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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.







The Prologue to
The Black Star


It is written:




O, Solon, though many and mighty are the deeds recorded in our Sacred Writings, yet there is one which surpasses all the rest in magnitude and glory. For these histories relate of a time when the Atlantic Sea was navigable, and there was an Island before those straits which you call the Pillars of Hercules, an Island greater than Libya, from which you might pass to the other islands in the great Sea.


Now in this Island of Atlantis, a combination of kings was formed, a great and wonderful Empire which, with mighty power subdued the whole Island, together with many other islands, and besides they subjected to their dominion portions of the continent of Africa.


But in succeeding time, prodigious earthquakes and deluges occurred, and in a single night and a day the Island of Atlantis disappeared and was sunk beneath the Sea.


—PLATO: The Timaeus, 24.D


There lay in the deep off Libya, in the ocean beyond the Pillars of Hercules, an island of considerable size, distant from Libya a number of days’ voyage to the west. It was a fruitful and mountainous island, with a level plain of surpassing beauty.


… The most: civilized men among the inhabitants of those regions were the Atlantioi, who dwelt in a prosperous country and possessed great cities.


It was in this Island that mythology sets the Birthplace of the Immortal Gods.


—DIODORUS SICULUS: The Library of History,V.19


They became tall with pride. “We are the kings; we are the gods.” They took wives. They bred monsters. They built temples to the human body.


Then the Third Eye worked no longer.


They built huge cities. Of rare earths and metals they built. Out of the white stone and the black stone they cut images and worshiped them.


They built great images nine yatis high.


Inner fires had destroyed the fland of their fathers. The waters threatened them, the Fourth race.


The first great waters came. They swallowed the seven islands.


All holy were saved; the unholy, destroyed.


—THE BOOK OF DZYAN: stanzas 40-46.


The Island of Atlantis, which was of great magnitude and of even greater power, as Plato records, in one day and night was overwhelmed beneath the sea. The priests and prophets of the Egyptians preserve a tradition that the gods visited this doom upon the Atlanteans because they had turned from the worship of heaven to worship themselves, their bodies, their kings. But I have heard that they also committed the sin of black magic, wherefor the anger of the gods was brought down upon them, and all their splendid cities were destroyed and their wisdom perished.


—PHILO JUDAEUS, xxvi, quoting from the lost Meropis of Theopompus


The Dhyanis were not always good. Their king, Thevetata, was one … It was under the evil influence of this King-Demon that the Atlantis-race became a nation of wicked magicians.


—HELENA PETROVNA BLAVATSKY: The Secret Doctrine, Vol. II, p. 222





Here begins a tale of the Lost Continent, in the days before the Cataclysm, ere history was born.
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The Book of Diodric




No longer submitting to the wise rule of the Initiate emperors, the followers of the Black Arts rose in rebellion and set up a rival emperor, who, after much struggle and fighting, drove the White Emperor from his capital, the City of the Golden Gates, and established himself on his throne.


—W. SCOTT-ELLIOT: Atlantis and the Lost Lemuria (edition of 1954, P. 29)





i. On the Parapet


Sunset flamed crimson in the west, and the City of the Golden Gates, which was the sacred capital of High Atlantis, lay ravaged and burning, half in ruin, half deserted, all but helpless in the hand of its evil conqueror.


A young warrior named Diodric leaned wearily on the marble parapet of the imperial palace. He was exhausted from the long endless fury of battle, sick of blood, and near the limits of his endurance. Tears stung his eyes as he gazed out over the splendid panorama of the City, as he saw the empty palaces, the wreckage in the streets, the oily smoke of burning temples. He leaned his brow against his arms and felt the bitter tang of despair like brass on his tongue. Everything that was high and noble had perished from the world; only ugliness and the long decline of the world stretched from this point of time into the darkness of the future.


Because he was young and fierce-hearted and filled with impetuous hot emotion, he wept there as long shadows and the darkness of night gathered above the City like flocking vultures eager to feed on the corpses of the fallen. He wept as a child weeps: hoarse, gulping sobs racked his chest; shuddering tempests of emotion shook him from head to foot. The City was fallen … the Empire was ended … what use for him to hold onto life?


