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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.







I.


THE WIZARD AND THE WILD GIRL




1.


In which a Number of Pazools Change Hands, a Wizard Gets a Chela, and a Slave Girl is Purchased by a Most Unusual Master


They usually close the gates of Ning at sunset and thereafter permit no travelers to enter the Purple City. But they made an exception in the Wizard’s case.


The reason for this policy is simple economy, nothing else. Although the Purple City of Ning rises on the edges of a desert called The Desolation of Yu, the Ningivites have nothing to fear from desert raiders. And although the Emperor of Ning has somehow or other managed to make enemies of each of his neighboring monarchs, the Ningivites have nothing to fear from war or invasion.


This is because there is no money in Ning.


And only idiots make war against a city that is as poor as Ning is poor. Hence they consider themselves invulnerable. And the Emperor, whose name is Thang, frequently refers to himself as “Thang the Unconquerable,” although his brother sovereigns for several kingdoms around call him “Thang the Pauper.”


So this is why the gates were closed and locked at sunset. Gates have to be guarded, if only so the Emperor has somebody there to collect an entrance fee from every visitor. And guards have to be paid. Especially, guards who are asked to work both day and night. The Emperor had the choice of either paying his gate guards time-and-a-half overtime, or hiring special guards to work the night shift. It seemed simpler just to lock the gates and keep the money.


“A pazool saved is a pazool earned,” was the Emperor’s motto.


He was very fond of pazools, the Emperor.


The guards had already locked the seven locks and were closing up the guardhouse when the Wizard came riding up on a fat, waddling scarlet lizard.


The Wizard was fat, too, and, had he been afoot, he would probably have waddled also. He was quite an odd-looking fellow, which is how wizards ought to look, come to think of it. This particular Wizard was apple green, quite fat, and bald as an egg, except for a braided queue of ink-black hair which grew from a topknot in the very center of his pate, and hung down his back.


He had wobbling jowls, clean-shaven, a jolly smile, sleepy—but clever—slitted black eyes under ironic, pencil-thin, arched brows, and several chins, the uppermost of which was adorned by a very small, very neat black pointed beard the size and shape of an arrowhead.


This was all of him the guards could see, the rest being wrapped in a dusty red robe, red being the color of magic on this planet, whose name, by the way, was Zao. It happens to be the second planet of the star Kylix in the Constellation of the Unicorn, and a most unique world it is, as you will soon discover.


Well, the Wizard asked to be let in but the guards told him to come back in the morning, as the gates were closed till then.


“What time are you supposed to close the gates, boys?” he inquired affably.


“Sunset.”


“Ah! Good. Then I can still get in,” said the Wizard.


That puzzled them a bit. They leaned over the crenellations, resting their elbows lazily on the worn purple stone, and asked him how he figured that.


Reaching behind him into a knapsack and drawing forth a fat black jug which he uncorked and from which he took a swig of liquid refreshment, he took his time before answering.


“Well, ‘sunset’ is very imprecise,” he said expansively. “What does it mean, after all? ‘When the sun goes down,’ you might say. Yes, but how do you know when the sun goes down? Now, it may go down here in Ning at seven o’clock … but a thousand miles due west of here, in the city of Xang, it is still, at this moment, an hour before sunset. So, you see, my friends, ‘sunset’ is a relative term, and hence cannot be perfectly defined … what you Ningivites call sunset, my dear friends the Xangians call late afternoon. Since I myself have the honor to be a native-born Xangian, you really ought to let me in!”


One of the guards listening to this turned to his captain and remarked that they had better let him in, if only to stop him from talking, as the Wizard seemed liable to go on all night, and he (the guard, that is), for one, wanted to get home in time for supper.


So they made an exception to the rule and opened the gates for the green-skinned Wizard, who thumped his heels into the plump, scaly ribs of his lazy lizard until, puffing out its throat in outrage, it waddled through the gates and into the city.


By way of thanks, the Wizard, after paying the entrance toll, which was two pazools, performed a minor feat of magic. After several mysterious gestures and a sentence in a particularly unknown tongue, the Wizard reached up and drew a third gold pazool from the guard captain’s left ear, which he graciously permitted the officer to keep, asking only that he buy a drink for the boys with it.


Then, having solicited directions to the slave bazaar, he affably bid the guards goodnight and kicked his sleepy lizard awake, ambling off down a crooked little street.


Although a small and rather miserable little city badly in need of repainting, Ning was not without quaintness, and as his scarlet lizard puffed along, the Wizard took in what sights there were with a comfortable smile and an interested eye.


