
" jungle metropolis — not human movement. Animals scurried
~ from sight. A leopard loped swiftly away, Birds flew startled.

‘Greddar Klon is close,” Murdach whispered. ‘My instru-
ments show that” -

The ship landed in a marble street. Hesitating, Mason
opened the port, stepped out. Nothing happened. The still,
humid air was utterly silent.

Far away a beast cried, lonely and strangely poignant.

In the distance Mason saw a human figure. It came for-

~ward slowly, with a shambling, dragging gait. A man — an
* old man.

An Oriental, Mason guessed, noting the distinctive shape
of the eyes, the facial contours, the hue of the skin. The
oldster’s face was withered, shrunken and dry as a walnut.
Sparse white hair patched the skull. The thin lips moved end-
lessly, whispering. Filmed eyes dwelt unseeingly- on Mason
and the others.

But the man halted, and a new look came into his face. He
spoke louder, in a language Mason thought he recognized. It
was Chinese, but oddly changed, with a different stress and
accent. Yet if Chinese had persisted for so many centuries,
there was no reason why it should not exist in 2150 AD. Two
hundred years would made little difference.

The Chinese said, “The Sleepers have awakened, then?’

Guessing at his meaning, Mason replied carefully, ‘We are
not Sleepers. We come from another time — another age.’
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The man closed his eyes; tears trickled from the wrinkled
lids. ‘I thought I had been forglven Ah we have been pun-
ished indeed.’

‘Punished ?’

‘When the Sleepers went to their globes of refuge, we re-
fused to join them. We thought to build a kmgdom of beast-
men. We reared cities for them, took possession of those al-
ready existing. We raised up the beasts . . . but that was long
ago. Only a few are left now. They warred one upon another;

slew and were slain . . . so now I, Li Keng, live alone in
Corinoor, smce Nirvor went.across the desert with her leo-
pards. .

Murdach had caught the familiar names. ‘Nirvor?’ he broke
in, ‘Ask him more of this, Mason! Is she here? What does
he say?’

‘I have met Nirvor,” Mason said in Chinese. ‘She is alive,
I think. You are her friend?’

Li Keng did not reply. Into his eyes crept a dull gaze His
lips twiched, writhed. He mumbled wordlessly. Suddenly he
broke into a maniacal cackle of laughter.

A chill chook Mason. The oldster was mad!

Li Keng sobered. He ran skeletal fingers through his thin
hair. ‘I am alone,’” he murmured. ‘Have the Sleepers forgiven?
Did they send you?’

‘We are from another time,” Mason sald, striving to pierce
the mists about the dulled brain.

“The Sleepers? Have they forgiven?’ But Li Keng had
lost interest. His low, insane laughter rang out again. .

Apparently the man knew nothing of Nirvor or Greddar
Klon, though Mason could not be sure. He touched the Chi-
nese’s shoulder.

‘Is there food here? We are hungry.’

‘Eh? There is fruit in the forest, and good water.’

‘Ask him of the weapon!’ Murdach whispered. ‘Ask him!’

Mason obeyed. Li Keng peered through rheumy eyes.

“Ah, yes. The Invincible Power. But it is forbidden . . .
forbidden> = -

He turned to go. Mason stepped forward, gripped the
oldster’s arm gently. The other tried feebly to disengage it.
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‘We mean no harm,” Mason explained.’ ‘But we need your
" help. This Invincible Power—’

“You are from the Sleepers? They have forglven?’

Mason hesitated. Then he said slowly, emphatically, “The:

Sleepers sent us to you. They have forgiven.’

" Would the ruse work? Would the crazed brain r&pond?

Li Keng stared, his lips working nervously. A thin hand
plucked at his scant hair.

“This is true? They will let me enter a globe of refuge?’

‘Yes. But you betrayed them before. They demand that
you prove your faith.’

The Chinese shook his head. ‘They — they—"

‘You must give them the Invincible Weapon as proof that
you will not betray them again.’

Li Keng did not answer for a long moment. Then he nod-
ded. ‘Yes. You shall have it. Come.’

He lifted a hand as Mason beckoned to the others. ‘They
may not come.’

‘Why not?’ The other’s voice was susp1c1ous

‘There are only two suits of protective armour. The radium .
rays would kill you unless these are worn. We must go down
into the radioactive caverns beneath Corinoor. . . .” Li Keng
paused, and a dull glaze crept over his eyes. Swiftly Mason
translated.

‘I don’t dare cross him now. Might set him off his head
entirely. You three stay with the ship — guard it tll I get
back with the weapon.’

