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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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			AN INTRODUCTION

			The Legend of Lost Lemuria

			Before Egypt and Babylon were, Sumer and Akkad rose in the Land Between the Rivers, and before these the secret of Man’s beginnings are lost in the dim haze of prehistory whereof we know but little.

			But for thousands of years now, the sages and philosophers, the wise men and the tellers-of-tales, have whispered of unknown and mythic realms which flourished in Time’s Dawn. From the writings of the ancient Greeks the glittering name of Atlantis has come down to us, and in the mysterious books of the occult is whispered the legend of primal Mu, or Lemuria, which arose, they say, before even the glory of Atlantis was born.

			Half a million years ago, the old legends say, the first civilizations of Man came into being on the lost and prehistoric continent of Lemuria somewhere in the vast waters of the Pacific. Up from the crimson murk of barbarism Mankind lifted the bright banners of its first kingdoms. Science calls this remote era the middle of the Pleistocene Epoch. In this period, between 1,000,000 and 25,000 B.C., which was the Ice Age, mammals rose to dominate the world and the Age of the Reptiles was done. Mastodon and saber-toothed tiger, Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon Man, and a host of other forms of early life arose, and the Neolithic Age was born…

			Perhaps this was true of prehistoric Europe during the middle Pleistocene, but among the tropic jungles and steaming swamps and thundering volcanoes of primal Lemuria, the Age of Reptiles lingered awhile. Still the mighty dinosaur shook the earth beneath his ponderous tread; still the fantastic pterodactyl winged through the misty skies of the Dawn Age.

			The legend records that when the Gods created Man, the Lost Continent was still dominated by the mysterious Dragon Kings, fled hither from the destruction of Hyperborea. The warriors of Man’s first kingdoms fought against the Dragon Kings in a titanic, age-long struggle known as The Thousand-Year War. By its end the Dragon Kings were destroyed or driven into hiding, and the Age of Men began.

			The children of Nemedis, the First Kingdom, spread over the Lost Continent—over the vast, untamed jungles and across the huge mountains of elder Lemuria. Kingdoms were founded…and fought…and fell. But the march of civilization had begun, and ere long the Golden Empire of the Sun would arise to draw these first few warring kingdoms beneath one mighty banner.

			It was an age of war, when brave men and beautiful women, savages and sages, wizards and warriors struggled to carve a red path that led to the Throne of the World. It was an age of heroic legends, too.

			And this is one of them…

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Red Swords in Thurdis

			All day our swords drank deep and long

				Of blood wine-red, of blood wine-strong!

			Tonight in the red halls of hell

				We’ll feast with foes and friends as well!

			—War Song of the Valkarthan Swordsmen

			Thongor of Valkarth ducked as the heavy wine goblet hurled harmlessly over his head, ringing against the wall and splattering cold wine over his face and naked chest. He blinked the cold, stinging fluid from his eyes expressionlessly.

			Jeled Malkh, the otar who had flung the goblet, threw back his head and laughed.

			“That is how a noble of Thurdis treats a nameless dog of a mercenary!” he sneered to his companions. They echoed his laughter.

			“Pity to waste good sarn-wine,” one remarked wittily. “Cheap ale of the Northlands is more his drink!”

			Jeled Malkh shrugged. “Imagine the lout daring to ask for the payment of his wager—and from the otar of his own hundred!”

			The cold sarn-wine dripped down Thongor’s mighty chest. He continued to regard the officer. His dark, tanned face was without expression, but those who knew him well could have read the cold glint in the strange golden eyes of the silent barbarian from the Northlands of Lemuria. With one hand he brushed the wine from his face, tossing back his long mane of black hair. He addressed Jeled Malkh quietly.

			“You refuse, then, to pay the wager?”

			“Yes, I refuse! The zamph with red trappings would have won easily enough, had not that fool Var Tajas ridden him so incompetently. I was cheated!”

			Thongor nodded. “Very well then, Otar, I withdraw my claim. Moreover, I will even repay you for the goblet of wine you wasted upon this dog of a mercenary, who is indeed, as your friend said, more used to the thin ale of the Northlands than the scented puke you Thurdans call sarn.”

			While the group of officers gaped with astonishment, the giant Valkarthan moved. With one stride he stepped before the otar, picked him up, turned him head-down, and pushed his face up to the ears in the great bronze wine bowl. He held the noble’s head under, ignoring his kicks and writhings. When he released him again, Jeled Malkh slumped over the table, white-faced beneath dripping wine, gasping for breath.

			In the astounded silence, Thongor laughed.

