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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


DOWN AND OUT IN CELEPHAIS


Leewas Nith, High Magistrate of Celephais, leaned forward across the massive, raised oaken bench in the city’s main courtroom and frowned down his long thin nose at the two men brought before him. While they were dressed in clothes of dream’s styling – clothes which were a little stained and travel-worn, but still rather fine clothes for a pair of rogues such as these – it was plain to any practiced eye that they were not normal citizens of dream. No, these were or had been men of the waking world, who through the circumstance of death on their home plane now abided on this one.


Their sort was not especially rare in dreams; occasionally they occupied places of great prominence and power; though more often than not they merely merged into the background of the dreamlands, settled down and became one with the land of Earth’s dreams. Not this pair, however, whose names were bywords in civilised places for brawling, thievery, drunkenness and illicit wenching.


They were Eldin the Wanderer and David Hero (or Hero of Dreams, as the latter seemed to be known, though why his sort of ruffian should be accorded so lordly a dream-name was anybody’s guess) and the charges levelled against them on this occasion were typical of their record. Not so much heinous as outrageous; more mischievous than menacing.


Namely, they were accused of assault, seduction and arson, though not in that order. Oh, yes, and also drunkenness, non-payment of debts and vagrancy. Aye, and one or two other things to boot. Fortunately for them, Leewas Nith was a judge in more senses than the merely judiciary. He instinctively knew the characters of people. Even men from the waking world …


Not that he was blind to the faults of this pair, on the contrary, and he was sure that they were indeed guilty of many of the charges brought against them. But not all of them. Drunkenness, certainly. Indeed the older man, Eldin the Wanderer, must still be a little drunk if the tale he was just this minute done with telling was anything to go by. So utterly marvellous an invention had it been – of black wizardry and derring-do, of mountain-scaling and keep-climbing, of fierce battles with all manner of demon gods, plants and beings – that the courtroom had been held spellbound. Now the tale was told and its teller stood silent beside his younger companion. Now, too, Leewas Nith peered down the length of his thin nose, regarded the pair, considered his judgment.


Eldin the Wanderer and David Hero – Hah! And the High Magistrate silently snorted his displeasure as he recalled many tales of roguery heard in connection with these two. Well, they would rogue no more in Celephais, not when he was done with them. And Celephais would not be the first of dreamland’s cities and towns to expel them. Not by a long shot. As for their tale – of how they came to arrive in Celephais in the first place and their ‘reasons’ for doing the thoroughly unreasonable things they had done here – well, this Eldin fellow was obviously just as much a storyteller as a wanderer! Possibly more so. And Leewas Nith silently snorted to himself a second time.


‘Eldin,’ he finally said, his voice brittle but at the same time full of a dire judicial strength. ‘You, Wanderer, as you are called. You tell an amusing, indeed a marvellous tale. Why, if the court is to believe you, then we now stand in the presence of two of the greatest heroes dreamland has ever known!’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t go so far,’ growled the bearded, burly, oddly-gangling man called Eldin, ‘but that’s near enough.’ He twisted his scarred face into a scowl, rattled his chains and held them up. ‘And richly rewarded for our efforts, too!’


The High Magistrate continued as were he never interrupted. ‘And then misfortune befell you. On the day of your wedding-to-be, in Ilek-Vad your future wife woke up from the dreamlands and returned to the waking –’ But here Eldin gave such a groan, and slumped against a pillar in so abject an attitude, that his younger friend was obliged to take hold of him and maintain him in an upright position.


‘Did you have to remind him?’ shouted David Hero, patting his apish companion’s huge, pain-racked shoulder with a chained hand. ‘Damn me, that’s the reason he gets drunk in the first place – because he can’t forget Aminza Anz! What would you do if your bride-to-be woke up and left you stranded here in dreamland?’


While the rest of the court gasped at Hero’s audacity, and while Hero himself glared all about at them where they sat, the High Magistrate merely frowned his annoyance. ‘Young man,’ his voice finally crackled, ‘I will not suffer such outbursts in my own courtroom. You and your companion were brought before me to answer certain charges, not to tell fantastic stories and perform stirring dramas and tragedies.’ He held up a sheet of parchment. ‘These are the charges you must answer:


‘One: that you, David Hero, seduced Arkim Sallai’s daughter, Misha, betrothed of Garess Nard. How do you answer the charge?’