‘But Kent!’ Alasa’s face was worried. ‘There may be
danger—’

~ ‘Not from Li Keng, at least,” Mason smiled. ‘I can look out
for myself. Even if I were sure there’s danger, I’d have to go.
Until we get the weapon, we’re unarmed.’
. ‘Let him go,” Murdach said quietly. Erech said nothing,
but his brown hand tightened on his scimitar-hilt.

‘Let us start, Li Keng,> Mason told the old Chinese, and
followed the other along the deserted marble street. Presently
Li Keng turned into a half-ruined building, passing between
sagging gates of bronze, curiously carved. He halted in the
portal.
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“You must wait,” he said. “Only worshippers of Selene and
the condemned may enter here. I must tell the goddess my
plans.’

Before Mason could reply he slipped through an inner
door and was gone. Whispering an oath, Mason took a stride
forward — and halted. He peered through the narrow crack
left by the half-closed panel.

He saw a huge, dim chamber, cryptic with gloom, and
towering at the further end a monstrous female statue. Li
Keng was moving across the floor, and as Mason watched he
dropped to hands and knees, supplicating himself before the
idol.

Well, there was nothing to fear from a goddess of stone or
metal. Grinning crookedly, Mason drew back, and caught his
breath as he heard a tumult from outside. An angry shout—

With a leap Mason reached the bronze doors. He peered
out. His stomach moved sickeningly at the sight before him.

Dozens of malformed, half-human figures filled the marble
street. They milled uncertainly about the time-ship, and in
their midst were two bound, prostrate figures — Alasa and
Murdach. Coming toward Mason was — Greddar Klon!

The Master, moving forward with quick, hurried steps,
pointed jaw set, eyes cold and deadly. Behind him came more
of the strange creatures, being more bestial than human, Ma-
son sensed. He remembered the weird science that had
changed animals to men, and guessed that the malformed,
hairy, brute-faced monsters were products of that eerie ex-
periment. Simultaneously Mason knew what he must do.

He saw Erech, scimitar red and lifted, running forward.
The Sumerian roared a battle-cry. He sprang at the Master,
set himself for a stroke that, for all its force, could not pene-
trate the shielding atomic mesh.

Mason charged out through the bronze gates. He caught a |
glimpse of Greddar Klon whirling, involuntarily shrinking
under the Sumerian’s blow, lifting a metal tube in a tiny
hand.

Mason’s shoulder hit Erech, sent the giant driving aside.
He flung himself on the Sumerian, striving to wrench the
scimitar free, reading stark amazement in the other’s pale
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eyes. Amazement — and anger, red rage that surged through
Erech’s viens and gave him strength enough to throw Mason
down with ease. But the beast-men by now had surrounded

the two. '

Mason felt rough hands seize him. He made no resistance.
Quietly he stood up, let the beast-men drag him toward

-Greddar Klon. Erech was still battling furiously, but without
his scimitar he was handicapped. He went down at last, still
struggling. His captors trussed him up with thongs.

The Master’s cold eyes were probing. The shrill voice said,

- “Is Erech, then, your enemy, Mason?’

“Yes.” The archeologist was playing for time. He had acted
on impulse, knowing instinctively the best plan. But now he
needed a chance to scrutinize his cards, to see which ones to
play. He said, ‘Can we talk alone, Greddar Klon?’ He nod-
ded toward Erech.

For a long moment the other did not reply. Then he called

"a command, and two of the beast-men pulled Mason toward a
nearby doorway. The Master followed.

Inside the building, in a fungus-grown, ill-smelling little
room, Greddar Klon sat cross-legged on the floor. He sig-
nalled for the beast-men to release their captive.

“Thanks,” Mason grunted. ‘There’s a lot to explain. I didn’t
know if I’d ever find you.’

‘And now that you have — what?’

‘Well - I still want to hold you to your bargain.’

The other shrugged narrow shoulders. ‘Return you to your
own time-sector?’ '

‘Something more, now,” Mason said quietly. ‘After you left
Al Bekr, Erech asked me to help him release Alasa and Mur-
dach. I did. Murdach explained your plans, that you in-
tended to conquer a civilization and rule. My own civilization
- isn’t that so?’

‘I, too, shall be frank,’ Greddar Klon conceded. ‘That is
true.’

“They wanted to find and kill you. Murdach built another
time-ship. I helped him. I pretended to feel as they did. It
wasn’t difficult — for I wanted to find you, for reasons.of my
own. Back in Al Bekr I’d have been satisfied if you had re-
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turned me to my own time. But now, knowing what you in-
tend, I want something more. I want a part in your kingdom,
Greddar Klon!’

‘I had thought of offermg you that, the Master murmured.
‘But I did not need your aid.’ :

‘Are you sure? My world is unfamiliar to you. You will
not know where to strike — what countries and cities to at-
tack, what shipping and trade routes to block. I know my
own world, and with my help, the information I can give you,
youw’ll be able to subdue your enemies more swiftly arid more
easily.’