Should a Throne warrior outlive the Empire that had nurtured him?


The next wave of the onslaught would take the parapet and the half-deserted palace would be lost. This palace, the Great House, that was built on the most holy soil of all Atlantis, the Mount of Cleito at the heart of the City, would fall into the claws of the Dragon.


Why let some swarthy, snarling Dragon warrior take his life at spear point? The ancient heroes of the Atlanteans, when the hour of their death was upon them, had cut their warrior’s braid with the little holy knife worn ever above the heart, had sung their Death Song, and had let the slim sacred blade drink of their heart’s blood, and went down into the Kingdom of Darkness in the way of heroes.


With a swift impulsiveness, the boy Diodric snatched out the little sax-knife kissed it, and snatched at his braided hair. The first verses of his Death Song were almost upon his lips. He was not even of the Atlantean race—his yellow braid and clear blue eyes and the fairness of his skin would have told you that he was a child of the primitive Celts, could you have seen him there on the marble parapet. But his ancestors, carried off as slaves by the Atlanteans from the coasts of Thuria, had earned their freedom, and the texture of his mind and character were as Atlantean as if he wore the olive skin and black hair and dark oblique eyes of a Turanian.


Though no Atlantean by race, he could at least die like one. Sunset flashed scarlet on the slim orichalcum blade as he lifted the holy knife to sever his braid. He would sing his Song and sheath the little blade in his bold young heart and go down into the Kingdom of Darkness to dwell with the heroes of olden time.


But the motion was arrested. Suddenly a quavering, weak voice from the gathering shadows said: “Don’t do it, lad—don’t throw your life away. Live!”


ii. The Old Warrior, Dying


Diodric turned to look at the old gray-headed veteran at the next station. All that day they had fought together side by side and he did not even know the man’s name. The old warrior had taken a spear in the belly in the last wave, or the one before that. Diodric had assumed his unknown comrade was dead, slumped in the shadows of the wall. Now he turned, and almost absent-mindedly he slid the sax-knife into its sheath again and went to where the other lay.


He knelt down, took the water bottle from his belt, and set it against the old warrior’s lips. The other drank thirstily for a time, then shoved the bottle aside with a weak hand.


“Save the rest for yourself, boy,” he muttered. “I shall not thirst for long.”


“Is it bad?” the boy asked soberly. The old man grunted.


“To the death.” He looked up with keen, old eyes in a lean gaunt face to search the boy’s visage. The eyes lost their keenness and glazed and wandered. “Has night fallen yet?”


“Not yet, but night is near.”


The old man forced a weary laugh. “ ‘Not yet, but night is near,’ ” he repeated in a faint voice. He forced another laugh, and a trickle of red blood ran from the corner of his mouth to stain his beard. “Aye, night is near enough, boy … the Long Night itself, and no man living shall see the coming of the Dawn … Ah, well; I, at least, will not live to see Thelatha the Accursed squatting on the Throne of Atlantis. That’s something to be grateful for.”


He squinted up at Diodric’s pale, grimy face through the purple gloom. “Live, boy. You are young, life burns fierce within you. Why throw away another life, into the pit where so many thousands have fallen? Live, wed, sire strong sons to fight for the glories we have lost this day … ah, God Pazadon … Father Pazadon … how much we have lost this day!”


Diodric lifted the old man’s head upon his thigh and wet a corner of his scarf from the bottle to wipe the old man’s face. He wiped away the stain of blood, but with every gasping breath that racked the other’s bony frame, more scarlet spurted forth into the grizzled beard. The spear thrust had slanted into the old man’s gut, but it must have missed his vital organs. It was loss of blood that had drained his strength to the brink of death. For he lay in a spreading scarlet pool and his long legs were beslimed with gore.


The old man mumbled, staring with glazed, unseeing eyes at nothing. His mind seemed to wander for a time. He muttered disjointedly of old wars and vanished glories and of kings long since gone down to dust, kings that were but names to the young Celt, battles already dim and distant, glories that the future would forget.