Hero could not quite stifle a grin, his white teeth flashing from between lips which refused to be pursed. ‘Seduced?’ he chuckled. ‘You mean when she invited me to stay the night in her garret room over her old man’s tavern?’


‘Guilty!’ snapped Leewas Nith, this time with an audible snort. ‘Two: that when Arkim Sallai and Garess Nard heard the girl’s cries of distress and came to her rescue –’


‘Her cries of distress?’ Hero was astounded. ‘Hers? They were my cries, not hers! Why, man, I’ll carry scars down my back for the rest of my dream-life. That girl has nails as long as –’


‘– Then that you knocked both of them down and broke Garess Nard’s jaw!’ finished the magistrate, his voice rising even as he rose sternly to his feet.


Hero gritted his teeth and slitted his eyes. ‘That Garess Nard,’ he growled. ‘The cowardly dog! Coming at a man with a hatchet like that. And me naked and weaponless and all … Well, almost!’


‘Guilty!’ cried Leewas Nith, leaning forward with his knuckles on the bench. ‘And if you make one more outburst I’ll have both of you thrown into a dungeon for a year!’


He turned his gaze upon Eldin the Wanderer and slowly sat down again. Eldin, sensing the magistrate’s eyes upon him, gave one last sob and looked up through red-rimmed, bloodshot eyes. ‘And you,’ said Leewas Nith, ‘you boozy barrel of a man. What of the charges against you?’


‘Charges?’ grunted Eldin disinterestedly, his almost volcanic rumble full of misery. ‘What charges? Damn it to hell, I’m a hero, I tell you! We both are. And anyway, I don’t remember a damned thing.’


‘Nor would you,’ answered Leewas Nith sharply, ‘if the charges are correct! Now hear them out in silence:


‘One: that you, Eldin the Wanderer, having put up at the tavern of Arkim Sallai – (a), drank for a week of the best wines and then refused to pay the bill. And (b), when the master of the house refused you more drink, broke into the cellar, barricaded yourself in and continued to drink. And (c), when finally you fell into a drunken stupor and were thrown forcibly out into the street, then that you set fire to the place, much to the distress of its proprietor and patrons who were obliged to flee while the tavern burned to the ground!


‘There were many witnesses to these crimes and they are not to be denied – Both you and Hero were later apprehended trying to leave town on a little-used caravan route disguised as priests of the Elder Gods, which is surely a rank outrage and a blasphemy in itself! Now what have you to say to all of this?’


Eldin wiped his eyes with his sleeve and glanced at Hero. He sniffled a little but then, as he noticed the corners of Hero’s mouth twitching into a barely suppressed grin, jutted his chin and frowned a black frown. Hero’s grin broadened until it became contagious. The two almost began to chuckle – before Hero managed to turn his choked laughter into a cough which he hid with the back of his hand. Eldin somehow followed suit, but only with great difficulty.


Finally the Wanderer turned his red eyes back up to the High Magistrate where he sat in judgment. ‘Can’t a man have a little fun in dreamland any more?’ he asked. ‘Home from the wars, as it were, and never a flag waved and no welcome mat to greet us? Why, if Celephais weren’t such a dead and alive den of dodderers you’d all have heard of us by now. Heroes, we are, and –’


‘And we have heard of you,’ Leewas Nith cut him short. ‘We’ve heard far too much of you! Now be still while I pass judgment.’


‘Judgment nothing!’ cried Hero. ‘I want to see Kuranes.’


Again a gasp of astonishment went up from the courtroom, and Hero glared at the richly robed spectators and city councillors and junior judges where they sat upon their tiers of oaken benches. He felt like some sort of gladiator in an arena, except that there was nothing here to fight. And what with these chains, well, fighting was impossible anyway.


‘Kuranes?’ said Leewas Nith, as if he were hearing things. ‘King Kuranes? He does not try common criminals.’


‘Not so much of the “common”, magistrate, if you don’t mind,’ Hero bridled.


