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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.
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Book One — DEFENDERS OF VALARDUS


The Scene: The Mobile City of Kan Zar Kan; the Purple Plains; the border of Greater Zuavia; the Kingdom of Valardus.


The Characters: Ganelon Silvermane, Xarda of Jemmerdy, Prince Erigon, Grrff the Xombolian; a Gynosphinx, a magician, a machinist; citizens of Kan Zar Kan and Valardus; Ximchak Barbarians.




1. — Kan Zar Kan Moves North


 From horizon to horizon there stretched a flat and featureless prairie of thick, lush grass. This verdure ranged in hue from lavender and purple to deep violet, but for the most part the plain was covered with grasses of purple hue. For this reason it was known to the geographers of Gondwane the Great, the last and by far the mightiest of the continents of Old Earth, as the Purple Plains.


 One afternoon early in the spring of a year some seven hundred million years in the future of our own time, there might have been observed traversing these Purple Plains a vehicular contrivance of unusual proportion and design. On a huge metal dishlike base rose a crest of towers, spires, domes, and less easily defined structures; all were constructed of a glittering and highly polished metal, and in accordance to nonhuman canons of architectural design, so that the truncated domes and circular ziggurats resembled nothing more than so many immense Christmas-tree ornaments.


 The enormous metallic contrivance, which was as large as a fair-sized town, negotiated the Purple Plains by riding an air-cushion generated by whirring rotor blades situated beneath its base. All in all, a most unusual vehicle.


 The Mobile City of Kan Zar Kan (as it was called) had been originally designed as a self-propelled metals mine, with ore refineries and machine shops built in, the whole maintained by an artificial intelligence of considerable intellectual capacity and remarkable tenacity of purpose. Equipped with subelectronic senses able to detect buried deposits of metal ore, the mammoth robot had originally cruised the Plains, squatting above such deposits while its extensible drills plundered the lode. Then, while the robot refineries processed the raw ore into finished ingots, the robot mine decamped for other promising sites.


 The giant perambulating robot had been devised by an extinct civilization called Vandalex, which had collapsed some ten million years before the period of this story. And when the robot brain realized in time that no further airships were likely to visit it in order to relieve it of its stockpiled ingots, it retooled its factories to another purpose. By its electronic sensories, Kan Zar Kan noticed neighboring cities more or less of a size with itself: modifying its design to resemble, rather haphazardly, such centers of human and nonhuman populace, the Mobile City became adept at capturing mercantile caravans, emigrations, parties of pilgrims, and other groups of humanity en route, for one purpose or another, across the Purple Plains.


 Its most recent captive populace, a ragtag band of gypsy tinkers called Iomagoths, had at length come to an agreement of sorts with Kan Zar Kan, and soon the Mobile City would realize its fondest dreams and become an actual city — the sort of city, that is, which remains permanently in one place, with genuine citizens and so on.


 It had been Ganelon Silvermane and his friends who had been instrumental in bringing the City and its tatterdemalion citizenry together in amicable accord. In gratitude for their services in this regard, the former chief of the Iomagoths, now the First King of Kan Zar Kan, King Yemple by name, had instructed the City to bear Ganelon and his friends north into Greater Zuavia, toward the Kingdom of Valardus, their destination. The City was only too happy to oblige. It had gotten along fairishly on its own steam, intellectually speaking, but was inordinately pleased to have a capable human hand on the throttle. For the past several days, then, the mobile metal metropolis had traveled steadily north, crossing the vast immensities of the Purple Plains which formed the border between two enormous conglomerates of nations and city-states, Northern YamaYamaLand and Greater Zuavia.


 On this particular afternoon, Ganelon and his associates were enjoying the mellow sunlight and brisk, spanking breeze on the upper tier of the Red Ziggurat, an imposing structure at the center of the City which housed the instrumentality of the City Brain and had, more recently, become the Royal Palace of King Yemple and his teenaged daughter, Princess Slioma.


 Leaning against the rail, Xarda, a knightrix of Jemmerdy, gazed northward dreamily, while Prince Erigon of Valardus stood beside her. The two young people formed a striking contrast in types, and an unusual reversal of roles. That is, while Prince Erigon was a good-looking young man with an affable expression, he was a trifle languid and slight of build, looking more like a scholar, with his well-formed and noble expanse of brow, or a poet, with his large, dreamy eyes and delicate features framed in long, curled hair, than a man of action.


 This was, in fact, very largely the case.


