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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




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





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.








PART ONE: THE QUEST






I



MAD MOON RISING


‘In the waking world,’ said David Hero that weird night (Hero of Dreams, as he was sometimes known) to his friend and constant companion Eldin the Wanderer, ‘– if indeed the waking world truly exists –’


‘Oh, it does, it does,’ Eldin rumblingly cut in. ‘I lived there once, and so did you; but I can’t remember much about it, and you seem to remember even less.’


‘Well, then,’ Hero continued, a little miffed at being interrupted, ‘since your memory is so superior to mine, perhaps you’ll recall the waking world’s moon?’


‘Its moon?’


‘I mean, did it really have a moon?’ Hero fumbled the question out, frustration plain in his tone as he struggled to plumb the murky deeps of memory. ‘Was there such a thing as a moon – in the waking world, I mean?’


They sat with their backs to the trunk of a massive cedar on the banks of the Skai, embers of a small fire glowing at their feet and sputtering acridly on the bones of a pair of trout tickled to death by Eldin’s practiced fingers some hours earlier in the perfumed twilight. Hero’s question, for all that it may have sounded trivial, naive and hardly typical of his usual patter (though certainly he was a romantic in his own way), was pertinent indeed in this particular place and on this particular night. Why, the pair had walked down the riverbank from Ulthar just to be out in the open night air for the moon’s rising; which must say something for its pertinence! That two such as these should be out here to witness a moonrise when they could easily be boozing or wenching or both … ?


‘Was there a moon?’ Eldin musingly repeated, frowning up into cloudless indigo heavens aglow with all the stars of night. ‘Why, of course there was! I remember it well, because …’


‘Because?’


Eldin stirred himself reluctantly and shrugged. ‘Because it rhymes with June and spoon,’ he answered, however vaguely.


‘Spoon?’ Hero too sat up straighter. ‘Are you pulling my leg, old lad?’


‘Of course not,’ the other sighed. ‘It’s just that I remember how the moon featured in almost every love song. Moon over this or that – moonlight bay – silvery moon and blue moon – and so on.’ He shrugged again, somewhat self-consciously. ‘All very mushy, I know, but that’s how I remember it.’


After a little while Hero said: ‘Perhaps I do remember it. Blue moon and silvery moon, yes. But how about bloated moon!’


‘What?’ Eldin cried, aghast. ‘In a love song?’


‘No, I suppose not,’ Hero was forced to agree; and his eyes suddenly narrowed as they stared across the star-strewn river. ‘After all, how in all the dreamlands could anyone write a love song around a monster like that, eh?’ And he pointed toward a spine of distant mountains where even now a scabby, silvery-yellow rim floated up into view.


Spectral light flooded the valley of the Skai, paling the scattered lights of lanthorns in the towers of near-distant Ulthar and driving some of the lesser stars from the heavens. The moon rose higher, like the pitted pate of some luminous monster peering over the edge of the world, with shadowed craters for eyes. The dreamers climbed to their feet and absently dusted themselves down, then stood silently, in a sort of lunar awe, gleamingly illumined by the vastness rising up into the night sky of dreamland.


‘Why, the damn thing’s bigger than ever!’ said Eldin, and Hero detected a shuddering note in the unusually hushed voice of his companion. ‘No,’ the Wanderer continued, steady once more. ‘No, I certainly wouldn’t consider writing that moon into a love song! What do you make of it, lad? A moon that grows bigger and bigger each night – like a huge balloon, bloated beyond belief. Almost as if –’


‘As if it were about to pop and fall in tatters!’ Hero muttered, giving substance to Eldin’s unspoken thought.


At that very moment, invoked it seemed by Hero’s words, something did fall: a fluttering something that stilled the voices of the river frogs with its clapping and thrumming as it dropped to Hero’s shoulder and clung there, rubbing its downy head against his cheek. Momentarily frozen in shock, he quickly recovered and put up a still trembling hand to carefully catch the bird about its slender body, drawing it down unprotestingly.


‘A pink pigeon!’ cried Eldin.


