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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.







INTRODUCTION:


Of Thane of The Two Swords and the Time Wizards of Aea


“It is written in the Eternal Scripture that one should come to whom the Tower would yield her secret. For untold billions of years hath the Tower guarded her Mystery, aye, since that the Children of Aea set forth from this Galaxy and returned to that place from whence they came in the Beginning, even to that strange region called The Fire Mist which lieth beyond the Universe of Stars.


“Throughout the six thousand years the mighty Carina Empire ruled the star worlds, the Time Priests waited and watched for his coming, and worshiped the Children of the Fire Mist, but lo! the man came not, and still the Tower stood and held her Mystery.


“And the Empire fell before the Star Rovers, and in the fullness of time, the Star Rovers fell before the wisdom of the White Adepts of Parlion, and lo! the man came not. And, in their despair, the Time Priests said the Scripture lied and the hero of the Quest should never come, and even that the Tower Beyond Time was but a thing of fable.


“But there was in that ninth century of the Interregnum, ere yet the New Empire arose to take the place of the Old that was fallen, a man they were wont to call Thane of the Two Swords. A man of blood and steel was this Thane, a man of strange power strangely got, and for whom an even stranger Destiny was reserved …”


—THE IRON BOOK OF AANTHOR




1. CITY OF A THOUSAND GODS


IT WAS THANE who crossed the abyss of the ages and stood on the very brink of Eternity … who found the secret of the Time Treasure … who saw, and laughed, and came back sane from that place beyond the Universe where no man had ever been before him, and where none should ever come again.


This was the ending. But the beginning was in the city of Zotheera on the planet Daikoon …


He came striding into many-templed Zotheera at that hour the Daikoona call The Death of Suns. As he strode through the Dragon Gate, the Three Suns were sinking one by one on the horizon in a blaze of golden flame.


Tall he was, and grim of face; naked, but for a loin cloth of scarlet silk, a leathern harness of belted straps set with square studs of bronze, and a vast blue cloak that swung from broad, bare shoulders. His hair poured over his brawny shoulders like a crimson flood. It was red: not rust or bronze or gold, but—red—an arterial crimson metallic in luster and startling to behold. From this you might have known him for a son of Zha the Jungle Planet, for only the Zhayana have such hair. Their world is rich in crystalloid mercuric sulphide, from which Alchemists derive cinnabar, and this substance permeates the soil, and the fruit of that soil, and forms a harmless residue in the bodies of the Zha-born, lending their hair that hue.


His body was that of a gladiator, or a god, magnificent in its manhood and virile strength, like the gold statue of Lionus the Hero which stands in Argion, the Trader’s World, in far Orion. It was burnt a golden bronze, seared by the fierce lambda-radiation of Deep Space which penetrates every energy shield yet devised by man, and tanned by the mingled radiance of a hundred suns whose far-flung worlds had felt his tread. Lithe and tigerish he was, this Thane of the Two Swords, with eyes of cold metallic grey, like broken steel. Men stepped from his path, as they noted the grim set of his clean-shaven jaw, and the way his eyes prowled restless and roving, and how his great scarred hands brushed easy near his bare flanks, a split-second from the twin sword pommels. They knew by instinct this was a warrior whose hair-trigger reflexes could explode into a fury of slashing steel, and they shrunk aside to let him stride by.


Never before had Thane seen Zotheera, yet nothing he saw moved him, and though much was strange, he saw naught to fear. He had drunk the heady wine of adventure from a thousand cups on a hundred weird worlds ere now … as poet, gladiator, warrior with sword for hire, thief with a price on his head, corsair who had led wild hordes to ravage and loot rich planet ports, or wandering adventurer driven by strange thirsts to seek danger in all its thousand forms and faces.


Like one fleeing from some enormous and irreparable crime, or one seeking relief in far exotic places from the intolerable burden of lost, unforgotten love, he roamed and roved the great black spaces between the stars. In the whispering, wine-scented forests of Valthomé he had hunted the fearsome Man-Spiders with but a spear. Masked in a globe of crystal that he might breathe, he had dared the purple seas of Yaoth and visited the sea bottom cities builded of pink coral. He had hunted the Pharvisian snow tiger in the glacier-bound hills of that far world where men drink blood and swear by Silence. He had sought black pearls on the green-sanded beaches of Pelizon, where men have three eyes and fight with little ebony rods. He had ventured even into the Black Drift between the galactic arms, to dim Clesh, the world where witches rule, and where captive monsters of living stone hew from scented wood the idols of the Chaos Lords. Much had he seen, far had he wandered, and from all had he taken a certain something into himself. And there was about him an aura of strangeness and power, as some frightening and exotic fragrance which clung to him in his lone passage through strange worlds amid even stranger men.