 The girl at his side, however, for all her youth, was striking in a vivid, vigorous, warlike sort of way. She had carelessly tousled curls of burning red, and bright, keen green eyes, a small snub nose boyishly sprinkled with freckles, a wide, grinning mouth, and a small, adorably stubborn chin.


 Her clothing, what little of it there was, could not have been described, by any stretch of the imagination, as feminine. Indeed, all she wore were odds and ends of burnished steel armor: steel breastplates cupped the firm rondures of her shallow, adolescent bosom; greaves and buskins were strapped to her long, lissome legs; an abbreviated kilt shielded her tummy and upper thighs from a chance swordstroke, and this brief garment was made of strips of tough leather, washed in silver gilt and studded with rivets of steel.


 A thick-bladed and businesslike dagger was sheathed at her upper left thigh. Against the other, a slim, deadly longsword was scabbarded. In all, she resembled an adolescent Amazon.


 Xarda of Jemmerdy, however, despite her military appearance, was a healthy young girl of perfectly normal emotions. In her small and rather distant country it was the custom for the men to attend to the scholarly, artistic, intellectual, philosophical, scientific, and administrative forms of human endeavor, while the women, organized in nine knightly fellowships, took care of such matters as war, adventure, police, and civil defense.


 As a Sirix of Jemmerdy, the girl knight was perfectly at home in a swordfight or a siege, preferred derring-do to dusting, conquest to cookery, and would far rather mop up a dastardly band of desperadoes than the floor.


 The young Prince at her side, she thought, rather resembled the foppish, artistic male aristocracy of her native realm. Actually, this was quite unfair to Erigon of Valardus. While the amiable and good-natured young Prince was fond of books and poetry, he was hardly at a loss when it came to cut-and-thrust. The women of his homeland customarily attended to their housewifery, leaving the men to run everything else, including the wars. The trouble with Valardus, however, was that until very recently it had enjoyed an unprecedented and uninterrupted period of peaceful calm which had endured for so many generations that the knightly or martial arts had all but atrophied through sheer disuse and neglect. For this reason, when his country was threatened with imminent invasion by a vast Horde called the Ximchak Barbarians, his father, Good King Vergus, despairing of the military ignorance prevalent among the current generation of Valardine males, had dispatched him on a mission south to recruit some mercenaries.


 This mission had come to grief. Imprisoned in Chx, Erigon had met two stalwart and doughty warriors, however, who had agreed to accompany him north to Valardus. Two warriors alone, you might think, had little hope of breaking the siege of Valardus. So, at least, you might presume. But then you have not met Ganelon Silvermane and his comrade-in-arms, Grrff the Karjixian.


 Silvermane had been raised in Zermish, one of the cities of the Hegemony, and while little more than a boy he had broken the ferocious Indigons at the Battle of Uth, in which action he had won his Agnomen. He had been educated by a powerful and somewhat mysterious enchanter called the Illusionist of Nerelon, and had thence embarked on a career of wandering, adventuring, and errantry.


 Still in his first youth, the towering bronze giant topped seven feet by several inches. The breadth of his shoulders, the deep chest, the massive arms, were truly herculean. His grim, heavy-jawed, somber face, with its black and scowling brows, made him seem formidable. Actually, Ganelon was a pleasant, mannerly young fellow — mild-tempered, easygoing, little given to speech.


 His most impressive single feature (once you had gotten used to his heroic height and tremendous physique) was his unshorn mane of sparkling and metallic hair the color of spun silver: the identical hue of the five-foot broadsword scabbarded between his gigantic shoulders. This inhuman banner of silver hair (from which derived his Agnomen, Silvermane) marked him for a nonhuman. He was, in fact, a Construct, an artificial superman, an android bred for some unguessable mission by an extinct race called the Time Gods.


 The weapon he bore was called the Silver Sword; and it was enchanted.


 While a captive of the Queen of Red Magic, Ganelon had fallen in with Grrff of Xombol, and the two were fast friends by now. Grrff was a nonhuman, a member of a warlike race called the Tigermen of Karjixia. One look at his flat skull, whiskery black muzzle, impressive fangs, fierce but friendly yellow eyes, tufted ears, and burly-chested, heavy-shouldered body, with its black-barred orange fur tending to white on chest, belly, and loins, and you would have understood why his race was called Tigermen.


 A noted warrior in his own right, Grrff was of the Farrowl clan of Xombol. Because of his natural coat of fur, he required no other clothing save for a girdle of green leather which supported his ygdraxel, a black leather groincup, and leather gloves studded with steel spikes. He and Ganelon had escaped together from the Red Enchantress of Shai, and had shared several adventures ere now.


 But none, perhaps, quite as odd as that which would very soon befall...