‘A bird from the Temple of the Elder Ones in Ulthar,’ added Hero in a quieter tone, frowning as he took from the aerial messenger’s leg a tiny cylinder, unscrewing its end and drawing out a tight wad of extremely thin paper. Eldin took a brand from the fire, holding it up to the paper which Hero now spread against the cedar’s rough trunk. Written in the clean, clear glyphs of dream, they could read a message. It said simply this:




‘Hero, Eldin –


Come at once to Ilek-Vad. Waste no time – there is none to waste. The dreamlands are threatened, and in your hands the power to save us all. A sky-floating ship awaits you in Ulthar, to bring you to Ilek-Vad. If you want a sign, only look at the moon!


All speed –


Randolph Carter.’





As if satisfied with a job well done, the pigeon now flapped aloft and drew the eyes of the adventurers skyward. Moonlight streamed across the land, but not the healthy moonlight that Hero and Eldin were used to. No, it was a diseased, creeping moonlight, undulating down from a bulging monster moon which already filled slightly less than a third of the entire horizon. Sickly that moon, its evil power oppressive – and not alone over human beings. From far away came the baying howl of a wolf, a sound seldom heard in the dreamlands and a powerful omen, which was answered by a vicious and concerted feline spitting and yowling along the riverbank.


‘The cats of Ulthar are restless tonight,’ said Hero, his own voice ashiver.


‘Little wonder,’ answered Eldin, and added a low curse as the guttering firebrand burned his fingers. ‘This moonlight clings like a film of yellow sweat! What does it all mean, d’you think? What trouble brews?’


Hero shook his head. ‘At this rate we’ll never know,’ he said. ‘But there’s a quest in it for sure, on that you can bet. And the note said to hasten.’


‘Then let’s hasten,’ grunted Eldin. ‘We’ve been idle for too long, lad, since our last adventure. We could use a little exercise.’


‘Oh?’ answered Hero as he stepped out beside his friend along the river path. ‘A little exercise, you say? Well, if it’s exercise you’re after, I can feel it in my water that we’re in for a lot!’ And with that the pair grew silent as their pace quickened and their ill-lit strides stretched out …


Beneath that glowering, diseased moon, along the river to Ulthar, the shadows of the pair were long and inky when they emerged from the trees and strode the pebble path. Now, in that sickly moonlight, the men took on solid shapes and became more than the grey ghosts they had been beneath the cover of the cedars. And had there been an observer – a man or woman born of these lands of Earth’s dreams, say – then certainly he or she would have recognised in these two a certain … outsideness?


Outsiders, yes, for they did come from outside – from the waking world. There David Hero had been an artist of the weird and fantastic, and Eldin had been an erudite if somewhat eccentric professor specialising in psychology and anthropology. And both of them had been dreamers. Now late of the waking world (‘waking-worlders,’ in the terminology of all true dreamlanders, those races indigenous to dreams which Eldin had dubbed Homo ephemerans), they had become questers – sellswords, thieves, adventurers for gain, rogues, call them what you will – in the land of Earth’s dreams.


And dreams had been kind to them. Oh, they had not had an easy time of it, on the contrary, but so far they had come through all of their many adventures with flying colours. And in the process they had gained something of reputations. Some good … some not so good.


Hero was tall, rangily muscled, blond as his waking self had been, good humoured – generally – and slow to anger. Blue of eye and fast on his feet he was, bursting with easy laughter and yet, in a tight corner, wizard-master of his curved blade of jungled Kled; the dreamlands were fortunate that Hero was a force for good – generally. He loved a good fight, yes, but he loved songs and poems too. And girls quite a lot.


Eldin, on the other hand, was very different. He was older by a good fifteen years than his companion (though he didn’t much like admitting it) and clad in night black as compared with the other’s bark-brown; but the lands of dream have often known stranger companions. Perhaps it was their differences which made them so mutually attractive. Scarfaced, black-browed and a little apish in his movements – but exceedingly quick-minded for all that, and quick to anger on occasion, too – Eldin did have several things in common with the younger man. He shared the same wanderlust, for one, and the same sometimes acid sense of humour for another.


No room for humour tonight, however, not in David Hero and Eldin the Wanderer. Neither in them nor in all Ulthar; not with that giant moon of ill-omen hanging huge and heavy in the sky over the Skai. The cats of Ulthar, for which that venerable city was famous, were especially out of sorts, as witness their rooftop yowlings and increasingly malicious (if strangely sexless) caterwaulings; which carried clearly on the tingly air to the two where they left the river to come through the steep and winding streets of Ulthar’s suburbs toward the city’s tallest hill.