‘And be careful who you call criminals,’ growled Eldin. ‘Are you deaf, man? We’re heroes! Kuranes could verify it easily enough. So could you, for that matter. A carrier pigeon to Ilek-Vad across the Twilight Sea … you’d know the facts of things by this time tomorrow. I tell you that less than a month ago I dined with Randolph Carter himself, in Ilek-Vad. They’re great friends, Carter and Kuranes, and I’m sure the king of Celephais wouldn’t see a couple of heroes such as we are falsely accused.’


Leewas Nith could control himself no longer. His wisdom remained – his natural kindness and understanding of the human condition, too – but his patience had been stretched to its very limits. ‘You are not falsely accused!’ he snapped. ‘And even if you were heroes, we couldn’t allow you to run rampant through the cities of dreamland. You must be punished.’


‘Punished?’ cried the two together.


‘Be quiet!’ roared Leewas Nith, and he gave a signal to four heavily muscled Pargan orderlies where they stood to the rear of the chained men. The black, golden-kilted orderlies moved closer to the pair, tripped them, forced them to their knees and held them there.


‘Be thankful Kuranes is not here,’ the High Magistrate told them. ‘Especially you, Eldin the Wanderer. King Kuranes loves his Celephais and would doubtless punish you fearfully for burning a piece of it down. Fortunately the tavern of Arkim Sallai was full of beetle and due for demolition, else I, too, would punish you most severely.


‘And you, David Hero,’ and he turned his gaze upon the younger man. ‘Or Hero of Dreams, as you are styled. You too may be thankful, for Garess Nard has agreed to wed Misha Sallai despite the ruin which your rapaciousness must otherwise visit upon her reputation. And so I shall be lenient with you also. But now I tire of all this and must therefore bring it to a close.’ He glared down upon them where they were obliged to kneel.


‘When you were caught leaving the city you were carrying a great deal of money in your purses. This despite your many debts. Well, the money was confiscated and will be used in part to cover Arkim Sallai’s unpaid bills. Moreover, there is sufficient to build him a new tavern; and so your crimes will have caused only a minimum of suffering. As for your yaks, your swords and fine clothes: they shall be auctioned off to pay compensation to Garess Nard for his broken jaw. Finally, Celephais is forbidden to you for a full year. You will be escorted to that same spot where you were apprehended and there set free – on foot! If you dare to return within a twelvemonth –’ he shrugged. ‘Then it’s the dungeons for both of you. That is all. I have spoken.’


‘What?’ howled Hero and Eldin in concert.


‘Take them away,’ said Leewas Nith to the Pargan orderlies. ‘Let my instructions be carried out to the letter.’


‘And are we to be sent into exile naked as babes?’ cried Hero.


‘Eh?’ murmured the High Magistrate, already heading toward an arched doorway in the wall of the courtroom behind his judge’s bench. He turned back for a moment to gaze at the two where they were being dragged away down an aisle under the steeply climbing tiers of seats. ‘No, no, not naked,’ he answered. ‘You will be given some clothes of good leather. Not so rich as the ones you wear now, no, but more in keeping with your … history?’ Finally he smiled a thin smile and wagged a finger at the pair. ‘A lesson to both of you – and be glad I am merciful!’




II


LIONS AS LAMBS


Eldin thumped the hard ground with an even harder fist and spat his frustration into the sand. ‘Merciful, the old windbag called himself,’ he said, digging Hero in the ribs. ‘Merciful, eh?’


‘Can’t you make a point without sticking your great fat elbow in me?’ Hero grumbled, rubbing his side. ‘Look, I’m just as unhappy as you are, but all said and done I reckon we got off light. I mean, we could be rotting in some dungeon right now.’


They lay side by side on their stomachs in a clump of long, spiky yellow grass, gazing through its fringes upon the distant spires of Celephais. The city was sprinkled with the lights of a thousand lanthorns now that night was descending; and long shadows, cast by the early crescent moon which stood almost clear of the hills to the north of the city, lay stark on the barren western desert.


The adventurers had been ‘obliged’ to take the old caravan trail out of Celephais, which was a perfectly acceptable route by yak but utter misery on foot. And it was forty miles to the nearest town. Two of those miles had been sufficient to decide the pair against the remaining thirty-eight. As Eldin rightly said: they might as well hang for lions as lambs. Not that they were lambs in any sense of the word; but in any case there were factors to be taken into account other than the blistering desert trek chosen for them by Leewas Nith.