‘And you want?’

‘Rule. Rule of a nation, under you, of course. I want
power—’

The Master stood up. ‘I see. You are very clever, Kent
Mason — but whether you are speaking the truth I do not
know, as yet. You may be in earnest, and you may be trying
to trick me. Until I have reached a decision, therefore, you
will remain a prisoner — but safe.’

He gestured. The beast-men seized Mason, pulled him out
into the street. He made no resistance. He had planted a seed
in Greddar Klon’s mind, and now there was nothing to do
but play a waiting game. He had. not dared to bargain for the
lives of Alasa and the others — that would have made the
Master instantly suspicious.

His captors led him into another rose-marble bqudmg, and
down to vaults far below. In a bare stone room he was locked.
A torch set in the wall gave light, but how ldng it would last
Mason did not know.

The shaggy, hulking forms of the beast-men lumbered out
of sight. Mason was left alone, captive, his mmd haunted with
fear for his friends.
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CHAPTER XIII
j Court of the Beasts

After a time Mason rose and examined his prison. The walls,
though cracked and lichened, were sturdy enough. The bar-
red door was of metal, and too strong to force. Nor were ceil-
ing or floor any more promising. Mason shivered in the chill
air, wishing he had something warmer than a loincloth. .

But the torch gave heat as well as light, until it expired. In
the darkness it was somehow harder to judge time, though
Mason guessed it was nightfall when at last one of the beast-
men came with food. He poked it through the bars, a mess of
fruits, specked and half-rotten, which Mason found it difficult
to swallow. The beast-man brought a new torch, however.

It could not have been more than half an hour later that
Mason saw a glimmer of light approaching. He went to the
door, peering between the bars at a stooped, withered figure
approaching,. He made out a shriveled, Onental face - Li
Keng!

The Chinese slowly unbarred the door. He beckoned Ma-
son out.

‘We must be silent,” he mumbled in his cracked voice. ‘Nir-
vor has returned, and has brought an evil one with her. They
seek the Invincible Power, but they do not know its hiding-
place. Nor do they know I hold the secret. Come!’ :

He shuffled along the corridor, his skinny hand gnppmg a
torch. Mason kept pace with him.

‘The others?’ he asked softly. ‘My friends? Where are .
they?’

Li Keng did not hear. His wheezing voice went on, ‘Nirvor
has brought the beast-men from the forest into Corinoor. But
she shall not have the weapon. You shall take it to the
Sleepers as proof of my faith,’

Mason felt a pang of pity for the old man. They turned
into another underground passage, and another, a veritable
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labyrinth, until Mason was hopelessly lost. Once he saw a
white shadow slipping away in the distance, and remembered
Valesta, Nirvor’s leopard. But the beast did not reappear, if
it had been Valesta. '

They stopped before a metal door. Li Keng fumbled in a
recess in the wall, brought out two clumsy lead-sheathed suits.
‘We must wear these. The radium rays—’

Mason donned the garment. It had a transparent hood
which covered his head completely. The Chinese, ungainly in
the armour, pushed open the door.

They stood on the brink of a cliff that sloped down into a -
grey fog of distance. A narrow path ran perilously slanting -
.down, and along this Li Keng started, keeping his balance
without difficulty. Mason followed, with an inward tremor as
he glanced aside into the dim gulf. : .

For perhaps a hundred yards they skirted the cliff, and
then rounded a shoulder. Mason paused, blinked blinded eyes.
A flame of roaring brilliance blazed up from the gulf before
him, and all through his body a curious tingling raced. The
deadly radium radiations, he knew.

The path ran out on a spur of rock, narrow and dangerous,

“that hung over the abyss. Below it was a-cauldron of fire, like
the pit of a volcano. But more potent than liquid lava was the
fire that burned here, having within the frightful power of
radium!

A sound came from behind them. Mason turned. He cried
out, his voice drowned in the roar of the inferno. Stalking
along the path toward him was Valesta, the white leopard.

Behind her — Nirvor, and at her heels the black leopard,
Bokya. And dozens of the beast-men, fangs gleaming redly in
the flame-light, eyes glowing.

From Li Keng came a cry so piercing that Mason heard it
even above the thunder of the radium pit. The Chinese flung.
out an arm, gesturing Nirvor back.

The priestess laughed. Her silver hair floated unbound
about her shoulders, half bared by her diaphanous black robe.
She took a step forward.