Ning had crooked, narrow, cobblestone streets and little five-sided houses with pointed windows and peaked roofs, and every few blocks you came upon a small square with a splashing fountain where slave girls were filling the water jugs, and these girls giggled to see the fat, grinning, bald green wizard on the puffing scarlet lizard, and the Wizard gave them a special grin and even a wink or two, especially the pretty ones.


He had spent the last month with the desert raiders. They are a grim, silent, dour, puritanical people and live in black felt tents and dress in scratchy black robes and all of their women, even the young and pretty ones, wear hoods in which eye-holes have been cut so that they can see out but you can’t see in. That is, the most you can see is a pair of eyes. So the Wizard was happy to see a pretty face or two and a slim tanned ankle.


He halted his lizard at the slave bazaar, which was still open for business even though it was rapidly getting dark, and watched the proceedings for a while with lazy interest.


They had hung paper lanterns out so that the customers could get a good look at the merchandise, and since the merchandise consisted almost entirely of pretty young girls, and since the pretty young girls went almost entirely without clothes, you can understand how important good lighting was to the progress of the sales.


Business was going quite well as the Wizard pulled his fat scaly steed to a halt in the rear of the crowd and, from his high padded saddle, looked over the heads of the customers at the slave block. A fat, purple-skinned slave master, who wore an embroidered vest, a gold ring in his left ear, and voluminous pantaloons striped peach and rose, had just disposed of a matched pair of thirteen-year-old twins for a nice price, and loudly called for the attention of his audience and commanded his assistant to bring out the next item.


A murmur of surprise arose from the audience as the next item emerged from the tent behind the block. For it was a Wild Girl; quite a pretty girl, but Wild as wild could be. Her shining black hair was a tousled mass of ringlets. Her blazing dark eyes were furious and they glared back and forth across the audience, raking it with scornful contempt. Her luscious, ripe mouth was pursed in a rebellious expression. The rest of her was rather ripe and luscious, too, and since her entire costume consisted of a string of red beads, it was easy to see that she was a genuine collector’s item. In fact, the slave master, Zool the Soft-Hearted by name, pointed this out.


“My next item, O Masters of Generously Filled Purses, is a true collector’s item for the discriminating connoisseur! Yes sir, a genuine Wild Girl from the Barbarian Mountains beyond the trackless plains of Chun! Captured at no small expense, I assure you, by none other than that intrepid master slaver, Thog the Fearless, at great risk to life and limb! The tale of Master Thog’s daring expedition deep into Barbarian country is material for an epic, that it is, but—come! I know you are not here to listen to an epic, but for reasons of business, eh? Business, or perhaps—” (a smirk and a broad wink) “—possibly, pleasure? If so, O Possessors of Lusty Loins, you have come to the right slave emporium, for never in many years has so choice a juicy morsel of girlflesh passed through my hands—to yours—as this delicious, untamed, fiery-spirited wench! Just notice, if you will, how those red beads are set off by the smooth, satiny, tawny, dusky flesh wherewith they are surrounded! And notice, as well, the round, firm, temptingly elastic, proud, jiggling …”


As Zool the Soft-Hearted warmed to his task of describing that which needed no description (since it was standing right there in full view of everybody, arms akimbo, dark eyes flashing through rebellious locks, under the paper lanterns), his eloquence waxed enthusiastic, then rhapsodic. The green Wizard, fond of good rhetoric, listened with judicious approval, beaming appreciatively. And when the slave master concluded his presentation, the Wizard bid ten gold pazools—a generous sum, in fact, a princely bid. So princely, that the bachelor Ningivites clustered about—being as poor as most Ningivites—could not top his bid, and bent sour looks upon him as he dismounted, wheezing, and waddled through the throng to pay the price and to collect his purchase.


The Wizard did not really have ten gold pazools in his pouch, but the slave master did not know this.


“Ah!” exclaimed Zool, as the Wizard emerged from the crowd into his view, “if I am not woefully incorrect, I believe the generous bidder of ten pazools is none other than a gentleman-practitioner of the Art Sorcerous! Perhaps your Wizardry would favor your fellow customers with a small feat of admirable legerdemain, before vanishing into the night with this adorable armful of Barbarian girlhood?”


I should perhaps explain here that most Wizards of this planet, Zao, have apple-green skin. The green race of Zao dwell in the Seven Magical Kingdoms which center around Mount Wu, otherwise known as “Magic Mountain.” Since sorcery is in the very air they breathe, and infused into the very soil of the Seven Kingdoms, most of the green race turn naturally to the practice of that art. Hence the Zaoites of other races automatically assume that any Green Zaoite they meet is one or another kind of a magician. And they are usually right.