For it was one thing to lose their fine clothes, presented to them by Ilek-Vad’s royal tailors – and even worse to be deprived of their yaks – but hardest of all to bear was the loss of their swords. Hero’s was a long, light, curved blade of Kled, of exquisite, expensive workmanship and perfectly suited to his hand. Eldin’s had been a heavy, straight sword forged in Inquanok, a two-handed blade by dreamland’s standards but easily wielded in one hand by this burly son of the waking world.


Moreover, there was something about Eldin’s sword, something which would not permit him to leave it in Celephais. It had been touched by the power of the First Ones, which made it very special in Eldin’s eyes. Not that the sword appeared to be any different now – it did not seem to have acquired any special powers – but still Eldin felt naked without it and knew no other weapon could ever take its place.


Yes, and there was yet another reason why they must go back. No one high-tailed Eldin the Wanderer and David Hero out of town; not even out of one of dreamland’s most beautiful and revered towns. They would yet leave their mark on Celephais. Even a small mark would be better than none at all.


Which was why, as evening came down, they had left the old caravan route and circled back toward the outskirts of the city. They had used whatever cover was available, and their leather clothing, against a background of brown desert and evening shadow, had effectively camouflaged them. Eldin’s short-sleeved jacket, shirt and trousers were all dull black, as were his boots, which had been his choice and much to his liking. Hero’s clothes were of a russet brown, including his short, hooded cape. Indeed the pair had been lucky to be offered garments so closely matching their habitual dress of old; so that other than their swordlessness, there was now nothing to tell them from the wandering adventurers they had been before reaping the rewards of their heroics in Ilek-Vad.


For however fantastic it had seemed (and despite one or two minor embellishments), Eldin’s tale in the court of Leewas Nith had been essentially true, and the pair had more than deserved their rewards. Now, however, penniless once more and outcast, it seemed they must turn again to thievery – at which they were very good – or else starve. And if they were to be thieves, where better to start than with their swords? For without weapons any future escapades seemed more than unlikely, to say nothing of downright dangerous. It may be a bad thing to be caught in flagrante delicto, but it is much worse to have to fight your way out with feet, fists and teeth alone!


‘Getting dark,’ Eldin grunted. ‘Time we were moving.’


Hero shook his head. ‘Uh-uh. Too many lights in the city. And we’re too well known there. No, we’ll give it another hour or so and let them settle down for the night before we move in. Luckily Ephar Phoog’s auction house is near the wharves. The area should be poorly lighted and dressed as we are we’ll be near invisible, a couple of ghosts. We should come out of it intact. Then we steal a small boat and put out to sea. After that –’ he shrugged. ‘We’ll just have to see which way Lady Luck points us.’


‘And we’ll leave something behind for the folks of Celephais to remember us by, eh?’


Hero looked at his too-eager friend in the dusk. ‘What would you suggest?’ he suspiciously asked.


‘Oh, I dunno,’ Eldin shrugged. ‘We could always put torch to Ephar Phoog’s auction house …’


Hero tut-tutted. ‘You know, I sometimes wonder about you, Eldin,’ he informed. ‘Ever since we burned Thalarion you’ve been dying to set things on fire. First a tavern and now an auction house. But no, I don’t think so,’ he shook his head disapprovingly. ‘No, I think the theft of a boat quite strong enough. Besides, Celephais is a lovely place. Arson isn’t our scene, old friend.’


Eldin fell silent for a minute, then grinned through his beard. ‘They accused the legless firebug of that,’ he offhandedly informed.


‘Eh? A legless firebug?’ Hero peered across the gloomy distance separating them from the city. ‘What did they accuse him of?’


‘Too much arson about!’ said Eldin with a chuckle.


Hero groaned and cast his eyes heavenward. ‘At a time like this? How in the name of all that’s dreamed can you tell such awful jokes when we’re –?’


‘Oh, don’t go on so,’ growled the older adventurer. ‘And anyway,’ he changed the subject, ‘I’m not so sure you’re right.’


‘Right about what?’ asked Hero.