Li Keng turned. He raced out on the spur. On its end he
went on hands and knees, and then sprang erect, gripping a
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metal box in his gloved hands. Before the watchers could
move Li Keng, gripping the box, had leaped out into the
abyss! -

A shriek came from Nirvor. Mason had a glimpse of her
face, twisted into a despairing Gorgon mask — and then the
white leopard was upon him. He went down under the on-
slaught. Only the width of the path here, at the base of the -
spur, saved him from toppling over. As it was, he hung for a
moment on the brink, the leopard’s weight bearing him down,
the snarling beast-mask above his face. :

Rough hands gripped him. The leopard leaped lightly
away. Beast-men drew Mason back onto the ledge, lifted him
to his feet. He was held motionless, facing the priestess.

She made a quick gesture, and Mason was forced back
along the path. No use to resist, he knew. It would mean de-
struction, and even though he killed a few of his captors, he
would inevitably be thrust into the gulf. So Mason let the
beast-men prod him back to the metal door, where they strip-
ped the armour from him.

Nirvor’s face was white. ‘I have dared much,’ she whis-
pered. ‘Men do not live long above the radium pit. A little
more, and I would have died . . . horribly!’ She shuddered,

“ran white hands along her slender body.

The white leopard muzzled her leg, was thrust aside by
the black one. The priestess said, ‘I thought Li Keng had the
secret, and so I watched him. But he has destroyed the In-
vincible Power, and himself with it. He is beyond my reach.
But you - you are not, Kent Mason!’ A red blaze was in her
jet eyes.

‘We hold court tonight,’ she murmured. ‘Your three friends
will die then. And you will die with them.’

She gestured. The beast-man thrust Mason forward. Si-
lently he let himself be taken back along the interminable cor-
ridors, back to his cell. But Nirvor did not pause there. Up
and up they went, till at last they emerged in the streets of
Corinoor.

‘In here,’ the priestess commanded.

Mason recognized the building — the same one into which
Li Keng had led him earlier that day. In the moonlight its
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‘ruin was not evident; it seemed a veritable palace of enchant-
ment, a symphony in marble.

Through the bronze gates they went, through the inner
door. The huge chamber was no longer dim. It was ablaze
with torches, swarming with the beast-men. At the further
end was a gigantic statue of a nude female form, moon-
crowned. '

Nirvor made a gesture toward the image. ‘It is Selene,’
she said. ‘Goddess of Corinoor ~ Corinoor that is soon to rise
again in its former splendour!’

The priestess paused before a panel in the wall, It opened
at her touch, and she pointed within. .

‘Go there, Kent Mason. Quickly!’

He obeyed, finding himself in a dusky, luxuriously fur-
nished little room, ornate with tapestries and cushions. A
- small image of Selene stood in an alcove in the wall. The air

was curiously dark,. heavily scented with perfumes that rose -
. headily to Mason’s brain. He turned.

Nirvor stood alone before the closed door Her black eyes
-dwelt on him cryptically.

‘I have told you you must die,’ she said.

‘I heard you,” Mason grunted. ‘So what?’

‘I — have hated you. I have reason to do so. My kmgdom,
my goddess, my city of Corinoor — these I worship. For them
1 would destroy you utterly. Yet—" The jet eyes were strange,
strange! ‘Yet you remember something I told you long ago
in Al Bekr. I am woman. ...

She made a hopeless gesture. ‘Now my heart is sick within
me. For I know you should die, I know you hate me—’

The priestess dropped to the floor, her silver hair unbound
veiling her face ‘Ohé, ohé!’ she sobbed. ‘In all my life I have
known no man like you. There were the scientists, like Li
Keng - and the barbarians of Al Bekr — and Greddar Klon.
And the beast-man. I am woman, Kent Mason! I long for
something I have never known. . . and that is love.’

Mason did not reply. The honey-musk perfume was very
strong. He felt oddly detached from his body, slightly drunk.
He did not move when Nirvor arose and came toward him.
She drew him down into the cushions.
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Cool hands were against his cheeks; a flame-hot mouth avid
on his own. And the strange eyes were close. . . .
Once more Mason read a message in them — a — message
of alienage! He drew back.
‘You fear my eyes,” Nirvor whispered. ‘But you do not fear
my body
She stood up, her gaze hidden by long lashes. She fum-
bled at the fastenings of her black robe, let it fall in a lacy
heap about her ankles. Mason caught his breath at sight of
the priestess’ voluptuous body. His throat was suddenly dry
and parched.
Nirvor sank down again, her eyes closed Her hands
touched Mason’s face, guided his lips to her own.
Something clicked in Mason’s mind, like a blind springing
* up abruptly, letting light into a foul and darkened room. Im-
mediately the dulling soporific spell of the perfumed incense
was gone. For now Mason knew—
His stomach seemed to move sickeningly. He thrust the glrl
away. Her eyes glared into his.
Hoarsely Mason whispered, ‘I should have guessed the -
truth! What you and Li Keng and Murdach told me—’
Nirvor’s lips were a scarlet wound in the pallor of her face.
She shrilled, ‘You dare look at me like that! You dare—!’
‘No. You don’t like me to look at you now that I know.
The scientists and their experiments — changing beasts into
human beings — God!’ Mason was shuddering as he remem- -
bered the passion the girl’s body had aroused in him. He went
on softly, unsteadily, ‘You are the outcome of such an experi-
ment, Nirvor! You’re not human. You were a beast!’
The priestess sprang up, bosom heaving, fingers clawed.
‘Aye! And what of that? They made me into a woman—'
Mason’s face betrayed his horror. He whispered scarcely
audibly, “What were you?’
Nirvor was silent for a moment. Then she said, ‘Bokya
"and Valesta—"
‘The leopards?’
‘They are my sisters!’
Her face contorted, Nirvor sprang to the door. She ﬂung it
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open. From the great chamber beyond welled a deep-throated
roar. :