The lean, swarthy men of Zotheera eyed him curiously as he strode past, his fiery thatch burning in the golden suns’ setting. Oblique eyes followed him speculatively, gleaming from the shadows of hooded cloaks. Men of many worlds they knew, for Daikoon the Desert World is famous for her rubies, as for her gods. Hither come men from all the Near Stars, Spica V where men have purple skin and white eyes, many-gardened Athnolan and Delaquoth the Dream-world, peaceful Onaldus of the blue hills and yellow skies, Scather and Mindanell and dim Valdorm, Azmeryl and Besht and Harza of the Thousand Lakes. But the Desert Warriors who watched him pass had never seen another like this tall blue-cloaked swordsman, and they watched and wondered …


Zotheera is a city of many gods. All about Thane as he stalked through the crowded ways rose temples and shrines to all the thousand gods of space—Zargon the Measurer, the Lord of Punishment and Reward, and Thaxis of the Battles, Onolk the Spacegod, Maryash the Protector and Shalakh the Lord of Fortune. There beyond the Athquom Square rose the dark house of Malasquor of the Eleven Scarlet Hells, and there beyond, its spires gilt with the suns’ setting, rose the temple of bearded Arnam and the goddess Sindhi.


But Thane of Zha had not come here to worship.


He strode through the city, his great blue cloak belling wide from swinging shoulders. Down the Street of the Brass Workers and the Avenue of the Red Witch; through the Semmelak Quarter where dusky silent men carve opals and worship cats, and into the Street of the God makers, where yellow men with shaven heads paused to watch him pass, ceasing from their work of hewing idols from blocks of that blood red alabaster the Tigermen of Bartosca mine from the Red Hills in the Land of Fire.


They wondered who he was, and what strange Doom drove him on, and whispers rose in his wake …


On the street of the Wine Sellers he entered an inn called The House of Thirteen Pleasures. He shouldered through the crowd into the smoky hall and took a table at the rear. The host, a fat, plum purple Spican brought him a flask of that rich ale they brew on Netharna. But Thane poured out the liquid on the sawdust-strewn floor and crushed the bronze bottle between the fingers of one hand into a rough ball of solid metal.


“I will drink the green wine of Bellerophon,” he said softly, and the Spican stared with wide white eyes at the hand that had crushed a metal vase as another might crumple a sheet of parchment, and he brought quickly green wine in a pitcher of cut garnet. All the men stared at him, taking in the cold steel eyes and long golden body of this man, all gliding sinews and ropes and cables of sleek muscle woven over massive bones, and they kept clear of his table.


So Thane sprawled out and drank the icy, mint wine and watched the dancing girls. There were three of these, and they were girl-shaped, but Thane had walked a hundred worlds and knew them for Pseudowomen from Shuuth, and turned his attention from their voluptuous posturings and undulations.


Along the far wall of this Inn stretched a row of curtained booths. From one of these a strong white hand reached from behind hangings of violet cloth and a red stone on the forefinger of this hand, set in a band of curious green metal, flashed and winked as the finger pointed at Thane’s back.


Thane, who saw nothing of this, drank his wine and wiped his lips with a scarf of golden silk he drew from a pocket pouch. Then he casually draped the scarf over his right hand where it lay idly on the table.


There was a man who stood along the marble-topped bar in the front of the Inn, among a crowd of spacemen from the nearby field, a man who constantly but without so-seeming watched that booth with the drawn curtain. He saw the white hand gesture, paid his tally, and detached himself from the throng. He strode to where Thane sat toying with the golden scarf and drinking his mint wine. Making as if to pass Thane’s table, he stumbled—or seemed to stumble—over Thane’s outstretched leg. Cursing vividly, the man stopped and spat on the floor between the Zhayan’s spread feet.


“You slime-born jungle scum—pull in those feet or I’ll hew them off and feed them to you—you stinking spawn of Hell’s ninth scarlet pit—”


With eyes like chips of steel, Thane idly looked him up and down. The bravo had shoulders like an Ormisian wrestler, with the shaven pate and lobeless ears of a Chadorian nerve killer. And venomous little green eyes that flared in a tough, cold face whose nose had been broken and set badly and broken again until it was an ugly lump of cartilage.


But Thane said nothing. He smiled.


The room was suddenly quiet as a tomb. Men cleared away from the nearer tables. Tension gathered in the air, like the electric still before a storm.


The Chadorian pulled out an ugly Sirian hook sword and held it lightly in one massive hand corded and glassy with scar tissue. He sneered, thin lips peeling back from rotting teeth whose green color spelled an habituate of the Deathflower drug. Thane smiled, but did not move.


Puzzled that Thane did not rise, the Chadorian laughed: “Your girl’s face under that pretty red hair looks familiar, golden boy! I think I knew your mother—wasn’t she a temple slut at Ydorna’s house in the Thieves’ Quarter? Seems to me I bedded her once for a few coppers, and got the pox rot …”


Smiling gently, Thane reached over and slowly drew the golden scarf away from his right hand.


It held a laser pistol whose snout was like a cold blue eye staring directly at the Chadorian’s belly.


Neither spoke or moved. The bravo went grey to the lips. He sagged, as if every drop of manhood was suddenly drained from him, and he was left weak as wax. There went through the room a susurration of indrawn breaths.


“I … look, buddy…” the Chadorian started to say with numb lips.


Thane fired.


