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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.







Chapter I


ALIEN DREAM


It seemed to Eric Nelson that a strange voice spoke in his mind as he lay in drink-drugged sleep, here in the squalid inn of a Chinese frontier village.


“Shall I kill, little sister?”


The voice was mental, not physical. His brain recorded it, not through his ears but directly.


And it was not human. There was an alien quality in its vibration that set even his dreaming mind bristling.


“No, Tark! You were to watch, not to kill! Not—yet!”


To Nelson the answering mental voice seemed human enough. But though it lacked the uncannily alien quality of the first, it was chill, silvery, merciless.


He knew that he was dreaming. He knew that he lay here in the battle-wrecked frontier village of Yen Shi, that he had drunk too much to forget the doom that stared him and his companions in the face, that fatigue and too much liquor were doing this to him.


Yet it was creepily real, this swift, urgent dialogue of voices that only his mind could hear. And again his nerves crawled at the non-human strangeness of the first voice.


“They should all die now, little sister! For he even now seeks them out, to hire them as our foes! Ei has brought me word!”


“Tark, no! Watch only till I order—”


Nerve-tension snapped and Eric Nelson found himself scrambling up from his blankets, staring wildly around the dark room.


A black flying shadow leaped for the open window and was gone as his blurred eyes focused—a shadow that was not human!


With a strangled exclamation, Nelson lurched to the window, plucking the heavy pistol from his belt.


Great wings flapped suddenly out there in the night, rapidly receding. He leveled the pistol but he could see nothing, and after a moment there were no more sounds.


Eric Nelson stood bewildered, his skin still creeping from the uncanny terror of the experience. His brain was fogged by sleep and by the sick aftertaste of the previous night’s drinking.


Gradually his bristling nerves quieted. There was nothing out there in the dark—nothing but the few blinking lights of the wretched mud village, cowering underneath the silent stars, close beside the black wall of the great mountains that shouldered all the way to Tibet.”


Dawn was coming. Nelson holstered his gun and ran his hands heavily over his unshaven face. Waves of pain surged up through his eyeballs as he turned from the window.


“Too much to drink,” he muttered. “No wonder I’m hearing—and seeing—things.”


He made a deliberate effort to thrust down the uncanny strangeness of his experience, to forget it. But he couldn’t, quite.


It was not the mere fact of the voices that was so weird. The brain heard strange things in dreams. It was the alien, somehow husky quality of that first voice that still shook him.


Nelson lit a clay oil-lamp. Its flickering rays and the growing light of dawn showed nothing unusual in the bare, squalid little room. He put on his uniform-jacket and went through a door into the common-room of the deserted inn. Three of his four fellow-officers were in the room.


Two of them, the big Dutchman, Piet Van Voss, and Lefty Wister, the spidery little Cockney, were snoring in their bunks.


Nick Sloan, the third, stood shaving in front of a tiny steel mirror, his big body easily balanced on firm-set feet, his flat, hard brown face looking coolly over his shoulder at Nelson.


“I heard you yell in there,” Sloan said. “Bad dream?”


Eric Nelson hesitated. “I don’t know. There was something in the room. A shadow—”


“I’m not surprised,” Sloan drawled unsympathetically. “You were pretty stiff last night.”


Nelson was suddenly resentfully aware of the contrast of his disheveled figure and tumbled blond hair with Sloan’s competent neatness.


“Yes, I was drunk last night,” he said harshly. “And I’ll be drunk again tonight and tomorrow night also.”


A patient voice sighed from the doorway. “Not tomorrow night, Captain Nelson. No.”


Nelson turned. It was Li Kin who stood in the doorway. He made an absurd figure, his scrawny little body swathed in a major’s uniform far too big for him. His gentle, fine-planed face was sagging with weariness and behind his thick-lensed spectacles his black eyes held sadness.


“A full column of the Chinese Red Army is on its way here from Nun-Yan,” he said. “It will be here by tomorrow noon.”


Nick Sloan’s tawny eyes narrowed slightly. “That’s pretty fast action. But it’s only what we expected.”


Yes, Eric Nelson thought heavily. It was only what they had expected.


They five had been staff officers for Yu Chi, a onetime minor warlord in the old China who had fled the country when the Communists took over. For years, Yu Chi had made his base in the no-man’s-land of wild mountains that thrust up like a fist between China, Burma and Tibet, a region where boundaries and sovereignties were shadowy things. Every so often the old warlord, posing as a liberator, had made a foray which pretended to be a guerrilla action against the Reds but which was really a looting raid.


Of the five of them, Li Kin was the only one with any patriotic motives. The others were frankly mercenaries, picking up whatever they could in the troubles of southeast Asia. Nelson had been such a mercenary for ten years, ever since the Korean War ended and he decided that he liked adventure too much to go home. Nick Sloan had been in Asia nearly as long. Van Voss and the little Cockney were fugitive criminals, but tough fighting-men.