She cried a command. Beast-men poured into the room,
seized Mason. Too sick with repugnance to speak, he fought
desperately until weighit of numbers bore him down, the foul
odour of the beast-men strong in his nostrils.

Nirvor stood above him, a statue of living evil. Then she
said, “You are proud of your humanity, Kent Mason? You -
may have cause to regret it. For now you come to the Court
of the Beasts!’

The huge chamber was filled with surging multitudes of the
beast-men..On a low dais before the statue of Selene, Mason
saw, were three bound figures, Alasa, Murdach, and Erech.
Mason was dragged to the dais, flung down upon it. Two
beast-men held him motionless. -

Nirvor .stoocd beside him, a slim hand lifted. She cried
something in the guttural language of ‘the monsters. They
roared a response. '

“The verdict is death,’ the priestess said mockingly to Ma-
son. ‘First — the girl. Prepare her, my people!’

She nodded, and a beast-man lifted the slim figure of
Alasa, carried her into the midst of the horde. Shaggy, bestial
figures closed around her. A scream broke from the girl.

Mason had a glimpse of rough hands loosening the cords,
ripping the cloak roughly from Alasa. The girl was thrust up-
right, stood for a second staring wildly around, her bronze
hair falling about her white shoulders. She cried out, held
out imploring hands toward Mason. She took a few steps to-
ward him—

The pack closed in, brutal hands maulmg the girl’s body.
Cursing, Mason struggled with his captors. They held him
motionless; their binding arms tightened, shutting off his
breath. Gasping and sweating, Mason forced himself to relax.

Nirvor screamed a command. The beast-men drew back
slowly. One of them threw Alasa’s body over his shoulder and
loped toward the dais. The priestess pointed up.

A pulley hung from the roof, thongs dangling from it. The
beast-man, in obedience to Nirvor’s words, bound Alasa’s
wrists tightly to the hanging ropes and then turned to a wind-

258



lass near by. He turned it. Slowly Alasa was lifted till she
swung by her hands, her hair falling like a veil over her face
and breasts. Up and up, till her feet no longer touched the
floor. .

At last Nirvor nodded. The beast-man drew back. Alasa
hung perhaps ten feet above their heads, a vision of tortured
loveliness. :

The priestess snarled at Mason, ‘She is human. But soon
it will be difficult to be sure of that!’

Nirvor touched a'lever. A grinding of machinery came
from above. Staring up, Mason saw an arm of the image of
Selene swing slowly down. God! Was Alasa to be crushed to
death between the metal hands of the idol?

No, that could not be it, or both arms would be moving.
The left arm of Selene halted about three feet from Alasa’s
dangling form. From the hand billowed a jet of white cloud
- and the girl screamed in utter agony!

Steam! Live, boiling steam, hot enough to sear flesh from
bone! Again Mason fought with his captors — and again they
subdued him.

The hissing from above stopped The steam had been on
for only moments, but already Alasa’s white body was ﬂushed
toa deep pmk

The image’s arm swung back, lifted. The other arm de-
scended slowly, with a ponderous creaking of gears. No
steam issued from the metal palm, but Alasa’s form writhed
in pain, while a blast of chill air blew over Mason.

The torture of boiling steam, alternated with currents of
icy, frigid air! This would be no quick death for Alasa, but
a lingering hell of torment unendurable. She was sobbing
softly, low moans of pain that made Mason feel sick and
giddy.

‘Nirvor!’ he said urgently. ‘For God’s sake, stop it! I'll
do anything—’

‘You are too late,’ the priestess whispered. In her jet eyes
- was torture-lust; on her face was stamped the cruelty of the
beast. Her heritage, the leopard stigmata, was ruling now.

“Too late, Kent Mason! She shall die, and the others — but
more quickly than you. Not for many moons shall you perish,
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_and before you do you shall know the deepest pits of pain. . .’