‘About staying here for hours on end. I’ve got the cramps already. Listen, why don’t we make our way into the lee of Mount Aran there, and follow the ginkgo trees toward the sea? There’ll be no one under those trees tonight but lovers. Also, it’ll put us on that side of the city closest to Ephar Phoog’s auction house.’


Hero looked at Aran where the mountain showed its snowy cap. Mount Aran was one of those places, of which there were many in Earth’s dreamland, that defied Nature’s laws. No matter the season, there was always snow on Aran’s tall peak. ‘You’re pretty shrewd for all your bad jokes,’ Hero finally said.


‘Good!’ grunted Eldin, making to get up. But Hero grabbed his arm before he could stand.


‘Half an hour,’ said the younger man. ‘It’ll be dark enough then. We mustn’t jeopardise good planning for unnecessary haste.’


Eldin grudgingly grunted his agreement. ‘Oh, all right,’ he said. ‘But I still think we’re wasting time.’


‘Yes, well, better to waste a few minutes here than a year or so in some dungeon under Celephais.’


Eldin might have continued the argument had he not noticed the frown suddenly grown on Hero’s face and the way his eyes peered at the darkening sky far beyond the city’s silhouette of spires, turrets and minarets. ‘Ah! You’ve spotted them, have you?’ he asked instead.


‘Um? Those lights, d’you mean?’ said Hero. ‘What the devil are they?’


‘Lights in the sky,’ Eldin chuckled. ‘What else?’


‘Stars, d’you suppose? They’re pretty low in the sky for stars, and they seem to be … moving?’


Eldin sighed. ‘You’ve never been to Celephais before, have you? This was your first trip here – and you spent most of it looking after me, right?’


Hero nodded, never once taking his eyes from the bright points of light in the sky far beyond the city.


‘You know, lad,’ Eldin went on, ‘you really should pay more attention when I talk about the things I’ve done and the places I’ve seen. Don’t you remember when first we decided to come here, how I told you what I knew of Celephais? How Celephais had wonders other than the permanently snowy peak of Mount Aran?’


Hero turned his head to peer into his friend’s gloom-shadowed face and frowned in concentration. ‘Something about ships that sail into the sky?’ he hazarded.


Eldin sighed again, this time in resignation. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘we’ll start again at square one. Only this time listen:


‘Celephais lies in the Valley of Ooth-Nargai. Those hills over there, they’re the Tanarians, and the desert behind us is the Oon. Aran you already know; but you don’t know about the timelessness.’


‘Timelessness?’ repeated Hero.


Eldin nodded. ‘Time’s queer in the dreamlands, sure enough,’ he said, ‘but more so in Celephais. Things don’t age greatly here and the seasons don’t come around so often. That’s one of the reasons, I fancy, why there’s always snow on Aran. The whole place seems to resent, to resist change.


‘And it’s this timelessness and continuity that attracted Kuranes to Celephais. He was once a dreamer same as us, but he’s gone a ways since then. Still, he’s more a benevolent old oracle than a king proper, more a prophet than a power. He spends half his time here in Celephais, the rest of it in Serannian. Now Serannian, that’s a really fantastic place!’


‘That’s what you said about Celephais – before we got here and you started to hit the bottle,’ Hero grumbled. ‘Serannian,’ he tasted the word. ‘Isn’t that the mythical sky-floating city I’ve heard mention of somewhere?’


‘Right,’ said Eldin, ‘but it’s no myth, I promise you. I’ve never been there myself, mind you, but according to all the stories I’ve heard about it –’


‘I think it’s dark enough now,’ said Hero.


‘Damn me!’ Eldin grated. ‘Even now you haven’t been listening, have you?’


‘You can tell me later,’ Hero answered. ‘We can talk as we go – so long as we keep it quiet. Come on then, let’s head for the foot of the mountain. But go carefully whatever you do. Old Leewas Nith wasn’t joking when he tossed us out. If we’re caught again …’ And he let the sentence hang.


They cut across the scrub of the desert, moving as shadows, and as they went so Eldin spoke of this marvellous valley and the legends he remembered of it. By the time they reached Aran’s foot and climbed it to where the ginkgos waved their fanlike foliage in a light evening breeze, he was telling Hero of the city’s fabulous harbour.