 The two warriors were discussing the fine points of barroom brawling, gutter-tumble, and knife-to-knife combat when a calm, pleasant, artificial voder-voice interrupted them; it was broadcast by loudspeakers set up all over the City, and represented the voice of Kan Zar Kan.


 “Attention, all citizens and guests ... this is your City speaking... . Aerial visitants are approaching from the north, and, in view of this, tonight’s fireworks display and street picnic are postponed until further notice. Please take cover in my conveniently marked Civil Defense Shelters. ... The aerial attack will commence in two minutes, thirty-four seconds.”




2. — Visitors From Above


 Startled by the announcement, Grrff jumped, swore, snatched out his ygdraxel, and stared about the four quarters of the sky, furry ears bristling.


 “My Claws and Whiskers,” the Tigerman swore in his hoarse, deep-chested voice, “I don’t see anything! What about you, big man?”


 Ganelon had unsheathed the Silver Sword and held it at the ready, his eyes prowling the heavens. Suddenly he elevated one huge arm, pointing.


 “There, off that way. A flying object —”


 Xarda came swaggering up, longsword ready, eyes bright.


 “By my Halidom, can it be outriders of the Horde?” the girl knight demanded belligerently. “My steel is thirsty and could do with a modicum of practice, s’truth!”


 Prince Erigon came strolling up in the rear, an interested expression on his pleasant features. His heraldic blazon, woven in thread of silver and purple enamel on his courtly tabard, caught the sunlight, glittering like mail.


 “Oh, I say, are we in for a bit of a fight?” he inquired mildly, glancing about. Xarda snorted scornfully at the languid tone in which he spoke, but Ganelon noticed with approval that Erigon’s hand was on the pommel of his rapier, which he could handle with easy familiarity, and that neither his voice nor his manner displayed trepidation.


 By this time the flying thing had come considerably closer, and was beginning to descend over the City, weaving between the sharp metal spires. They could make out something of its nature by this point, and it proved surprising. Probably they had expected something in the nature of a flying machine or an artificial aerial contrivance of some kind, like Istrobian’s flying kayak, which was the sky vessel used by Prince Erigon.


 This was no flying machine, however, but a winged beast. “I say,” said Erigon interestedly, “I believe the creature is a sphinx!”


 And so, indeed, it appeared to be. Thrice the size of any ordinary lion, yet lionlike in its catlike form, clad in tawny, sand-colored fur, the curious feline had broad, feathered wings which sprang from immense shoulder muscles just behind the joint of the forelimbs. These wings were dark brown, like those of the extinct and now-legendary eagle, but the feathers were tipped with gold. Golden, too, was the thick, curly mane which curled over the neck and about the shoulders in a thoroughly lionlike manner.


 Xarda noted a further detail, and cleared her throat.


 “Ahem!” she observed. “I believe Gynosphinx would be the more accurate term.” Ganelon followed the direction of her gaze, and colored. But Xarda was certainly right; the sphinx was indeed a female, for from her broad chest swelled huge breasts, tawny-white of skin, with bright-pink nipples like the dugs on the mammaries of a brood-cow.*


 [*The sphinx is not only sterile and cannot be bred but lacks the organs of gender. The genus exists in two distinct species, the Androsphinx, which is bearded and nominally male, and the Gynosphinx, which is ostensibly female. Ishgadara was a Gynosphinx.]


 The Gynosphinx was truly immense, almost fifteen feet long; her wings, when fully extended, measured thirty-two feet from tip to tip. Her curly-maned head was as big as a barrel, with a broad-cheeked, flat face, huge eyes of glowing green under a low brow, a flat nose, and a wide, lipless mouth filled with blunt, tusklike fangs. The features were similar to those of a human female, but broadened and flattened and distorted, and the nose was blunt and flat like a muzzle, but devoid of whiskers.


 Grrff gawped skyward, fascinated. Long separated from the females of his kind, the Tigerman found the Gynosphinx entrancing, if a trifle intimidating. She was two and a half times his own weight, and, had she been capable of mating, could probably have snapped his spine or crushed his ribcage in the frenzy of her coupling.


 “Gadzooks, the beast is tame!” swore Xarda, incredulously. They looked and saw what she meant. Mounted astride the broad back of the winged women-headed lion were two riders.


 One was tall and skinny, his bony form wrapped in flowing robes of mystic purple, adorned with astrological symbols embroidered in heavy gold thread. His visage was vague and his manner absent-minded, but good-natured and amiable. He had a long white beard and a smooth, unwrinkled face whose seeming youthfulness belied his apparent age. In one hand he carried an ivory wand tipped with a griffin’s claw in worked gold, clutching a large smoky yellow diamond. From time to time the glowing aura of the gem waxed and waned.