But now the five were at the end of their rope. Yu Chi had gone on one “liberation” raid too many, and had walked into a tiger-trap of Red troops here. They had won the battle, and the town. But Yu Chi was dead, his motley army had broken up, and when Communist reinforcements reached the village, there would be short shrift for five mercenaries.


“We’ve got to get out of here by tomorrow morning or we’re cooked,” Nick Sloan said curtly.


Lefty Wister had awakened and stood, a cigarette drooping laxly from his thin lips. Van Voss was stretching hugely in his bunk, scratching his enormous paunch as he listened.


“Where can we go without running into the bloody Red troops?” whined the little Cockney.


Nelson shrugged. “North, east and south we’d walk right into their hands. West there’s only the Kunlun Mountains, and without a guide we’d merely dodge around in there until the tribesmen got us.”


Li Kin raised his tired head. “That reminds me. A tribesman from those mountains wanted to talk to me last night. Something about hiring us to fight for his people.”


Van Voss grunted. “Some verdommte Trans-Tibetan tribe that wants a few machine-guns to crush their neighbors.”


Sloan’s hard face was thoughtful. “It might be an out, though. In those mountains, if we knew our way, we’d be safe. Where is the man?”


“Still waiting outside, I think,” said the Chinese. “I’ll get him.” He went heavily toward the doorway.


Nelson looked after him without interest, simply because he was sick of looking at Sloan and Van Voss and Wister.


Through the open door he watched Li Kin cross the dusty compound to a crumbling mud wall, where another man sat—a bareheaded man in shapeless quilted garments, sitting motionless in the light of the rising sun. He did not sit with the patient immobility of peaceful things but with the tight-coiled watchfulness of a crouching tiger. He rose with a lithe quick movement when Li Kin spoke to him.


Li Kin and the stranger came back across the compound. As they entered the room Li Kin said, “This is Shan Kar.”


Nelson glanced indifferently. Shan Kar was of his own age and stature but no more like himself than a wildcat is like a terrier. His bare black head was alertly erect as he studied the white men.


Here was no primitive tribesman The man’s handsome olive face and dark eyes had the haughty strength and fire and pride of a prince of ancient blood.


Eric Nelson sat up.


“You’re no Tibetan,” he said sharply, in that language.


“No,” answered Shan Kar quickly. His accent was slurred as though spoken in an obscure dialect of Tibetan. He pointed through the open door at the gray, sunlit mountains in the distance.


“My people dwell there, in a valley called L’Lan. And we men and woman of L’Lan have—enemies.”


There was a flicker of emotion in his eyes as he spoke, fierce as a sword-flash. His eyes were, for that moment, fiery and intense, the eyes of a fanatic warrior, of a man with a cause.


“Enemies too powerful for us to conquer with our own forces! We have heard of the white men’s new, powerful weapons. So I came to hire such men and weapons to help us in our struggle.”


Nelson felt suddenly certain that Shan Kar referred to no mere petty tribal struggle. This man was not playing his game of war for horses, women or conquest, but for something bigger.


Shan Kar shrugged. “I heard of the warlord Yu Chi and came here to make an offer to him. But, before I arrived he was dead in the battle here. But you who remain know the use of such weapons. It you come with me to L’Lan and use them, we can pay you well.”


“Pay us?” Nick Sloan’s face showed his sharp interest. “Pay us with what?”


For answer, Shan Kar reached beneath his quilted cloak and brought forth a curious object which he handed to them.


“We have heard that this metal is valuable, to you of the outer world.”


Eric Nelson puzzledly examined the thing. It was a thick hoop of dull gray metal, a ring several inches in diameter. Mounted on opposite sides of the metal hoop were two small disks of quartz. There was something odd about the little quartz disks. Each was only an inch across, but each had a carven pattern of interlocking spirals that baffled and blurred the vision.


Lefty Wister whined scornfully, “The bloody beggar wants to hire us with a hoop of old iron!”


“Iron? No,” grunted Van Voss. “I see that metal down in the Sumatra mines. It is platinum.”


“Platinum? Let me see that!” exclaimed Sloan. He closely examined the gray metal hoop. “By heaven, it is!”


His tawny eyes narrowed as he looked up at the silent, watching stranger? “Where did this come from?”


“From L’Lan,” answered Shan Kar. “There is more there—much more. All you can take away will be yours as pay.”


Nick Sloan swung around on Nelson. “Nelson, this could be big. All the years you and I have been out here, we haven’t had an opportunity like this.”


The Cockney’s eyes were already shining covetously. Van Voss merely stared sleepily at the metal hoop.


Eric Nelson fingered it again and asked, “Where exactly did it come from? It looks almost like a queer instrument of some kind rather than an ornament.”