“Well, now, I don’t mind if I do,” the Wizard grinned. He frowned thoughtfully, pursed his lips, rubbed his brow, fingered his tiny neat beardlet, tugged on his queue, and said: “If you good people would kindly reach down and pick up some pebbles from the ground and hand them to me, I’ll see if I can’t … thank you, sir … thank you … thank you so much … no, I think these ten pebbles will do nicely … now then! If you will all kindly pay attention … you will see I have nothing up my sleeve … now: I close my fingers over this handful of pebbles and blow on them like this, whoosh, and recite the magic phrase, Abracadabra! Allacazam! Presto Change-oh! And here you are, slave master, the correct purchase price, unless I am very much mistaken?”


Five fat green fingers curled open to show ten glittering coins, stamped with the profile portrait, somewhat idealized, of Thang IV, Emperor of All Ning.


Zool crowed ecstatically, and enthusiastically led the small, polite patter of applause. Of course, he thought the Wizard had worked a small trick of sleight-of-hand, palming the pebbles somehow. He collected the coins, bit one or two of them, thanked the Wizard effusively, handed over the Wild Girl, bid the Wizard good-night, and was very much surprised, later on that evening, when totaling up the proceeds of the day’s business, to discover ten common pebbles among his monies.


The Wizard’s magic was real magic. But it only lasted when he put his mind to it


The Wizard ambled through the crowd, leading his new slave by a leash looped around her wrists (which were tied behind her back so she couldn’t scratch out the eyes of her purchaser), until he was well away from the slave bazaar. He drew from his knapsack a voluminous red robe, identical to the one he wore himself (it was his good robe, in fact, the clean one without any patches, the one he saved for Royal Command Performances), tossed it over her head, got it on her body with some difficulty, mounted his lizard again, and rode off out of the bazaar, the girl trotting along behind him.


Just beyond a small, run-down temple dedicated to The God in His aspect of Shagoor the Nimble-Fingered, Patron of Thieves, Robbers, Bandits and All Lawyers, he drew before a ramshackle inn called, rather temptingly, The Full Belly, guided his sleepy lizard into the courtyard, went in and hired a room for the night, which came to one pazool (he had picked up another pebble on the way in).


A dirty-faced stable boy led the lizard off to kennels in the rear. The Wizard led his new purchase into the inn and up a flight of creaking wooden stairs into his room. The room was small, cramped, airless, dirty, and hot, being located immediately under the eaves. There were no beds, and no furniture at all, except for a rickety wooden table with three and a half legs. The greasy stump of an expired candle stood in a puddle of brown wax on a cracked saucer. Such sleeping arrangements as there were consisted of one heap of sour-smelling straw, which was strewn in the corner. The sanitary facilities were in the corner opposite, and they consisted of one chipped jug, which, the Wizard did not doubt, probably served as a container for drinking water at other times. All in all, he considered himself rather overcharged, and got his revenge by ordering the cheapest possible dinner (which came with the room, and which was a loaf of stale black bread, one thin wedge of red cheese, and two miniscule wooden cups of sour beer). Dinner was slapped down on the wobble-legged table shortly thereafter by a freckled serving girl with smudged face, dirty apron, filthy hands, and a runny nose. The girl peered at the fat Wizard, and the tied-up Wild Girl, rolled her eyes as if envisioning scenes of unimaginable amatory prowess, burst into a storm of snuffling giggles and left the room under the Wizard’s stern eye.


The door shut and securely latched, the Wizard relaxed, kicked off his sandals, blew his nose, scratched his tummy, all the while paying absolutely no attention to his wild-eyed captive.


The Wild Girl, whose name was Ooo, watched her new master with a rare mixture of suspicion, contempt, and curiosity. She had never been a slave before and had no idea what was about to happen to her, except, of course, Bed.


She had no particular objections to Bed, which she had experienced several times before in her short young life (she was fifteen), starting first when she was seven and had rolled in the gorse with her precocious nine-year-old brother, and a number of times after that with some of the better-looking young hunters of the tribe, with whom she had cooperated willingly, if not enthusiastically, and, unwillingly, with one scrawny and bad-smelling old reprobate of the tribe, known to the local girls as Ug Wug Gak, which means Dirty Old Man, and who had come up behind her when she wasn’t looking and nearly brained her with a stone.


She had rather enjoyed Bed with the young ones. She didn’t know whether she had enjoyed it with Dirty Old Man or not, having been unconscious the whole time. But she didn’t think it would be much fun with the Wizard. He was too fat and probably extremely old … at fifteen, anything past twenty seems extremely old: but in point of fact the Wizard was so old she would have been completely astounded if she had known just how old he was.