Crowning that hill, the vast and circular stone tower of the Temple of the Elder Ones stood ivied and ancient, and tonight its windows were aglow with numerous lanthorns; a singular circumstance in itself, in that half-fabulous and centuried fane of peace, quiet and changeless charm. Indeed, Ulthar would normally share these restful qualities with the great stone tower, but very little seemed normal in the dreamlands these days. For as the moon had waxed so it had become swollen and angry, and when it should have waned it had not done so but continued to bloat in dreamland’s night skies, and for a fortnight now an unspoken madness had taken root in Ulthar as in all of dreamland’s saner places. There was an unaccustomed bustle to the city’s inhabitants and a half-hysterical babble to their voices.


So that even now, when by rights Ulthar should be sleeping, small parties of people hurried to and fro in the crooked streets, with numerous lanthorns bobbing in the darker districts, where even the whispers of lovers in garden bowers were hoarse and nervously shrill. And all of this silvered (or rather yellowed) by that sick lunar glare, whose touch was physical and left one feeling damp and filled with nausea; and the muted question on lips grown grotesquely pallid, seeming to echo to the adventurers from all quarters: ‘What is it? What is happening? What is wrong with the moon?’


What indeed?


… So Hero and Eldin climbed steeply in a street leading to the Temple of the Elder Ones, and as they turned a corner the tower came back into view and they saw the many lights that moved within. Above the tower and moored to its topmost turret, rocking slowly and majestically in the night breeze, the familiar shape of a ship of the sky was likewise illumined with moving lights; and even as they watched, spidery figures went up and down the rope ladders which fell from ship’s side to ivied aerie.


‘Surely that’s Gnorri II!’ cried Eldin, his bearded face inclined toward the aerial man-o’-war. Limnar’s ship.’


‘Aye,’ Hero answered, ‘I believe you’re right. And a welcome sight, too!’ He took the other’s arm in steely grip and quickened his pace to a trot. ‘Come on, let’s find out what Captain (or is it Admiral?) Limnar Dass can tell us about all this. Since he’s been sent to fetch us, he must know something.’


And in another minute they were entering in through the temple’s oaken doors …





II



IN THE TEMPLE OF THE ELDER ONES


Inside the temple, young, shaven-pated acolytes identified the pair and took them to a room with a table bearing bread, meat and wine. Having already eaten, the adventurers merely picked at the food until Captain Limnar Dass (he had reverted to Captain in order to volunteer for the present job) was fetched from on high where he was supervising the provisioning of Gnorri II. Although Dass was Homo ephemerans, his ways were so like those of waking-worlders that he had been ‘adopted’ by Hero and Eldin almost from first acquaintance. Now he grinned as he entered the room, greeting the pair in the gentle manner of the dreamlands and suffering their less than gentle clouts and buffets as they punched his shoulders and slapped him on the back.


Dass wore a trim beard, the loose-fitting blue uniform of a sky-captain with the trousers tucked into the tops of wide-cuffed boots, and the aforementioned grin. He was tall for a man of the dreamlands, but his fine bones were light as those of birds, and his features – solid enough now – occasionally wore that blurred look which instantly gave him away for one born of dreams. Perhaps, somewhere in his family tree, there had been a man or a woman of the waking world; which might possibly account for the bond which existed between him and the adventurers.


The broad grin on the Captain’s face quickly turned to a frown, however, when his friends asked him to tell them what he knew of the mission. ‘But what more do I need to know?’ he answered with a question of his own. ‘Isn’t it obvious? The moon is –’


‘– Is falling?’ Hero finished it for him.


‘I believe that’s what they think, yes,’ Limnar answered.


‘They?’ growled Eldin.


‘Kuranes of Serannian, King Carter of Ilek-Vad, Governor Dymnai of Dylath-Leen,’ Limnar shrugged. ‘All of the upper echelon,’ he finished.


‘And do they know why the moon is falling?’ Hero asked.