‘It’s said,’ (he related), ‘that ships sailing out of the bay of Celephais cease to be governed by the law of gravity. The sea out there,’ and he nodded his head towards the rolling expanse of ocean beyond the city, ‘is a funny sort of sea. Normally when you look out to sea the horizon only seems to meet the sky. Here in Celephais it really does! That’s why most of the ships that sail from here are bound for Serannian.’


‘Oh?’ said Hero. ‘Well, that’s no damn good to us, is it? I mean what you’ve said makes Serannian virtually an island. If we end up on – or in – Serannian, it may not be the easiest thing in dreamland to get off again. It would be like leaping out of a frying pan into the fire!’


‘Not us,’ answered Eldin. ‘We’re not heading for Serannian. No, we’ll hug the coast and head east. It’s only if you make for the horizon that you sail into the sky. There’s a coast of clouds up there, piled up by the west wind, and that’s where Serannian is built of pink marble.’


Hero could not quite hide his snort of derision. ‘What? I mean, it’s bad enough asking me to believe in any sort of city in the sky without it being built of marble!’


‘The eidolon Lathi’s city Thalarion was built of paper,’ reminded Eldin.


‘Yes, it was,’ Hero agreed, ‘– on the ground!’


‘You know, I often wonder how I ever teamed up with you in the first place,’ said Eldin. ‘I can’t understand why you’re a dreamer at all. You’ve no imagination, my lad. There’s too much of the waking world in you for your own good. After all we’ve been through, can’t you get it into your head that things are different here? Vastly different. Time and space are different, and the laws of Nature and of Science.’


‘– And of Magic!’ Hero added.


‘Well, yes, that’s true enough,’ Eldin agreed. ‘Dream-magic has a certain amount of science in it, and dream-science has more than its share of magic. It’s difficult to tell one from the other, really. But anyway, there are mighty engines built into Serannian’s foundation. I’ve heard that they manufacture the ethereal stuff that keeps the city afloat on the air. Perhaps it’s this stuff – leaking off, so to speak – that comes drifting down to the sea and changes it. Maybe it forms the great wide river which the traders ride in their galleys from the horizon to the sky.’


‘Maybe,’ scowled Hero, a trifle sceptically – too sceptically for his older, more experienced companion.


‘Well, you just believe what you want to,’ Eldin snarled as his patience left him at last. ‘But remember: the next time you see lights in the sky, don’t ask me about them. Right?’




III


NIGHT-GAUNTS OVER DREAMLAND


The apparent animosity which existed between the pair meant nothing. Anyone who knew them (though admittedly their true friends could be numbered on two hands and still leave both thumbs and a few fingers to spare) would happily testify that their banter was very often bruising, and especially so on the eve of a grand adventure. It was a matter of nerves, of inner tensions, and on this particular occasion of Eldin’s slow emergence from long weeks of drunken misery.


First he had needed to recover from the loss of Aminza Anz, woken up from dreams on the very day when they were to be wed in Ilek-Vad, and now he must recover from the instrument of his recovery. A few days of enforced abstinence while awaiting trial had helped, and with luck the coming escapade might just complete the job. In short, Eldin was ‘drying out’.


As for Hero: he, too, had had a bad time of it. Quite apart from nursemaiding Eldin, what should have been for Hero a luxurious and elysian stay in Celephais had gone disastrously wrong. With their rich robes, money and fine yaks, the pair would have been well advised to play their highest cards – that is, to assume the roles of prosperous merchants and board in one of Celephais’ better inns. They had fallen prey to habit, however, and so had put up at the wormy tavern of Arkim Sallai in a less than savory quarter of the city.


There, in an atmosphere reminiscent of other sojourns in dreamland’s more earthy inns and taverns, and in the company of shifty characters with questionable backgrounds, they had quickly forgotten their recent and much-applauded heroics and reverted to type. With the almost inevitable result that they were what and where they were now: a pair of fugitives heading through the back streets of Celephais toward Ephar Phoog’s auction house … And also toward a new and no less fantastic adventure than their last, though they could hardly be expected to know that.


They spoke not at all as they moved parallel to the waterfront, traversing the city’s shadowed alleys with the supple, alert speed of great cats; and so covert their movements and silent, that a small party of pleasure-seekers which noisily passed them where they merged into the shadows of a shallow shop doorway failed even to suspect their presence. And so at last, completely unchallenged, they arrived at the rear of the auction house, where it was only a matter of moments before they had scaled the high, featureless wall into Ephar Phoog’s back yard.