Shan Kar answered evasively, “It came from a cavern in L’Lan. And there is much more metal like it there.”


Li Kin said slowly, “A cavern in L’Lan? That name sounds familiar, somehow. I think there was a legend once—”


Shan Kar interrupted. “Your answer, white men—will you come?”


Nelson hesitated. There was too much about this business that was unexplained. Yet they dared not stay here in Yen Shi.


He finally told Shan Kar, “I’ll commit myself to no bargains in the dark. But I’m willing to go to your valley. If the setup is as you say, we’ll fight your battle—for platinum.”


Sloan planned swiftly. “We can get a few light machine-guns and what Tommy-guns and grenades we need from old Yu’s arsenal. But it’ll take work to round up enough pack-ponies by tomorrow morning.”


His face crisped in, resolve. “We can do it, though. We’ll be ready to start at dawn, Shan Kar.”


When Shan Kar had gone Lefty Wister uttered a crow of laughter.


“The bloody fool! Don’t he realize that with machine-guns and grenades we can just take his platinum and walk off with it?”


Nelson turned angrily on the evilly eager little Cockney. “We’ll do nothing of the sort! If we do agree to fight for this man, we’ll—”


Suddenly Nelson stopped short, startled and shaken by abrupt remembrance. Remembrance of his weird dream of only an hour before, the dream in which human and unhuman voices had spoken in his mind!


“They should all die now, little sister! For he even now seeks them out to hire them as our foes!”


That alien, unhuman mental voice—had it been real after all? For Shan Kar had just provisionally hired them to fight enemies of whom they knew nothing! Into what mysterious struggle were they entering?




Chapter II


STRANGE BEASTS


The haunting memory of fantastic nightmare still oppressed Eric Nelson as he sat moodily late that night in the single drink-shop surviving in the battered village.


He was bone-weary from the long day’s urgent work of rounding up pack-ponies. That and habit were why he had insisted to Li Kin that they stop at this mud-walled tavern whose fat Cantonese proprietor had somehow hoarded a few cases of imitation Scotch.


“Sloan and the others will need us to help pack,” murmured Li Kin. He looked tired, his fine eyes blinking behind the thick spectacles. “We should go.”


“In a little while,” Nelson nodded. “They can get the stuff out of old Yu’s arsenal and pack it without us anyway.”


He tilted the square bottle, looking unseeingly at the wretched few tables whose grotesque shadows wavered on the crumbling mud walls as the oil-lamp flickered.


Why did that weird little experience stick in his mind like a burr? A dream of strange, coldly menacing voices in his mind, a shadow leaping across his room, a sound of great wings in the night—what was there in those to disturb him so?


“Yet it’s cursed queer about Shan Kar,” he muttered, half to himself.


Li Kin’s head bobbed in earnest agreement. “Very queer. For today I have remembered about L’Lan.”


Nelson stared at him blankly. “L’Lan? Oh, that’s the name of the fellow’s valley back in the mountains. I wasn’t thinking of that.”


“I have been thinking of it very much,” the little Chinese officer affirmed. He leaned across the rough table. “You’ve been in China a long time, Captain Nelson. Have you never heard the name?”


“No, I never—” Nelson began, then stopped.


He did remember something.


“Magic valley of L’Lan! Long and long ago in L’Lan were born the Yang and Yin—life and death, good and evil, joy and sorrow!”


It came dimly back into Nelson’s mind across seven war-crowded years, the rapt talk of that blind old seer whom he’d saved from the murderous guerrillas.


“Still, still lives L’Lan the golden, deep in the guarding mountains! Still lives in L’Lan the ancient Brotherhood, for that hidden heartland of the world was the valley of creation!”


“I remember the story now,” Nelson admitted. “A sort of Central Asian Garden-of-Eden myth.”


“Yes, a myth, a legend,” Li Kin said earnestly. “Yet this man Shan Kar says that he comes from L’Lan!”


Eric Nelson shrugged. “ ‘Nature imitates Art,’ said Wilde. The tribe out there in the mountains probably named their valley after the legend.”


“Perhaps so,” Li Kin said doubtfully. He got to his feet. “Should we not go now?”


“Go along and tell Sloan I’ll be there soon,” Nelson said carelessly.


Li Kin’s eyes flickered to the emptied Scotch bottle, and he hesitated a moment. “Remember, we have to get away by morning.”


“I’ll be there,” snapped Nelson and the little Chinese went silently out.


Eric Nelson looked after the little man with a sympathy he felt neither for himself not his three other fellow-officers. Li Kin was a patriot, an absurdly impractical patriot whose fervent dreams had set his feet stumbling through the quagmire of China’s civil wars to this blind-alley end.


The other three and he himself, Nelson thought with savage self-contempt, were not patriots, nor dreamers nor anything but soldiers of fortune.