A needle of electric-blue fire, intolerably brilliant, speared from the gun and struck the yard long Sirian hook sword near the hilt. Steel flushed dull red—then muddy yellow—then incandescently white. The sword bent, splattering the floor with smoking droplets of liquid fire, and the blade fell away like a white candle caught in the heart of a furnace.


The Chadorian screeched as a fiery spray of molten metal seared and blistered his hand. He shook the red hot hilt loose from his hand and it fell away, together with some bits of burned skin. He clutched, with his unharmed left hand, the wrist of his hideously burned right hand, and moaned from the unendurable pain. The metal tang of the hilt, coated only with a wrapping of leather thongs, had seared through leather and flesh, burning him to the bone. The pain was more intense than seemed possible.


Thane snapped off the droning laser beam and put the pistol down on the table. Then, with a lithe and lazy movement, he rose to his feet, unbuckling his swordbelt with a careless hand and leaving the clutter behind him on the table he stepped out before the moaning Chadorian and hit him twice in as many seconds.


The first blow went straight into the Chadorian’s solar plexus—Thane’s balled fist sank like a hammer blow into the very pit of the man’s stomach, sinking in almost to the wrist. It was a terrible, crippling blow. The air whooshed from the Chadorian’s lungs—his face purpled—and he folded at the middle.


The second blow was an uppercut. It rose from the level of Thane’s knees—driven by the steely thews of his thighs, back, shoulders and superbly muscled arms, with every atom of strength at his command.


It caught the Chadorian on the point of his chin as he sagged, doubled over from the belly blow. It snapped him erect, actually lifting him a couple of inches off his feet. He went flying backward and came down, shattering a table into kindling … to stretch his six feet out on the sawdust-strewn floor. His jaw was broken in two places and he was missing four teeth. He lay there, unconscious, limp as a dead thing, scarlet blood dribbling from his crushed mouth filled with broken teeth.


As a couple of men hauled him off the floor and dragged the limp Chadorian from the Inn, Thane quietly took his seat, retrieving his swordbelt and slipping the deadly little laser pistol back in his pouch. He poured out another cup of chilled mint wine from the garnet flacon.


“Would you like to earn a hundred thousand pieces of gold?” asked a small, shriveled, sly-eyed man with butter yellow skin who slipped into a chair facing him.




2. SEVEN GOLD DRAGONS


THANE LOOKED AT HIM. Small, dwarfed, his buttery flesh tight-stretched over a bald skull, shrunken and withered with ten thousand little wrinkles, and slitted eyes of the color of black emeralds. There was about the little man something reptilian and repellant.


“Tell your Master in the third booth from the left,” he said in a calm, level voice, “that I am neither to be intimidated by brute force nor bought by gold. And go away—you smell of Yoth Zembis and I dislike sorcerors.”


That jarred the sly-eyed little enchanter like a slap in the teeth. His dull mineral eyes went blank for a moment as he sought for a reply.


The only thing he could think of was: “Two hundred thousand pieces—?”


Thane grinned. It was not a smile of humor, but a wolfish baring of white teeth.


“Not for two hundred million,” he said. “I am not for sale, although I doubt your Master will believe it. From the looks of you and the flat-nosed Chadorian bully boy who is also on his payroll, I doubt your Master has ever met anything but prostitutes. Now get away from me: I step on snakes.”


The slitted eyes flashed with venomous fires.


“You must learn to address your betters in more gentle terms” the dwarfed enchanter hissed. “And I am not impressed by mere muscle any more than are you. Ere you could touch me, I could slay you where you sit in any one of thirty ways—all unpleasant.”


Thane laughed.


“Oh, I doubt not you have your fangs! But there are more ways than ‘mere muscle’ to crush a snake—and I am not impressed by a dried-up renegade from the Third Circle of Goetia who has broken his vows and fled from the vengeance of his own Priesthood!”


That staggered the venomous old enchanter! He gasped at the ease with which this strange man read him.


“You—”


Thane, who took delight in acting contrary to the expectations of others, and who had long ago determined to go his own way despite whatever forms of coercion or threat or bribery were used to divert him, continued in a quiet, mocking tone of voice whose every single word was calculated to shatter the impassive Buddhalike mask of calm indifference that faced him across the table.


“Tell me,” he inquired in a casual, conversational way, “how does it feel to have broken vows sworn on blood and flesh before the Iron Heart of Khali-Zora-matoth the Lord of Chaos? Do you not fear Phul and Hagith and Oeh the Spirit of the Sun? Do your night dreams not echo with terrible visions of the Scarlet Lake or the Black Eye of Ygg that reads what is written on the heart of each man? Do you not quail in terror from the Pentacle of Lead and do not the grim names of Aratron and Bethor and Cassiel ring in your ears …?”


Color drained from the old enchanter’s face, leaving a sickly greenish white. His eyes bugged wide in sheer horror and with one palsied and clawlike hand he drew a Sign in midair between himself and Thane. It glowed faintly and hung motionless as a whorl of vapor. Thane spilled a drop of wine on the table-top and traced a countersigil with his fingertip. It hissed and bubbled, snapping with blue sparks.
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