 Seated behind him, clutching the tall man about the waist with pudgy arms, rode a very short, very fat little man with a round red face with fat cheeks and indignant, china-blue eyes and a huge, ferocious-looking pair of mustachios. The little fat man was dressed in a tattered smock of dull brown cloth, scorched here and there with acid burns, and stained with chemicals where it was not scorched. He was completely bald save for a fluffy fringe of snowy, bristling hair which tufted above his ears and around the back of his head like a monkish tonsure.


 Whoever these two uninvited visitors from above might prove to be, they did not look very warlike or particularly threatening.


 The huge Gynosphinx settled to the surface of the tier as gently as a fluttering leaf. The two dismounted and stared about them while their enormous mount folded her broad wings and began to groom her breast and paws, licking with an immense pink tongue, for all the world like an ordinary pussycat.


 The tall, bearded man straightened his purple robes absently, peering about in an interested, but inattentive, manner. The fat red-faced man, observing that they were observed, tried vainly to detract his attention from whatever it was he was thinking about, gave up, and came waddling over on short fat legs.


 “Your pardon, sirs and madam, for this untimely intrusion, but me colleague and I —” he began, in a wheezing voice.


 The tall skinny man, who had been peering with nearsighted interest at anything and everything, turned his gaze on Grrff, and spoke up so suddenly behind the fat little man that the fat man jumped.


 “Oh, I say, Ollub! A Tigerman! From Karjixia?” he inquired, strolling toward where the burly, furry warrior stood, clutching his ygdraxel, licking his whiskers nervously.


 Grrff indicated that Karjixia was indeed his home.


 “Quite so, quite so, I’m sure,” murmured the taller of the two. Clasping his hands together behind his back, he strolled around and around the Tigerman, examining him with dreamy interest, as if he were a work of art.


 “You must pardon the manners o’ Palensus Choy,” puffed the fat, red-faced man. “I believe he were instrumental in assisting the Tigermen of Karjixia to evolve from they feline ancestry some forty thousand year ago —”


 “Fifty,” said the tall man, whose name appeared to be Choy.


 “Fifty, then. He takes, as be only natural, a scientific interest in the outcome of his experiments,” continued the fat man apologetically.


 “Not scientific, thaumaturgic,” corrected Choy absently. “And they are not experiments, but projects. Tell me, my good fellow,” he addressed Grrff abruptly, “do you breed true?”


 The Xombolian blinked dazedly, then shrugged.


 “I have not been able to breed recently,” he said in his deep, hoarse voice, with a little growling laugh, “but when last I found myself with my female, and she in heat, cubs were the outcome of our affections, as is usually the case. A litter of eight ensued, I believe....”


 “Quite so, quite so,” mused Palensus Choy.


 “Might one inquire, sir, as to your own cognomen?” asked Prince Erigon politely. The short man jerked an ungainly bow, and introduced himself as Ollub Vetch, machinist.


 “Too modest, my dear fellow, too modest,” murmured Choy, flapping a bony hand at his companion. “The distinguished Vetch, you should know, is a renowned inventor, experimentalist, and savant of the physical sciences —”


 “While me colleague,” puffed Vetch, with a cheerful grin, “be none other than the celebrated magician Palensus Choy, of Zaradon, a savant of the, ahem, paraphysical sciences, if so I may term the discipline of applied mysticism!”


 “Not the famous ‘Immortal of Zaradon,’ surely!” exclaimed Prince Erigon.


 “Tush,” murmured Choy modestly. His colleague, however, was not so modest.


 “Indeed so,” he wheezed. A scornful grimace distorted his plump and rubicund features, and he said disdainfully: “As much as it pains me to lend credence to the pitiful delusions of so-called ‘magicians,’ I believe himself devoted the first few centuries o’ his novitiate to the Secret of Immortality, which magisterium he claims to have mastered. Since his longevity has, thus far, extended to the inordinate length of some six and one-half million years, I suppose ye could claim his work in that area to have been, more of less, successful.”


 Grrff turned a curious, almost awe-filled gaze upon the tall figure of the absent-minded magician. Then he went over to where Ganelon Silvermane stood, leaning on the Silver Sword, and whispered hoarsely in his ear.


 “If yonder fellow is who he claims to be, then he is the Father of my Race, and a supermagician of enormous power,” he breathed.