‘Again, I believe so … Let me tell you what I know of this thing so far – how come I’m involved – and by the time I’m done Gnorri,’ (he refrained from using the ‘II’ – the loss of the original Gnorri would be a bitter taste in Limnar’s mouth for a long, long time to come) ‘will be ready to sail.’ He cleared his throat, then took up his story proper:


‘It started for me in Serannian –’ he began.


‘Of course!’ Eldin gruffly cut in, as was his wont and a habit which never failed to annoy Hero considerably. ‘The sky-floating City of the Clouds! Naturally Serannian would be first to feel the influence of the mad moon, and her citizens first to suspect and fear the dread possibility of its falling!’


‘Eldin, old lad,’ sighed Hero, ‘you become more expert each day at stating the obvious. Now do let Limnar tell it in his own way, else we’ll be here all night.’


The other merely grunted, then sat back and gnawed idly at a leg of chicken as finally Dass continued:


‘King Carter was there at the time, during those first few days of the moon’s monstrous swelling, on a state visit. Actually, I suspect he visits simply to spend some time with Kuranes, his old friend. Certainly he’s not much for pomp and ceremony. Anyway, after the third night of the moon’s unnatural bloating – when it became clear that this was something far more serious than mere atmospherics, that in actuality the moon was descending toward the dreamlands – then the King of Ilek-Vad cut short his visit and prepared to leave for home.


‘Since his royal sky-yacht had returned to Ilek-Vad and was not due back in Serannian for a week, a ship was required to carry Carter home. Kuranes would not trust his care to any other,’ (Limnar shrugged, as if in apology for having been so honoured) ‘– and so Gnorri was made ready and I got the pick of the finest crewmen in all Serannian.


‘Now then, having already met you two – when you returned Aminza Anz to Ilek-Vad –’


‘Please, don’t!’ Eldin groaned, holding up one huge hand flutteringly, protestingly, and putting the other dramatically to his forehead over lowered eyes. But in fact he had loved Aminza Anz dearly – right up to the moment of her return to the waking world! For Aminza had been a dreamer who eventually woke up. ‘Don’t remind me,’ Eldin groaned again.


‘Uh! – Sorry,’ said Limnar. ‘Anyway, King Carter and I had that much in common – knowing you two, I mean. And for all that the voyage back to Ilek-Vad was a short one, well, we got to know each other fairly well.’


‘Well enough for him to tell you what caused him to cut and run?’ asked Hero.


‘Hey!’ said Eldin. ‘Whoa, boy! Randolph Carter’s no ordinary man. Why, he’s dreamed dreams you couldn’t even begin to imagine!’


‘Eldin’s right,’ Limnar nodded. ‘King Carter is a master dreamer. Be careful how you speak of him.’


‘No offence,’ Hero held up his hands. ‘I’ll rephrase it: why was he in such a hurry?’


‘Two reasons. First, if the moon really is falling, there’s a device King Carter can use to save at least Ilek-Vad. The city’s master scientists and white mages long ago created a machine which, when it’s used, throws a near-impenetrable screen – like a great dome of invisible force – over the whole city. The machine was last used during the Bad Days, but King Carter has the power to bring it back into use. Thus he could perhaps save Ilek-Vad, even if the rest of the dreamlands were to be destroyed. That was his prime reason for returning home: to reactivate the great force dome. You see, his first loyalty is to Ilek-Vad.’


‘What of his second loyalty?’ Eldin grunted. ‘What was this other reason you mentioned?’


‘Why, to serve the dreamlands as a whole, what else?’


Hero nodded. ‘And just how does he intend to do that?’


Limnar shrugged. ‘We didn’t get around to talking about that – not at any great depth – but you can be sure he has something up his sleeve. You have to remember, King Carter is one of a very few dreamers ever to visit the moon and return unharmed! No mean feat, that.’


‘Aye,’ Eldin nodded his agreement. ‘The one sure sign of a really powerful dreamer: to do what no man ever did before, to dream dreams beyond the mundane imagination.’


‘Oh?’ Hero raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t find it so very difficult to imagine. I would gladly undertake just such a journey myself – for a good cause. Why, I’ve heard it whispered that the horned ones of Leng do the trip regularly in those vile black galleys of theirs!’