Soldiers of fortune? The phrase lent an ironical twist to his lips. He and his fellow mercenaries were so far removed from the gay, gallant connotations of that name. Nick Sloan was a cool ruthless self-seeker, Van Voss a moronic sadist, Lefty Wister a spidery criminal.


And he, Eric Nelson? He, least of all, fitted that glamorous name. He was thirty years old, and the best years of his life had no other memorial than forgotten battles. Now he was a fugitive whose only out was to hire himself to Shan Kar’s mountain people.


Nelson swept the empty Scotch bottle off the table to crash in splinters against the mud wall.


“Am I a dog to sit here untended?” he demanded of the fat Cantonese. “Bring another.”


The liquor had lighted his somber mood by the time he went out into the night an hour later.


The few blinking lights along Yen Shi’s wrecked and wretched streets danced in a cheerful rosy glow as he stalked along.


“I’m tired of Yen Shi anyway!” he thought as he elbowed between shadowy, shuffling peasants. “San Kar’s mountains will be new, at least.”


“L’Lan, L’Lan the golden, where the ancient Brotherhood still lives—”


Now what was this Brotherhood that the old seer had talked of so raptly? And if it was so important, why hadn’t Shan Kar mentioned it?


Eric Nelson stopped suddenly. Green eyes blazed at him from directly ahead in the gloom.


A huge tawny dog crouched there, staring at him. Only it wasn’t a dog.


“A wolf,” he told himself, as his hand went to the heavy pistol at his belt. “I’m not that drunk.”


He was a little drunk, yes, but even so he could see that the beast was too big for a dog, its massive head too wide, its crouching tenseness too feral.


Its green eyes watched him with hypnotic intensity.


Nelson was deliberately raising his gun when a soft voice spoke from the darkness beyond the animal.


“He will not harm you,” said a girl’s voice in accented Tibetan dialect. “He is—mine.”


She came toward him out of the shadows, past the crouching beast.


It was hard to see her clearly because Nelson’s vision was obscured by the alcohol in his brain.


But he felt that this girl was special enough to justify the effort.


The way she moved, for one thing—she was light on her feet with a sort of gliding grace that belonged to an animal rather than to a town-bred human.


Nelson had never seen a woman move that way before and he wanted to see more of it—much more of it.


She wore the conventional dark jacket and trousers and at first he took it for granted that she was Chinese. Her hair was black enough, clustered around her shoulders as though she had brought part of the night with her into the lamplight. But it was soft wavy hair and the face it framed was the wrong color, a smooth, olive tan and the wrong shape.


Vaguely Nelson had a feeling that only recently he had somewhere seen an olive face like that, finely wrought and strong and just a little arrogant—only it had been a man’s face.


Her great, grave dark eyes were looking up at him provocatively. Yet there was something oddly childlike about the innocence of her red mouth, the delicate tanned planes of her face.


“I am Nsharra, white lord,” she said softly, her glance tilting to meet his eyes. “I have seen you in the village before the battle.”


Nelson laughed. “I haven’t seen you before. Nor that wolf-dog, either. I’d remember you both.”


She came a step closer.


Through the alcoholic haze that fogged his mind Nelson saw her dark eyes studying him.


“You look tired and sad, lord,” Nsharra murmured. “You are—lonely?”


Nelson’s first impulse was to toss her a coin and be on his way. In his ten years in China he hadn’t sunk so low as to meddle with village street-girls.


But this girl was different. It might be the Scotch that made her seem so, but her smooth face and slumberous eyes had a beauty that held him.


“My hut is very near,” she was saying, looking up at him with an oddly shy little smile.


“And why not?” Nelson said suddenly in English. “What difference does it make now?”


Nsharra understood his tone if not his words.


Her small hand on his arm guided him softly through the shadows.


The mud hut was on the fringe of the village. In the starlight Nelson saw the looming bulk of a great black stallion standing outside it.


The horse was fire-eyed, its ears alertly erect, yet it stood quietly and there was neither rope nor halter upon it.


“Yours?” Nelson said to her, and then laughed. “Good thing Nick Sloan hasn’t seen him. He likes fine horses.”


He was not completely drunk, not drunk at all, he told himself He knew quite well the incongruity of a village singsong girl owning a wolf-dog and a stallion but in his rosy, reckless mood he didn’t pause to wonder or care.


The interior of the hut was a squalid cubicle that wavered out of darkness when the girl lit a candle. As she straightened, Nelson took her into his arms.


For just a moment, Nsharra struggled, then relaxed. But her lips remained cool and unmoved under his.


“I have wine,” she murmured, a little breathlessly. “Let me—”


The rice wine was a pungent fire in his throat and Nelson knew he should drink no more of it. But it was too easy to sit here on the soft mat and watch Nsharra’s delicate, grave face as her slim hands refilled his cup.
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