			“Aye, I hold no grudge, Otar. And I have even given you a bigger drink of wine than you gave me!”

			Sobbing with rage, Jeled Malkh whipped out his blade and plunged it across the table at Thongor’s naked breast.

			The giant Northlander sprang backward lightly, his own great broadsword hissing from its scabbard. The officers scattered as the two blades flashed and rang. The combatants circled about the table, feeling out with delicate steel the firmness of each other’s guard.

			Although a grim smile played about his lips, Thongor was inwardly cursing. Gorm take his hot Valkarthan temper! He was a thrice-damned fool to pick a duel with his own captain. But he was in it now and could not easily get out.

			Steel rang against steel as the barbarian mercenary and the jeweled scion of the noblest house in all Thurdis fought. Jeled Malkh was no mean swordsman. His education as only heir to the House of Malkh had brought him under the tutelage of the most famed sword masters in all the realm. But Thongor of Valkarth had virtually been born with a broadsword in his hand. In the years of his wanderings and wars as a vagabond, hired assassin, thief, and now mercenary, he had learned every trick of swordplay with every type of weapon.

			He toyed with Jeled Malkh for a while, just long enough to please the otar’s self-esteem—then, with a clever twist of the wrist, disarmed him. The rapier rang on the stone flags of the barracks.

			The otar’s hand snaked for the hilt, but Thongor’s booted foot came down on the blade of the weapon.

			“Shall we not end it here, Otar? And cool our tempers while we drink a cup of wine? Come! I acknowledge my hot-headed temper—let us be friends.”

			Jeled Malkh’s thin lips writhed back in a snarl.

			“Dog of a Northlander bitch! I’ll cut out your putrid heart and feed it to my zamph for this insult!”

			The otar spat in his face and thudded one knee into Thongor’s groin. The Valkarthan sagged against the table, clutching his gut. In a flash the otar snatched up his sword and sprang upon him. The table went over with a crash. The great bronze wine bowl clanged on the stone floor, splattering them all.

			Now Thongor was angry. A familiar red haze thickened before his strange golden eyes, and his teeth were bared in a fighting smile. His mighty broadsword battered the slim Southland blade aside and he set his point against Jeled Malkh’s panting breast.

			“Enough, I say! An end, or I’ll spit you on my steel!”

			The heir of Malkh paled. He licked cold lips. The Valkarthan applied a slight pressure. The point broke skin and drew a scarlet thread down the otar’s breast.

			“P-peace, then,” Jeled Malkh gasped.

			“You swear it?”

			“It is sworn!”

			Thongor put up his sword and extended his hand for the grip of peace. But the proud noble could never accept defeat from one of his own swordsmen. He seized Thongor’s wrist, set his foot behind his heel, and twisted suddenly. The giant barbarian crashed to the floor and Jeled Malkh’s slim blade flashed toward his throat.

			Thongor smashed the blade aside with one arm, ignoring the needle of cold fire that ripped his flesh. He sprang catlike to his feet, and before his opponent could regain his stance, the great Valkarthan broadsword had sunk to its hilt in his heart.

			Jeled Malkli swayed, mouth open, gasping. His eyes goggled, glazing, staring blankly down at the sword hilt protruding from his chest. With one strengthless hand he plucked feebly at the hilt. Then his knees buckled. A gush of blood flooded from his open mouth, and he sprawled to the floor at Thongor’s feet—dead.

			The mercenary set his heel against the corpse’s belly and tugged the sword free, wiping it dry on the dead man’s cloak. Holding it, he glanced about the room at the white faces. No one dared to speak. He shrugged, and slid the weapon back in its scabbard.

			A sandal rasped against the floor behind him. But before Thongor could turn, a heavy cudgel crashed against his skull. He fell face-forward into a sea of blackness.

			* * * *

			Thongor awoke groggily with an ache in his skull. He was shackled to the wet stone wall of a dungeon cell, far below the citadel of Thurdis. Through a trap in the ceiling a lonely beam of sunlight fell slanting, and from its angle he estimated he had been unconscious somewhat less than an hour. It was now an hour before sunset, or thereabouts.

			He examined his chains and found them too strong for even his giant strength to break. Then he simply shrugged, with the fatalistic philosophy of the North that wastes no time worrying over what cannot be helped. He was a trifle surprised to find himself still alive. Jeled Malkh’s friends and co-officers could well have put an end to him with one stroke of a dirk while he had been unconscious. A slight, grim smile touched his lips. Doubtless the prospect of seeing him chained to the oar benches of a Thurdan galley for the rest of his life, or watching him fed to the Sark’s private garden of vampiric slith-flowers appealed more to their cultured cruelty and sadism than dispatching him cleanly with the stroke of a knife.