‘Right!’ Eldin nodded. ‘That’s how Carter got there, shanghaied aboard one of those double-damned ships of the horned ones. What’s remarkable, though, is in the way he returned.’


‘Oh?’ Hero still looked a trifle skeptical.


‘Yes,’ said Limnar, ‘for he returned –’


‘Don’t tell him!’ Eldin snarled.


‘Eh?’ said Limnar, astonished at the other’s outburst. ‘Why in the dreamlands not?’


Lowering his voice a little, Eldin turned just a shade pink as he answered: ‘Because he – he’ll scoff, that’s why. He’s like that, is Hero.’


‘So don’t tell me,’ Hero shrugged and pretended to pick at his fingernails. ‘Let’s face it, most of dreamland’s legends are a pack of damned lies anyway,’ he deliberately goaded them. ‘Dreams and fancies, that’s all.’


‘Dreams, yes,’ Limnar Dass had stiffened a little, ‘for dreams are the essence of existence. Lies – no!’


‘A strong dreamer may direct his own dreams, guide his own destiny,’ Eldin growled. ‘Haven’t you learned that much, lad? Is there still so much of the waking world left over in you? I mean, if you don’t believe in dreams, then what the hell are you doing here in Earth’s dreamland?’


‘All right, all right!’ Hero snapped at last. ‘Give me a chance, can’t you? You said I would scoff. How do you know? Maybe I will believe! So just how did Randolph Carter get back from the moon to the dreamlands?’


‘In a great leap of cats,’ said Limnar before the Wanderer could stop him. ‘He was rescued by the cats of Ulthar, who leapt down with him from the moon. That’s one of the reasons why the felines have such special privileges in Ulthar. Like that old Tom there,’ and he pointed to a huge sleek cat which lay curled on a blanket in the corner of the room. ‘He’s a temple cat, and that’s an honour which was probably bestowed upon him for just such a deed as –’


‘Cats!’ said Hero, who had seemed momentarily stupefied. ‘A leap of cats? … Oh, my!’


‘Huh!’ Eldin snorted. ‘I told you he’d scoff.’


‘Now you have to admit –’ Hero started, but paused and frowned when the temple cat sprang lithely atop the table and marched to a position central between the three where they sat. The great cat looked at Hero through half-shuttered eyes – disapprovingly, he thought.


‘I’ve warned you to watch what you say,’ Limnar grinned. ‘Why, it’s possible that this old boy is one of the very cats who rescued King Carter!’


While Limnar spoke, Eldin scratched the great cat behind its ears. In return the cat purred throbbingly and fondly arched its back against the Wanderer’s brawny arm. Hero stretched out a hand to do the same – and the animal hissed, struck with a heavy paw, left crimson dew welling on the back of Hero’s hand. Then even as he snatched back that wounded member, the cat was gone, leaping to the floor and walking haughtily out of the room with never a backward glance.


While Hero cursed, Eldin and Limnar laughed out loud and thumped the table; but in another moment one of the Captain’s crewmen entered the room to report Gnorri II’s air-readiness.


‘We’ll be up immediately,’ said Limnar, still chuckling a little, sending the man about his duties. Then the Captain turned back to his friends. ‘Well, gentlemen, shall we go?’


‘What?’ cried Eldin. ‘And what of the preliminaries? Why, we haven’t agreed to the quest yet. Damn me – we don’t even know what the quest is! – Or, what’s more to the point, what’s in it for us.’


‘That’s all very true,’ Hero agreed, peering at his scratches. ‘I mean, we didn’t get much out of our last little venture, did we? We are professional questers, after all. What about payment?’


‘Ah, but you have accepted!’ Limnar contradicted. ‘Just a few minutes ago. As for payment: didn’t you say you’d do it for a good cause?’


‘What?’ said Hero, beginning to feel a bit lost. ‘What’s that you say I said?’


‘That you’d gladly journey to the moon,’ Limnar reminded him, ‘for a good cause.’


‘Now hold on there, Cap’n Dass –’ Eldin blustered, but this time it was the sky-Captain’s turn to interrupt him:


‘He said it, Eldin,’ Limnar repeated, ‘and he may very well be held to it. Both of you, in fact, since it’s well known that you speak for each other. But that will have to be King Carter’s decision.’