Diodric knelt there patiently, holding the dying warrior. There was nothing that he could do to ease the old man’s passing; but no man should die all alone, and he knelt there to give what comfort his presence could give the dying warrior. At length the dying old man roused himself a little and squinted blearily up at Diodric’s smoke-stained face.


“That last wave almost took us, boy,” he wheezed, not seeming to notice the gory drops that dribbled into his beard with every breath he exhaled. Then he said, musingly, “They say the Emperor has already fled the City by a secret way.”


Diodric nodded somberly. “So I have heard. Captain Ergon made his round of the battlements after the last assault. He said the Emperor was safe with the Sacred Family and would take refuge in one of the loyal cities of the west.”


“Aye … aye … I have served him and his father, the Divine Metemphet, thirty years in this harness,”—his gnarled fingers plucked feebly at the steel breastplate he wore, stroking the Sun emblem worked thereon—“even as my father served his father, Amsham the Glorious, in days gone by. They say that the Empress is safe, too?”


Diodric nodded. “The Lord Pnomphis and the Royal Lady escaped together into the west; doubtless the Emperor will raise an army and return to take the City.”


The old man cackled, then sighed. “Not in your time, boy, and not in mine. The Emperor will live and die in exile … and the Long Night cometh down over all this land … poor Lady! Her babe will be born beside some rough road, rather than in the God Chamber.”


Diodric said nothing. It was known that the wife of Pnomphis the White Emperor was with child and near the time of her delivery. But now the old man’s mind was wandering again.


“Thirty years … many battles, aye, and honors, too … the Lord Metemphet, you know, could name me at sight … ‘I see Shemosh is in the ranks,’ he would say, reviewing the Throne Legion before a battle, ‘that means we shall have victory, my Lords!’ I heard him say it, many the time.”


Then the light went out of his eyes and his soul went down into the Kingdom of Darkness to dwell in the cold halls of the restless dead.


He had met death with a comrade at his side.


iii. “Flee, You Young Fool!”


Diodric washed the dead face clean with fresh water and a bit of rag, and laid the corpse out straight, closing the gnarled old hands over the hilt of his sword, which he set upon the dead man’s chest. Then, wearily, he got to his feet and strode back to his post. Odd that the Dragons had not attacked the walls before this.


For seven long days and flaming nights the battle had raged about the City of the Golden Gates. Upon word of the approach of the Demon King and his host of savage Dragon warriors, the White Emperor had summoned his nephew, King Thion of Meropis, and the King of Kernê, and Zophtus, a third tributary king. They had come with all their hosts, but courage alone could not prevail before the withering blasts of magic Thelatha hurled up against them. The legions of three cities had gone down before the Dragon like ripe wheat before the scythe.


But the City itself held firm against Thelatha. The Throne Legion held it, and made the Dragon warriors pay dearly for every foot of space they were forced to yield up. Ring by ring, wall by wall, zone by zone, canal by canal, they were driven back. At last the Outer City had fallen before the magical weapon wherewith the Dragon warriors were armed: the Black Fire it was called, and it cast a weird dark flame that burned stone, metal, and flesh, and the fires thereof could not be extinguished with water. Indeed, to this hour, oily smoke rose from the wreckage of mansion, palace, temple, and forum in the City beyond, where uncanny flames yet smouldered: flame that was dark as any shadow, and threw off not heat but cold.


The clank of metal against stone, loud in the stillness of twilight which was broken only by the distant rustle of flames and faint cries from the deserted City, made Diodric turn, snatching up his great spear.


But it was only the captain, Ergon. Pale of fate, his plumed helm gone, his cloak of Imperial scarlet in rags, the officer emerged from the gloom. His cold eyes took in the corpse of old Shemosh where Diodric had laid the body, and his pale face was suddenly drawn and bitter. There were weary lines about his eyes.


“Still here, lad?” he said in a clipped voice. “The cohort guarding the south parapet has gone down into the City, hoping to make Meropis Gate and escape before the City is invested in force.”


“What of my cohort, lord?” asked the youth. The officer shrugged.


“Dead, most of ’em. The last wave all but took the wall; the next one will, for certain. You may as well try to save yourself.”


Save yourself.