At any rate, the Wizard was thinking of Food at the moment, not Bed.


He fish-eyed the unappetizing meal, and then, still paying not the least attention to his slave, worked magic upon it. Since there was no audience looking on, except for his slave, who certainly didn’t count, he dispensed with the mystic gestures and mysterious words, and merely said “Chairs” and snapped his fingers in a businesslike manner.


Two chairs appeared out of thin air. The girl’s eyes widened. There had been no magician in her tribe, except one old toothless geezer of a shaman who could not even conjure up rain when it was needed and who was usually sleeping off a drunk when any tribe member wanted a bit of magic done. She was quite impressed. The chairs looked marvelously comfy. They were capacious and carved of delicate ivory, and had very fat velvet cushions.


Next the Wizard said “Dinner” and snapped his fingers again. The black bread and cups of beer vanished, and were instantly replaced by a huge platter of worked gold on which a magnificent steak reposed steaming in a puddle of its own juices, two golden-brown roast fowls stuffed with mouth-watering truffles, and a slim, fluted crystal goblet filled to the brim with a superb red wine, and crusted with frost.


The Wizard made a rude noise, and snapped his fingers again.


“For two, stupid!” he said. A second dinner appeared on the other side of the table, identical to the first, even to the amount of frost on the wine goblet. The Wild Girl swallowed saliva hungrily, her eyes gleaming. It looked like being bought by this master was not going to be so unpleasant, after all!


Then the Wizard stretched out his hand, said “Knife,” closed his fingers on a gleaming blade, and came at her.


For just an instant she tensed all over like a superb and untame young animal, and all but drew back her luscious red lips in a warning snarl: but before she realized it he had waddled around behind her and was cutting through the strap that bound her wrists together.


As she stood there—free—rubbing her slightly chafed wrists and letting the circulation come tingling back into her numb fingers, he pointed to the table (the knife, by the way, had slowly melted back into thin air again without being so commanded, obviously aware that he no longer required its services). The Wizard said, “Eat. And don’t try to stab me with the steak knife and climb out of the window, because I will turn you into an amphisbaena if you try it.”


An amphisbaena is a small, remarkably ugly reptile with a reputation for having bad breath. It resembles a small lizard with a head at both ends of its body. Which is to say that it lacks those rear organs where-through more fortunate creatures relieve themselves of body wastes (if you stop and think of it, you’d probably have bad breath, too, under the same circumstances).


Nobody in his or her right mind could possibly want to be an amphisbaena. So the Wild Girl sat docilely opposite him and ate and drank as if ravenous, which she probably was, while he talked lazily.


“I doubt if you wanted to be bought by anyone, my dear chela, but you are particularly fortunate that I bought you, because if I had not come along exactly when I did a scout from the palace would have come around to survey the available merchandise one minute later, would have bought you for a song and you would have ended up in the Emperor’s harem. And you would most emphatically not have enjoyed life in the Emperor’s harem. Thang the Unconquerable, you see, has a Thing about whippings, and he particularly likes to watch young Wild Girls being whipped—or even young Wild Boys, for that matter, being a monarch of most impartial tastes. He would have taken quite a fancy to you, my dear chela, and you would probably have ended up as minced meat for the palace pets in two weeks or so, and that would have been a waste, for you are very pretty: much too pretty to be used up by an old hoot who likes to watch pretty girls squirm and squeal under the lash.”


The girl gave him a scornful glance and snarled, as best she could around an immense mouthful of utterly delicious steak, “Hah! You, I suppose, bought me from pure altruism alone!”


She accompanied this remark with an exaggerated sneer, as best she could sneer with her mouth stuffed with tender, exquisitely spiced and broiled steak. He smiled and shook his head.


“Not really. There are, or must be, hundreds of captive girls, and boys, too, being bought by cruel or capricious masters all over Zao every day. If I were an altruist, I suppose I should go around buying them all up; but such is not the case, and I would not do it even if I had the pazools to make it possible. No, indeed, I have a Use in mind for you.”


“I know,” she said, with an ugly grimace. “Bed.”


“Yes, I suppose so, if I still feel like it after this meal; but other purposes come to mind as well. Those we will have to wait and see about.”


Then, abruptly changing the topic of conversation without the slightest warning, which was one of the Wizard’s habits, as his new chela would soon learn, he began a long, rambling and rather entertaining dissertation upon the royal history of Ning, which explained why the monarch of such a poor and inconsequential city bore the grandiose title of Emperor instead of King.