‘I said it, yes,’ Hero began to protest, ‘but–’


‘It was your boast,’ Limnar reminded.


‘But –’ Hero and Eldin started together.


‘But why not look at it on the bright side?’ Limnar interrupted again. ‘I mean, you may not be required to go aquesting to the moon. I’m merely guessing, that’s all …’


After a moment’s silence, the Wanderer gave a derisive snort and headed for the door. There he paused, turned, bowed and inclined his head towards the corkscrew stairwell. ‘Well?’ he growled. ‘The ship’s waiting. Shall we go?’


And as Limnar and Hero brushed past him he grated in the latter’s ear: ‘You and that damned mouth of yours!’





III



IN THE MAD MOON’S GLARE


‘What I find,’ said Hero when they were under way, ‘is that I’m restless. And not just because I’ve been on the run lately. I mean, I can’t settle to anything. Not once the moon’s up. Not in the sick glare of the mad moon.’


‘We’re all the same,’ Limnar agreed. ‘There’s a fever loose in the dreamlands once the moon has risen. Men and beasts alike, we all feel it, a madness blown on the night winds – blown down from that bloated moon.’


Eldin shivered and said, ‘And we talk in whispers. Everyone talks in whispers, as if the blasted moon were listening! Me: I’m not used to it. I’ve roared in the faces of kings and lords, monsters, magicians and metal men – and yet, beneath this mad moon, even my voice is muted.’


‘Hmm,’ said Hero thoughtfully. ‘It seems there’s a bright side to everything!’


They stood on the smooth pine planking of the bridge and leant on the rail, gazing out over the nighted dreamlands where they lay below, all yellow and queasy in the near-liquid moonlight. And high overhead (and yet seeming so close that you might reach out a hand and touch it) the mad moon sailed in a sort of gloating glory through the sky, her mountains and craters clearly defined and etched with inky shadows.


‘Even on this ship,’ said Limnar under his breath, his whisper breaking what threatened to become a sort of hypnotic strangulation. ‘Look at the crew, all abustle – and half of them ought really to be in their hammocks by now. Do you feel the breeze? It feels damp, but if you put your hand up to your face it’s dry. What kind of moonlight is it that flows like dry slime?’


‘Enough!’ muttered Eldin with an involuntary shudder. ‘Let’s go inside, Captain, and crack a bottle of your fine wine. My throat’s parched as a witch’s tit, and my eyes would much prefer lamplight to the leering illumination of old Luna there!’ And all being in agreement, they made their way to the Captain’s cabin.


There, comfortable about Limnar’s table and enjoying sips of his clean, clear wine, listening to the slow creak of timbers and relaxing a little as the lamplight glowed in their faces and shifted with the gentle roll of the ship, the waking-worlders soon began to feel more themselves. Then it was that Limnar bade them relate their doings since last he had seen them. That had been in the seaport of Baharna on the Isle of Oriab in the Southern Sea, where he had dropped them following the destruction of Zura’s fleet of black galleys in the sky off Serannian.


‘And while you’re about it,’ he added, ‘you might also like to tell me what you’ve been up to that’s so upset the twin Dukes of Isharra.’


‘You know about that?’ Hero questioned in return.


‘Only that they’re after your blood,’ said Limnar with a nod. ‘And something about two girls, also twins, who you’re supposed to have abducted and seduced?’


‘Huh!’ grunted the Wanderer. ‘How the truth gets twisted, eh, Hero? Listen,’ he turned to Limnar, ‘and I’ll tell you how it really was.’ For a while Eldin was silent as he poured himself more wine, and then he began:


‘Ula and Una were beauties,’ he said with feeling, ‘and they threw themselves at us. Seduction? I hate to admit it but you’re right – except they seduced us! Their reason? Simple. Their daddy had arranged for them to marry these ugly buggers, the so-called Dukes of Isharra, and to qualify they had to be virgins. The girls had minds of their own; they ran off to Bahama and found themselves a pair of likely lads; us, Hero and me.’


‘And I,’ said Hero.


‘I said you,’ Eldin grunted. ‘Be quiet!’


‘Go on,’ Limnar pressed. ‘Let’s have the rest of it.’