Diodric touched the hilt of the holy knife at his breast, remembering. Almost had he cut his braid, sung his Death Song. But the other man, the dying man, had saved him from the impulsive act his fierce, impetuous mood of the moment had almost begun. Now the moment was past, his mood had changed. Suddenly he wanted very much to live: the feel of the evening breeze against his sweating, grimy face was tonic; the young vigor in his loins, the young strength in his thews, cried out against extinction.


“I should rather stay and defend my—”


The captain laughed harshly, almost mockingly. “Defend what, boy? A deserted City—an empty palace? We have abandoned the City to the enemy; all have fled the Great House save a few slaves, a few looters!”


The officer’s shoulders slumped. He looked suddenly very weary and his eyes went dull. “All is lost here. Go, boy, while you can. Perchance you can join the Emperor in the west. He will be raising troops against the Dragon. He will come back someday, to wrest the City from the conqueror. He can use that strong young arm of yours.” He looked up, seeing the indecision in the boy’s face. His cold bitter expression softened.


“You look like a lettered youth of decent family. Have you ever read Kemthon the philosopher? He has a counsel: ‘Never can you be certain that your life may not someday be valuable to another.’ Those are wise words.”


There was thoughtful melancholy in the older man’s voice; then despair and helpless fury twisted his mouth, and he raged savagely: “Flee, you young fool! I have dead men enough on my conscience!”


And he was gone. Diodric stood and watched the tall, spare figure as it receded down the parapet, steel greaves ringing at every step.


As he strode away, the captain held his back as stiff and straight as if he were on parade.


Watching the proud, lonely officer making his round of guard posts now deserted by fleeing men or held only by corpses, the boy felt that he watched the greatness of High Atlantis receding down dim vistas of time into the forgotten past.


iv. The Assassins


Some little while later a faint cry caught his attention. He looked and saw a running girl emerge from the thick gloom of the colonnade that rose from this level to support the parapet of the next tier of the mighty pyramidlike palace.


She was no kitchen drab, from her fine blue gown. Some woman of the court left behind when the Imperial party made hasty exodus from the doomed City of the Golden Gates. As she ran she hugged a bundle of clothing against her breast; perhaps she had lingered too long in completing some last duty or in gathering her possessions together, and had not been able to join the main body of courtiers when they fled. He wondered why she had cried out. She was too distant for him to see anything but the blue length of her gown and the pale blur of her face.


Then he saw the men that were on her heels.


There were two of them, dark figures, their faces hidden behind black cowls and scarves drawn up over their noses. They ran after her on silent feet, like hounds after a fleeing deer. And like hounds they caught up with her and dragged her down.


He left his great iron-shod spear where he had leaned it against the parapet, and ran across the open plaza of the tier, whipping his sword clear of its scabbard with a rasping of steel against leather. Blue eyes burning with wrath, he hurled himself to the defense of the helpless woman.


For a swift flashing moment the words of the old philosopher whom Captain Ergon had quoted returned to his thoughts. Never can you be certain that your life may not someday be valuable to another. Then thought vanished and fighting fury rose as he flung himself upon the masked men.


They had caught the woman and dragged her down, and one now stood astride her body, tearing at the bundle she clasped to her breast. Diodric assumed without conscious thought that they were looters and that their motive in seizing the lady was simple lust. Rape and plunder follow the fall of a city; they are natural consequences of conquest, but nonetheless despicable.


He seized one man by the shoulder and dragged him half around. He caught one flash of venomous glaring eyes above the black kerchief masking the rest of the man’s face. He drove the sword into the man’s belly and ripped it out—whirling to meet the attack of the second masked man, who had cried out a certain Name and flung himself upon Diodric with a long dagger clenched in one swarthy fist.


Diodric caught the blade on his steel cuirass, where it broke. His dripping sword swung, splattering the air with scarlet droplets, biting deep into the man’s side. He coughed a gout of blood, sagged over and fell to the stone pavement and lay sprawled in the tangle of his cloak, like the black shadow cast by some ungainly and immense bird.