It seemed that some centuries ago, when Ning became populous and sizable enough to require a firm central rule, the chief elders and tradesmen of the city approached the wealthiest of the Ningivite merchants and offered him the kingship. This individual, one Shub the First, adamantly refused to accept the crown, acidly pointing out that the title of “King of Ning” was an absurdity, due to the unfortunate rhyme.


Every royal court for thirty kingdoms around, he claimed, would find irrepressible humor in the term, and scurrilous jokes would soon be circulating which would render forever ridiculous the Ningivite monarchy. No such unhappy similarity of sound, however, accompanied the title of Emperor, and so this alternative was agreed upon and the first of the Ningivite Emperors was crowned.


The Wild Girl could see no point to this rambling anecdote; however, she was clever enough to understand that her new master simply liked to talk to any available audience, so she made no protest. The meal itself occupied her fullest attentions, for she had not eaten so delectable a repast in all of her fifteen years, and she gorged herself gluttonously. I fear she also tackled the wine goblet a bit to excess, either because so fine a vintage had never before caressed her gullet, or because she was enchanted to observe how, once emptied, her chalice was instantly replenished by invisible hands. At any rate she drained the lees a half-dozen times, as if to observe this small miracle in repetition.


The meal concluded, it was time for rest. The Wizard again snapped his fingers and the unappetizing pile of sour-smelling straw was transformed to a sumptuous four-poster with a luxuriously deep mattress and any number of plump soft pillows. Giggling, the Wild Girl peeled off the Wizard’s best robe and, bare as an eel, bounced up and down on the bed. And when at length they retired, the Wizard was rather pleasantly surprised when his companion was the one to initiate some further activities. The girl, in fact, was rather surprised to find herself making overtures, but doubtless the cause lay with the surfeit of good wine she had imbibed.


At any rate, the Wizard acquitted himself heroically, despite his wobbling paunch and advanced years, and later, cozy and warm and relaxed, hovering on the twilit borders of sleep, Ooo drowsily decided that being owned by a fat green Wizard was not such a bad prospect after all. His ingenious athletics, and his staying power, caused her to compare him not unfavorably with a champion of the tribe, much admired by those of her comrades in nubility, a youth with the rather apt and appropriate name of Hung. Moreover, the Wizard was gentle, considerate, and kindly in Bed. She fell asleep richly satisfied.


The Wizard, gazing down with affectionate humor at the tousled, gently snoring girl, heaved a sigh, wished he were one or two millennia younger, and dozed off himself.




2.


Concerning a Rather Unorthodox Mode of Leaving a City in Haste, and How Ooo Learned Her New Master’s Name and Began to Entertain Suspicions About His Motive


The sun-star Kyliz was well up into the morning sky before the Wizard roused himself from bed, and he would probably have snoozed quite a bit longer had his repose not been interrupted by a natural need to which magicians are no less vulnerable than are ordinary mortals.


The cracked jug, however, was somewhat lacking as a sanitary facility. So the Wizard transformed it as he had earlier transformed the table and the bed. From her cozy nest of blankets, Ooo stared in awe at the marble bathtub, the gleaming alabaster conveniences, the sparkling knobs of solid gold, all of which melted out of thin air upon command.


Once the call of nature had been answered, and while luxuriating in a steaming tub full of sweet-smelling pink suds, the Wizard tutored his new chela in the use of such niceties. Accustomed from infancy to nothing more sophisticated than a latrine trench and a muddy river full of corkodrills, the Wild Girl delighted in the oils, perfumes, unguents and rosewater, to say nothing of the luxury of hot and cold running water. But she had to be instructed to flush the commode after use, and she shudderingly scorned the notion of immersing her entire body in the bathtub. Bathing, to Wild Girls, is an occasional need, not a pleasure.


The Wizard shrugged affably. “As you will, my dear chela,” he said. “If being dirty pleases you, then by all means be dirty. There are few enough ways in this world for people to assert their individual natures.”


She giggled, wrinkling up her nose. “You talk funny,” the girl observed. Then, “What’s a chela?” she asked.


“A magician’s servant, pupil, companion, and, in certain cases, bedmate,” he replied absently, being then engaged in conjuring up their breakfast.


The sweet-smelling pink suds after all tempting her curiosity, Ooo dipped wriggling toes in the tub and eventually, and timidly immersed herself therein. She splashed about a bit, sneezing when the soapsuds got up her nose; on the whole, however, she rather enjoyed the experience of bathing. At very least, there were no corkodrills to watch out for—these being mean, toothy saurians like alligators which infested the muddy rivers of her homeland and whose infestation, rather naturally, made bathing infrequent as well as considerably hazardous.

OEBPS/images/9781473220560.jpg
’"CA RTER
The Wizard of Zao

KYLIX 2






OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