Erech snarled a lurid oath. ‘Ma-zhon! Cannot you get
free? These cursed ropes are too strong for me!’

Murdach’s thin face was a pale, grimy mask of hopeless-
ness. “They’ve destroyed the time-ship,” he called. ‘Greddar
Klon wrecked it

Nirvor touched the lever again; once more the arm of the
goddess began its slow descent. But before the live steam
could jet forth there came an interruption. Into the chamber,
through the open bronze doors, drifted a shimmering, trans-
parent ovoid.

The time-ship of the Master! And within it — Greddar
Klon! :
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CHAPTER XIV
Vengeance in Corinoor

. The ovoid dropped beside the dais. Greddar Klon flung open
the port, stood there, his cold eyes roving over the scene. He
_ said harshly, ‘You take strange liberties, Nirvor.’

As though sensing peril, black leopard and white slunk on
to the dais, ranging themselves on either side of the priestess.

Nirvor said, “These captives are of no value.’

‘I am the judge of that! This man -’ Greddar Klon pointed
at Mason “~ I told you to leave alone.’

‘I caught him with Li Keng, in the hiding place of the
Invincible Power—’

‘You found it?’ Mason read eagerness in the Master’s eyes.

-And so he spoke quickly, breaking in before Nirvor could
answer.

‘She lost it for you, Greddar Klon! She burst in on us with
her leopards and beast-men, and Li Keng destroyed himself
and the treasure rather than let it fall into Nirvor’s hands.’

‘Is this true?’ The Master glanced at the priestess.

‘True — aye! As far as it goes. But ask him why he was
seeking the Invincible Power. Ask him that!’

‘T was seeking it for you,” Mason said smoothly. ‘Li- Keng
set me free from my cell, told me he would not give the
secret.to you or Nirvor. I convinced him that I could guard
the Power safely. I planned to secure it and give it to you,
Greddar Klon, so you could know what my aid is worth.’

‘He lies!’ the priestess spat. ‘He lies!’

‘Set him free,” Greddar Klon said: No one moved for a .
while. Then the Master’s hand lifted, in it a metal tube. A
beam of light flickered out, touched one of the beast-men that
held Mason. The creature bellowed in agony, clawed at 1ts
chest — and dropped. It was dead.

The other beast-man waited for no more; he fled into the

261



throng. The two leopards moved forward, guarding Nirvor
with their bodies, green eyes baleful.

Mason swiftly turned to the windlass. He lowered Alasa
to the dais, freed her wrists. Then he unbound Erech and
Murdach. - ]

Nirvor watched him, her lips a thin white line. Abruptly
she turned on Greddar Klon, snarled, ‘I say this man lies!

And I say he shall die - and the others.’

The Master said in English, a language Mason did not
realize he knew, ‘Come with me into the ship. Leave the
others. Nirvor means to attack — and the beast-men will fol-
low her.

Mason hesxtated. His gaze went to the time-ship. Their
own vessel had been destroyed, Murdach had said. Well ~
how could this situation be best. turned to advantage?

Suddenly Mason knew. It would be a long chance, a des-
perate one, but the only one possible. With a sudden move-
ment he sprang down from the dais and was at Greddar
Klon’s side.

His motion caused chaos. The prmtess thrust out her arms,
screamed a command. The leopards shot forward, snarling.
The beast-men surged closer, and Greddar Klon hastily lea-
ped into the ship. Mason followed him. The port slammed
shut.

Through the transparent wall Mason could see Erech thrust
Alasa behind him, guarding the girl with his body. Murdach
was not in sight. Mason looked around.

He blessed the hours he had spent mastering the time-
ship’s controls. This vessel was identical in construction. ,

Greddar Klon was at the controls. He touched a button,
The ship lifted, hung a dozen feet above the floor, out of
* reach of the beast-men.

Mason saw the lever he had been searching for. He sidled
close to it. Briefly he felt an impulse to depend on his mus-
cles to overcome Greddar Klon, but he knew that the Master’s
atomic mesh armour was impregnable. No, it must be this
" way - or failure.

There was a sudden tension in the air within the ship, a
"gentle breeze that brushed Mason’s face. Greddar Klon
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turned. For the first time Mason saw emotion on that tiny,
mask-like face. Bewilderment, apprehension, rage twisted the
- slitted mouth. The dwarf took a step forward

And paused gasping.

The air pressure was changing. ,

Mason had adjusted the atmospheric controls within the
vessel, and now compressed air was pumping into the ship at
dangerous speed. He had considered exhausting the air, crea-
ting a vacuum, but he knew that increased pressure would be
far more harmful to Greddar Klon. And to himself, also!
Already an intolerable weight was pressing in his eyes and
ears; he found it almost impossible to breathe. The atmos-
pheric pressure bore down on his chest, expelling air with a
rush.’ It was incredibly difficult to draw another breath.