‘The rest you’ve already guessed,’ Eldin shrugged. ‘Ham Gidduf, Ula and Una’s daddy, put a big price on our small heads – bounty-hunters came after us in force – we had to flee Bahama in a hurry. We stole a boat –’


‘Again,’ said Limnar, knowing that this was nothing new to the pair.


‘– And with a lot of luck and fair winds we made it to olden Dylath-Leen on the mainland,’ Eldin continued. ‘There we laid low for a couple of weeks –’


‘Until a certain ship sailed in and disgorged a gang of cut-throats on Isharra’s business,’ Hero put in.


‘– And so we left town under cover of darkness (of which there wasn’t too much due to the size of the blasted moon), crossed the desert until we hit the green banks of the Skai, and followed the river up into Ulthar. We were planning to move on when the temple pigeon found us.’


‘A neat trick, that,’ said Hero as Eldin finished. ‘Those birds: how do they do that? Find people like that, I mean, and at night too?’


‘The priests of the temple could probably tell you,’ said Limnar, ‘but they wouldn’t. A little magic, one would presume.’


‘And would one presume that these people who are tailing us also have magic on their side?’ the Wanderer asked. ‘Or is it simply killer instinct that enables them to track us so surely? There were in Ulthar less than a day behind us, which is why we were planning to move on.’


‘Magic, no,’ Limnar answered. ‘Instinct, yes, probably. The Dukes of Isharra are not only ugly, they’re evil. And rich. They can afford to hire the best in bounty-hunters. Oh, I suppose they might have suborned a magician, but it’s doubtful. Magic men usually manage to keep themselves out of that sort of trouble.’


‘White magic men, sure,’ said Hero, frowning, ‘but what about a sorcerer? A black magician? To my knowledge they’re not so funny about who they work for.’


Limnar shook his head. ‘Not many of that sort in the dreamlands,’ he said. ‘And they’re usually loners. They do their plotting or whatever far from the haunts of common men.’


‘Right enough,’ agreed Eldin. ‘Old Thinistor Udd was just such a one – until we put a stop to his little game.’


‘Well, if magic’s not involved,’ mused Hero, ‘this time we really ought to have lost them. They’ll surely not track us through the night skies of dreamland!’


‘Which leads me to my next question,’ said Limnar. ‘Did you two plan to run forever? It’s not like you …’


‘Listen,’ said Eldin gruffly. ‘We were hoping they’d tire of the chase. If they didn’t –’ He shrugged.


‘Then we’d choose our times and places,’ Hero continued Eldin’s explanation, ‘and we’d pick them off one by one. And they pretty soon would tire of that sort of chase!’


‘Murder?’ said Limnar.


‘Self-defence, surely?’ the Wanderer half-snorted.


‘We’re not murderers,’ Hero added, ‘but we don’t skulk either. Not for the Dukes of Isharra or anyone else.’


At that precise moment, as if to fill an awkward silence, there came a loud banging on the door of the Captain’s cabin. Murmurs of awe and amazement reached the three even through stout wooden walls, then hoarse exclamations as the crew reacted to some unseen wonder. As the banging on the door resounded, more urgently than at first, Limnar barked, ‘Enter!’


The door crashed open and a crewman stood silhouetted against a deep yellow glare, as if limned against a sky of flaring saffron. ‘Captain,’ the man croaked. ‘The sky … the moon …!’


‘What in all the hells –’ Limnar hissed. And in the next moment the three men were springing to their feet, sending tankards and stools flying as they raced for the door.


Hero was first out onto the bridge, then Limnar followed by Eldin. They made for the rail, their eyes staring skyward and following the gaze of those crew members who gathered there. Limnar knocked several of the latter aside and ordered them down onto the deck proper to tend to their duties. They went … but they could not take their eyes from the moon, that mad moon whose sick yellow gleam was now a blinding glare, a pulsating, throbbing brightness like bile vomited up by some great, golden, alien idiot!


Hero shielded his eyes against the ever-brightening glare. ‘That crater there,’ he gasped. ‘What in all the dreamlands … ? Is it volcanic? Something is spewing out – a beam of brilliant yellow light – and yet more than a beam. Look!’