The young warrior stooped, wiping his blade clean on the bedraggled black cloak. Then he froze as the implications of the involuntary cry his attack had wrung from the lips of the first masked man came home to him. The Name of the Dark Power the legions of the Dragon worshiped was not unknown to him. It was not a Name to be spoken aloud. And Diodric recoiled from the sprawled corpse as a man draws back in loathing from a serpent in his path.


These were no looters, but spies of the enemy!


He turned to the fallen woman who lay sobbing for breath on the cold pavement. And when she lifted to him a young face, pale and exquisite, with soft, full lips warm and ripe, and when he looked into eyes that were gray, immense, luminous, and fringed with thick black lashes like dark shadows in her tear-stained face, he was suddenly glad he had not sung his Death Song yet.


v. Niane


“Are you hurt, mistress?” he asked. He knew her at a glance: the Lady Niane, one of the Queen’s women. He had seen her at court many times, but always at a distance. She shook her head, and her great eyes slid from him to the obscene, sprawled corpses. She shuddered convulsively.


“No—not hurt,” she gasped.


He bent and helped her to her feet, reaching for her bundle. She snatched her belongings from his hand, clasped them to her small young breasts, but let him assist her to rise.


“All this—death.”


He nodded, his young face serious, and cleared his throat uncertainly. Diodric was not at his ease with women of high station: he could not make idle conversation easily, as did the glib young lordlings of the court. Not that he was in awe of her station, although hers was an ancient and noble House. He was himself sprung from a fine old House, one that had risen from slavery to nobility through distinguished service to the Empire. Now was it fallen upon evil days and its fortunes impoverished, hence his lowly position. He was entitled to a place in the Throne Legion, where membership was reserved to armigerous families; but it takes wealth and high position and influence to rise to anything higher than a captaincy; and these he lacked, hence his rank as a mere spearsman.


To break the uncomfortable silence, he blurted a question.


“How is it that you did not flee with the court, my lady? Did not the Queen and all her suite depart in one body?”


Lady Niane nodded wanly. She seemed distracted, staring down at the corpses. She did not at once answer, but he knew how shocking it must have been to a maiden of gentle birth—to be hunted through the echoing halls by masked and leering assassins. For he presumed any agents of Thelatha now in the palace must be spies or assassins. But this raised a small puzzle: Spies of the Dragon who had somehow infiltrated the Great House before it was taken must have been sent upon urgent and momentous missions. Why would they turn from these simply to sate their lusts by attempting to rape a lost and helpless girl? It was rather odd. But now she spoke falteringly.


“Yes, Throne warrior, but I was in a remote sector of the Great House when the Emperor reached his decision to ab—” she swallowed “—to abandon the Sacred Mountain! I could not join the ladies in time.”


“That is regrettable; I fear for your safety, although I shall stay with you to defend you as best I can. We must depart from the Mount as swiftly as possible. Do you know of an exit?”


She put one slim hand against her throat. Abstractly, he noticed it was a lovely, soft hand with slender fingers. And the throat, too, was slim and beautiful. He thrust such thoughts from him fiercely: this was no time to indulge in romantic thoughts.


“I … no,” she said faintly. “I tried to rejoin the ladies, but could not make my way to them in time. Now I find myself in a sector of the palace unfamiliar to me—surely you must know it, warrior?”


He shook his head, blond locks tousling.


“Not I, lady! This portion of the Great House is unknown to me as well. Well, then, we shall have to search for a way out as best we can. May I carry your bundle?”


She retreated against the pillar, and her face went: pallid as the marble. It was as if he had sought to molest her person: and her reaction was curious, although he had little time to think of it now. Later, he would remember that involuntary shrinking back from his hand, and how she clutched the bundle against her breasts as if to protect it from him.


“No, I … it is not heavy.”


“Very well,” he said coldly, his tanned face stiff. Naturally, he misunderstood her withdrawal. In such conditions—the Empire breaking up, the world collapsing about them—a warrior deserting his post, a lost girl … some might have seized the opportunity to ravish a pretty body, like the two human beasts he had cut down. Surely, the maiden was lovely enough, slim and tall, with shallow, sweet breasts and long, supple legs, pale, sweet oval of calm face, shadowy, great eyes, long hair like a banner of black silk. She could have been no older than sixteen. And he had been long without a woman.
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