Greddar Klon’s tiny mouth was wide as he gasped for air.
He clutched at his belt, brought up the ray-tube. A searing
yellow beam darted out at Mason. He twisted aside.

The ray swung toward him. Blood pumped painfully in his
temples, and he felt blinding agony as the pressure began to
collapse his capillaries and veins. The face of the Master
seemed oddly distorted as Mason’s eyeballs were crushed out
of shape.

~The ray seared his shoulder. Greddar Klon staggered for-
ward. And then what Mason had been waiting for happened.

The huge cranium of Greddar Klon - burst! :

Burst and spattered and hung in tatters like a smashed egg,
the great brain, scarcely protected by a boneless membrane,
crushed by the tremendous atmospheric pressure. The dwarfed
body tottered and fell. With every movement agony, Mason
managed to lift an arm, turn off the air pump. He reversed it,
felt a breath of relief, was once more able to see.

~ Although Mason knew that sudden decrease of pressure
could cause caisson disease — the ‘bends’ — he nevertheless sent
the air pumping out as swiftly as he dared. Peering down
through the transparent floor of the vessel, he saw the beast-
men staring up, saw Nirvor near the dais, the leopards beside
her. On the dais, unharmed, were Alasa, Murdach, and Erech.

Mason drove the ship down. Taking a chance, he swung

open the door, and for a second felt sick and dizzy with the
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atmospheric change. But already beast-men were plunging
toward him.

He whirled, scooped up the ray-tube from where it had
fallen from Greddar Klon’s fingers. Murdach and the others
ran forward. Beast-men cut them off.

Mason burned them down with the heat-ray. A heavy
weight landed on his back; he went down, the tube flying
from his hand. Iron fingers dug into his neck.

Mason reached up and back, felt furry flesh under his
hands. He bent forward suddenly, and the beast-man, taken
by surprise, went hurtling down. His back hit the marble floor
with a sickening crack. He lay still. ‘

Mason looked around. Erech and Alasa were beside him,
the girl’s nude body still flushed with the steam-torture. Mur-
" dach was running toward them, gripping the ray-tube Mason
had lost. '

The silver priestess stood on the edge of the dais, shrieking
rage. Murdach turned, saw her.

He lifted the heat-ray. From the tube a yellow beam ﬂashed
out.

And Nn'vor, the beast-woman, priestess of Selene in Cori-
noor, stood frozen for a brief second, and then dropped down
silently and lay dead upon the marble.

The black leopard screamed, a cry that turned Mason a
little sick, for he knew the relationship between Nirver and
the leopard. The beast charged straight for Murdach.

He killed it with the heat-ray.

Then he turned and came running toward the sh1p5 scramb-
ling with the others through the open port, slamming it shut,
lifting the vessel into the air as a white fury raved and snarled
against the transparent walls — the leopard Valesta. The beast-
men surged in in a mad charge that was insane with rage.
Half-involuntarily Mason touched the controls, sent the ship
into time. The fantastic scene outside was hidden by a cur-
tain of darkness.

The black veil lifted. They hung once more in the temple
of Selene — but it was empty now. The bronze gates were
ajar, and through them a pale, chill radiance crept wanly.
Nor were there torches burning in the temple, -
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It was dark — and cold, cold!

Age had dropped down upon it. i

‘We are in the future,” Murdach whispered, with a glance
at the dials. ‘A j jump of ten years—'

That hell of battle that had raged a moment ago was, in
reality, ten years in the past, Mason knew. Silently he brought
the ship down. At his feet was the mangled body of Greddar
Klon, and he put this outside the ship, without looking at the
ruined head and face. '

‘We cannot stay here long,” Murdach sazd “The solar radia-
tion has waned. I think life will not exist long-on the Earth,
save in the globes of refuge. It will be a hundred years and
more before the Sun regains its former brightness and the
Sleepers awaken. But let us see what ten years has done to
Corinoor.’

‘Is it safe?’ Alasa whispered..

‘Safe enough,” Murdach told her. He led the way out of
the ship. '

Gloom shadowed the great temple. The jungle had en-
croached with weeds and fungi and grasses; one of the arms
of the statue of Selene had fallen. It was utterly silent. )

Alasa came into the circle of Mason’s. arm. She was shiver-

ing.

Murdach said, “One moment. I have something to tell you.’

Mason turned. Murdach was standing beside the port of
the ship; a dozen feet away. He held the heat-ray in his hand.