Limnar and Eldin were looking, hands to their eyes as the great globe of the moon seemed to loom momentarily over the ship, as a giant looms before his foot comes crashing down. Then –


The heavens seemed rent asunder! A great wind blew downward from the moon, blasting the clouds outwards and leaving a clear path in the heavens. Gnorri II felt that mighty rush of air and reeled as her sails were filled and her masts bent before the sudden onslaught of frenzied air. And blown off course as she was – tossed aside like a cork in a flooding river – it was that very moon-spawned maelstrom of wind which saved the ship and her passengers.


For now that mighty moonbeam was reaching down like a solid yellow shaft, and through all the tumult of air there rang a long, humming, continuous sound like an unending note struck from some great golden anvil or cosmic tuning fork. Down swept that titan moonbeam, expanding, rushing past Gnorri II and striking earthward, striking at the surface of the dreamlands.


Still at the rail, where they clung for their lives as the ship tossed like a leaf in a gale, the three friends gazed down along the path of the great moonbeam to see where it struck. Down there, lit by the evil glare, a hamlet nestled in a bay on the coast of the Southern Sea.


Yellow roofs and paths and fields and gardens – and the vast moonbeam falling to earth and engulfing all! For a moment the beam glared brighter yet, until its liquid fire threatened to burn out the eyes of the three where they stood frozen at the rail, but then –


The golden note rose higher, became a whine – the near hypnotic, faithless song of a siren – and the moonbeam began to retreat, to flow backwards along its own path! Not rushing in retreat, no, for this was no rout; almost languorously, writhingly, with a seductive swirling and twining of golden streamers, the beam drew back. And the single note became an almost animal sound, a vast exhalation, the concerted sigh of a million lovers falling back from a scented night’s excesses.


Struck dumb the three could merely listen and look: listen to that slowly changing sigh of sound as it became a massed moan, long-drawn-out, low, pitiful and seeming to signify all hope lost; look as the long golden funnel of light flowed upwards, a tube of irresistible force, the honeyed tongue of a sated siren. Sated, yes, for within that hideous haze of yellow fire –


‘By all that’s merciful –’ Eldin hoarsely cried.


‘Nothing of mercy here!’ was Hero’s gasped denial.


‘Monstrous!’ whispered Limnar. And again: ‘Monstrous!’


For that beam of light was no longer empty, no longer a mere shaft of golden fire and mindless allure. No, it was filled now. Filled with writhing humanity: the twisting, twining forms of the moon-blasted hamlet’s inhabitants! Men, women and children all – the entire population of that doomed village – their faces staring blindly, in petrified terror, staring up the path of the beam, along which they were drawn like thistledown, resistlessly and inexorably toward some horror as yet unknown. …





IV



THROUGH THE DOME


From then on the winds were fair, filling Gnorri II’s sails and blowing her on a course straight as the path of an arrow. All through the rest of that night they sailed, through the sunrise and morning and into the afternoon. Then, ahead, the Cerenerian Sea was sighted and the mighty promontory of volcanic glass where towered the splendid city of Ilek-Vad.


Approaching from the west, Limnar’s ship began a gentle descent as her flotation chambers were vented and gravity began to exert its natural pull; and then, on the desert sands below, in the shade of a tiny oasis, a nomad encampment was sighted and the Captain took his crystal-lensed glasses to the rail. This was little more than curiosity on Limnar’s part, but after peering for a moment through the long-barreled glasses he stiffened and turned to Hero and Eldin where they lay sunning themselves on the bridge.


‘Hero,’ he called. ‘Eldin, what do you make of this?’


Feeling inordinately weary after a night of muted discussion about the mad moon and its terrible beam, Hero sighed and stifled a yawn as he got to his feet. He moved to the rail where Limnar handed him the glasses, and yawning again he idly focused the instrument on the small encampment far below. Then he too stiffened. ‘Horned ones?’ he grunted, surprise and sourness in his voice. ‘Camped here so close to Ilek-Vad? They’re a long way from home.’


‘Eh?’ Eldin now stirred himself. ‘What’s that you say? Lengites? Camped here? What are they up to?’ He got to his feet.


‘Nothing,’ Hero grunted. ‘They’re just camped – and there are too few of them to pose any sort of threat to Ilek-Vad.’
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