 “To have lived to the age of six and one-half million years,” replied Silvermane seriously, “one would have to be a magician of considerable power. Is he a friendly magician, though? Some of them are, and some of them are not.”


 The Tigerman shrugged dubiously.


 Xarda went straight to the point without beating about the bush, as was usually her way.


 “What are you doing here, magister?” she demanded. “Do you mean us harm, or do you come as a friend?”


 “Oh, my purposes are friendly enough, I suppose, my dear,” said Palensus Choy offhandedly. “The city of Valardus is under siege by the most enormous herd of ruffians imaginable, you know. My enchanted palace, Zaradon, lies not far north, and my guest and I decided to investigate the matter at first hand, so to speak. Crystals are notoriously unreliable, you know; never manage to grind the things to optical perfection, I fear. Observed this curious self-propelled city-machine of yours approaching from the south, and thought we had best take a look at you, too. Do you come to aid the ruffians, or the poor Valardines?”


 “The Valardines, Galendil willing,” said Xarda in a positive tone.


 “Splendid, splendid.... Ah, this contrivance of yours — Vandalexian, I believe?”


 Ollub Vetch bristled at this.


 “Of course, Vandalex, ye skinny fool!” snapped the little red-faced fat man. “A superb example o’ technology at its most triumphant.”


 “Ah, to be sure,” murmured Choy absently. Then, with vague smile to Xarda, he murmured in explanation: “I fear my pudgy colleague and I are constantly at variance over the respective excellences of scientific machinery and sorcerous magics!”


 Just then a nervous, dirty-faced boy in tattered gypsy finery poked his nose around a doorway. It was, Ganelon saw, an Iomagothic boy called Kurdi. Yemple had recently taken the little ragamuffin for his page — once it had been explained to him that all kings had pages, that is.


 “Yes, what is it, Kurdi? Don’t be shy, these are friends — I think,” said the bronze giant, reassuringly.


 “K-k-king Y-y-yemple, he say —” stuttered the gypsy boy.


 “Yes?” asked Ganelon encouragingly.


 “H-he s-say, is we invaded, er what?”


 “No, we’re not. These are just visitors.”


 “In th-that c-case,” hissed the boy, “1-lunch be served.”


 “I say! Did someone mention ‘lunch’?” demanded Palensus Choy pertly, displaying for the first time a sharp and alert interest.


 So they all trooped in to lunch.




3. — The Siege in Stalemate


 Luncheon was served in the new Royal Feasting Hall, which had formerly been a subassembly plant and whose concrete floor still bore mute testimony to its former plebeian purpose in the form of oil stains and graphite smudges.


 King Yemple presided over the festivities. He was an enormous fat man with more chins and cheeks and tummies than it seemed could be fitted onto one human frame, and sharp black shrewd eyes that never missed a trick. His portly person was wrapped in gaudy garments of royal purple, imperial crimson, and lots and lots of gold — gold lace, gold buttons, gold medals, and gold jewelry.


 Now that he was reassured that they were not, after all, being invaded, his genial sense of hospitality became expansive, even lavish. He pressed additional helpings on his guests until even the fat little inventor confessed himself unable to down another bite.


 Palensus Choy, however, was made of sterner stuff. Lean as a rail, the absent-minded magician had a truly gargantuan appetite and was capable of putting away enough nutriment to satisfy any three ordinary men.


 “Do he’p yersef to s’more a these here tasty morsels, me lord Choy,” the gypsy monarch grinned obsequiously. Nodding vigorously, and mumbling something about “juicy tidbits,” the skinny magician shoveled a few dozen more of the greasy gobbets of shishkabob onto his platter.


 “ ‘Juicy tidbits,’ eh?” chuckled Grrff, in a sotto voce comment to Zilth, the scrawny, rat-faced little rogue who was currently serving the Kan Zar Kanian court in the capacity of Prime Minister, Privy Councilor, and First Lord of the Admiralty. “I wonder what yonder skinny of geezer would say

if he knew he wuz eating skewered and broiled sewer rat?”


 Zilth sniffed and observed the grinning Tigerman through his monocle in an affected manner.


 “Ill-mannered lout,” he sniffed in a superior accent.


“What’s that?” growled Grrff, bristling. It had not been too long since that this same posturing Prime Minister had been a whining, sniveling guttersnipe, whimpering under Grrff’s heavy paw, and the Xombolian had trouble adjusting to the new state of affairs.


 Zilth squeaked, paled, and ducked. Then, remembering himself, and the dignity of his high position, he stiffened. “It be High Treason to th’ Crown, fellow, to liff yer hand against th’ Prime Minnyster,” he reminded the Tigerman.
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