His red hair looked black in the shadow. ‘Don’t come any
nearer,” he went on. ‘I do not wish to kill you. I prefer to
leave you here, alive.’ '

Unbelievingly Mason took a step forward. Murdach’s hand .
steadied. The ray-tube was aimed at his middle.

‘Stop where you are !’ the other said warningly. ‘I mean it!’

‘Murdach !’ Alasa gasped. “What are you doing?’

‘Doing? I'm doing what Greddar Klon planned You never
knew why I didn’t wish to return to my own time. I'm an out-
law there, a hunted criminal. I tried to overthrow the rulers,
and escaped only by ﬂlght across the desert, where the time
trap caught me. Oh, you ve aided me, the three of you -
aided me in overcoming Greddar Klon. But now that he’s
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dead, it will be possible for me to do as he intended - con-
quer a time-sector and rule it!*

‘You dog!’ Erech roared pale eyes blazing. ‘You foul
traitor!’

‘Say what you like — but come no nearer, or you'll die. The
Master’s plan-shall be carried through as he intended, with
this difference — I’ll take his place. As for you three, I shall
be merciful. I’ll leave you here. Perhaps you will live for a
time. Perhaps the decreased solar radiation will kill you soon.’

Mason felt Alasa’s slim, nude body shrink against his. His
throat felt dry and tight. To fail now, through Murdach’s
* betrayal, after their struggle! The idea was insupportable.

Mason glanced at Erech, caught a look of understanding
in the Sumerian’s eye. They would attack at the same time.
Murdach would certainly kill one of them, but perhaps the
other—

Murdach realized their intention. His jaw tightened. He
lifted the ray-tube as Mason’s muscles tensed.

And then - out from the shadows charged the impossible!
A white, roaring thunderbolt that crashed down on Murdach
and sent the man toppling back, struggling vainly against the
creature. Instantly Mason knew.

Valesta, the white leopard! For ten years she had lurked in
the temple, watching and waiting for the man who had slain
the silver priestess. And now, after a decade, he had returned
to the fangs and claws of vengeance. -

The heat ray blazed out. Flesh ribboned under tmrmg ta-
lons. From Murdach came a shrill, agonized cry that screamed
up and up unendurably, and ended suddenly in a choking,

_ wordless sound that was sheer horror.

Then it was over. Man and leopard lay still and silent—

Unmoving — dead!

Mason felt a queer sense of unreality as he closed the port
of the time-ship after he followed the others aboard. He
glanced out at the vast, gloomy temple of Selene, sagging in-
to dark ruin. There was an overwhelming awe upon him as
he thought of the countless lives that had existed in dead Cori-
noor, the incredible multitude of people that would dwell up-
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- on Earth until the last man gasped out his breath in the chill

twilight of a heatless, lightless planet.

He shuddered involuntarily. Alasa moved close, her golden
eyes tender. Mason, glancing down, felt his depression leave
him.
‘Alasa,’ he said softly, “‘What now?’

‘We can return—" The girl’s voice was hesitant.

‘Return — bah!® Erech grunted. ‘I am-tired of Al Bekr,
Ma-zhon. Also I am tired of my world. This world of yours,
now — I should like to see it. And I should like to be with
you. But—" He hesitated, an odd look in the pale eyes. ‘But
I serve you, Alasa. If you wish me ta go back to Al Bekr -
why, I shall keep faith. But, by El-lil, Ma-zhon is a man to
cleave to!’ ‘

‘I think you are right,’ the girl said. ‘But what does Mason
think of this?’

For answer Mason took a step forward, gripped the Su-
merian’s brown hands. ‘We have fought well together,’ he
said, ‘and we would have died together. All that I have is
yours, Erech. If you come with me, I do not think you’ll re-
gret it

‘And I?’ Alasa broke in. Mason turned.

“You will go back to Al Bekr, I suppose,’ he said, a dull
ache in his throat at the thought of losing the girl. ‘I know
how to work the time-ship. I can—’

‘Oh, Kent - you fool!’ Alasa murmured. ‘We too have
fought together and would have died together. My people are
safe in Al Bekr now. Nothing draws me back there. But -
would you let me join you and Erech?’ :

For answer Mason took Alasa into his arms. ‘Let you? It’s
the only thing I want. But I didn’t dare ask—"

The girl gave a little chuckle as she leaned her bronze curls
against Mason’s shoulder. ‘I-would not have let you escape
me, Kent. Never fear that!’

The Sumerian gave a deep-throated laugh. *Come, Ma-
zhon! Let us start. I am anxious to see this world of yours.”
‘Okay,” Mason smiled. ‘And if you don’t like it — well, we
still have the time-ship. Perhaps. ...’ '
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He didn’t finish. He touched the instrument panel, and the
veil of blackness dropped down., =~
And Alasa kissed him,
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