Behind stacks of old chairs and tables and other items of household furniture they found a door with small-paned windows, and here Eldin employed a massive diamond ring (given him by Aminza Anz’s father and cleverly retained despite the loss of all else) swiftly to remove one of the near-opaque panes from its frame. Then: a ham-like hand inserted, the bolt drawn, and the auction house standing open to the cat-eyes of the pair where they entered to silently prowl its dusty rooms.


Since their swords were to be auctioned the very next day, they made straight for the auction room itself. Situated centrally in the great house – which was mercifully a warehouse as opposed to a dwellinghouse proper, so that Phoog had his home elsewhere in the city – they found the auction room with its tiers of seats; and here, secure in the knowledge that the light would not be seen from without, Eldin lit a taper.


It was a matter of moments then to find their trusty blades (or ‘rusty blades’, as Hero was wont to have it), and in the glow of the taper they admired the work which some retainer of Ephar Phoog, perhaps the auctioneer himself, had done on the weapons. For from tip to tail the swords had been cleaned, buffed and polished to a high reflectivity, until their razor-edged blades were bright as long, slender mirrors!


‘Good swords are rare in dreamland,’ Eldin breathed, breaking the long silence. ‘Phoog knows that, and he also knows fine blades when he sees them. These would have fetched a pretty penny, you can bet your life.’


‘Aye,’ whispered Hero in answer. ‘Well, I’m already betting my life – or at least a good part of it – just by being here. So let’s get these dear old friends belted on and hustle our backsides out of it, shall we?’


Eldin touched the tip of his nose with a finger and raised a bushy eyebrow. He winked. ‘Don’t be so eager to go,’ he told his younger companion. ‘The night is young, after all. You never know what we might find lying about in here if we look closely enough. For instance –’ And he pounced on a small crate of four dusty bottles. ‘Look at this!’


Hero took a square bottle from Eldin, blew the thick accumulation of dust and cobwebs from its squat shape and peered at the ancient label. He whistled.


‘Good stuff, is it?’ Eldin eagerly asked, licking his lips as he pushed a pair of bottles into his spacious pockets.


‘Good? It’s the best! Five hundred years old if it’s a day. A vintage of primal Sarkomand, by the look of it, and the wines of Sarkomand were known to improve by the century! Here, let me see that ticket on the crate.’ He ripped the lot card from its string fastenings and read it out loud:




‘“Found in the Hold of a strange


Derelict wrecked on Fang Rocks to


the West of the City of Celephais,


and claimed by Ephar Phoog whose


Retainers seized the Wreck.”





‘Well, well, well!’


‘Here,’ said Eldin, ‘give me that card.’ He took up a charcoal scribbler from the auctioneer’s bench and scrawled on the card’s reverse:




‘Found again in the Auction Rooms


of Ephar Phoog, by Eldin the Wanderer


and David Hero, who, since


they had more Need of it, also


seized it!’





A few minutes later, after satisfying themselves that there was little else small enough or valuable enough to interest them, the pair left Phoog’s premises, both of them chuckling at the thought of the auctioneer’s face the next day when he discovered he had been burgled and by whom. ‘And isn’t this better,’ asked Hero of Eldin, ‘than simply burning the place down?’


‘I suppose you’re right,’ said the older thief. ‘Certainly we’ll attract less attention this way. And all that remains now is our escape from the city …’


A pair of shadows once more, they made their way from the auction house to the marble-walled waterfront and quickly chose a vessel. It was a simple little craft, with a single mast folded down and a pair of oars dangling from oarlocks. A tarpaulin covered the prow and forward part of the boat and there was a full cask of water with a tap in the stern. Since they hardly expected to occupy the vessel for more than a night at most, this would seem to be provision enough.


They cast off and rowed quietly for the wall of mist that lay thick on the calm night sea less than one hundred yards from the wharf, but before they could reach it the tarpaulin in the prow was thrown back and a great black-bearded fisherman clasping an empty bottle emerged from a tangle of nets. ‘Huh? What? Who?’ gasped the disoriented man.
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