			His scabbard, of course, was empty, and he became increasingly aware of another emptiness, that of his belly. About this time of the day he was used to a tankard of sour ale and a roast bouphar haunch, which he was accustomed to share with Ald Turmis and his other comrades at the Inn of the Drawn Sword. Well, what you want in this life you must try to get, he thought to himself.

			He bellowed until the jailer came shuffling, fat-bellied and smelling of dream lotus, to the door of the cell. He peered in at the half-naked bronze giant chained to the wall.

			“What do you want?”

			“Something to eat,” Thongor said. The fat jailer gaped, then snorted with laughter.

			“Food, eh? Within the hour you go before the daotar to be judged for killing your commander—and all you can think of is something to fill your belly! Perhaps you would like a banquet served to you from the Sark’s kitchens?”

			Thongor grinned. “Why not? I did the city a service in ridding it of a cheat, a coward, and a bad officer. Both the daotar and Phal Thurid, Sark of Thurdis, should reward me for that.”

			The jailer snorted. “Aye, Northlander, they’ll reward you all right—by feeding your heart to the slith! Know you not that the daotar of the guards, the noble Barand Thon, is the oldest friend of the father of the man you slew? Aye! We’ll watch you wriggling while the vampire-flowers devour your flesh—that will be your reward!”

			“That may be as it will,” Thongor grunted. “But it does not change the fact that I am hungry. Before they feed me to the slith, at least let them feed me!”

			The jailer grunted with annoyance, but shuffled off, to return a few moments later with a jug of sour, cheap wine and a meat stew. He let himself into the cell and set them down before the Valkarthan.

			“Your chains are long enough to reach that,” he wheezed. “Yell when you are through—and by the Gods, be certain you are through before the daotar’s men come to drag you off for trial. I don’t want my superiors to think I coddle scum like you!”

			The chains were indeed long enough, and Thongor devoured the stew hungrily and tossed down the cheap wine in two huge gulps. He could always think better with a full belly, and now that his hunger was appeased he began to search his wits for a way out of this predicament. He had been in—and out—of the prisons of a dozen cities in his career, and he knew as many ways to escape. His first thought was to slump back against the stone wall as if asleep, and when the jailer came to collect the bowls, to seize him with his unchained legs and force him to surrender the keys.

			He examined this plan for a time, and then discarded it in favor of another. If his chains were long enough to allow him to reach the food on the floor, they were long enough to gather a heavy length into one hand and smash the jailer over the head with. At least it was worth a try. Thongor had served on the galleys of the sadistic Sark of Shembis at one time, and had no desire to slave thus again.

			He yelled for the jailer, saying his meal was done, and gathered a long strand of the iron chain into one hand. The sun was setting now, and the long shaft of rosy light was almost gone. The cell was gradually filling up with darkness, and Thongor thought it likely the fat jailer would not see the handful of chains. He yelled out again…and then his alert senses detected swift, light footsteps approaching down the corridor. The clank of a key in the lock, and the door screeched open. The cell was so dark by now that Thongor could not even see the jailer’s face as the man entered the cell; therefore his ruse would doubtless work.

			He watched the dark figure as it glided near, and along his deep chest and broad shoulders, giant thews swelled and tensed, ready to crush the guard’s skull to gory ruin with one terrific blow from the dangling length of heavy chain that hung in his hands.

			“Thongor?”

			The Valkarthan grunted in astonishment.

			“Is that you, against the wall? Thongor? It is I—Aid Turmis.”

			The bronzed giant relaxed. “Gorm Almighty, I had broken your skull in another instant, had you not spoken when you did! What in the name of a thousand devils are you doing here?”

			His friend chuckled softly. “Did you think I would let these Thurdan swine send you to the galleys without lifting a hand? Besides, it’s far from being the first time we’ve helped one another break out of jail—remember Zangabal, and the house Athmar Phong? But here, we’re wasting time with words. I took the key and brought along your sword. Quickly!”

			Thongor grinned. Aid Turmis—although a thin-blooded Thurdan like all the rest and filled with Southlander sentiments about peace and comfort—was every inch a fighting man. He remembered their first meeting some eight months agone—also in a prison cell, in Zangabal across the Patangan Gulf from here. Down on his luck, Thongor had turned thief, and a scheming priest had cajoled him into robbing the house of a mighty Ptarthan sorcerer. What the priest had not told him was that he was not the first to enter the wizard’s house on burglar’s business. Thus had he come upon his woeful predecessor, Aid Turmis, languishing in chains. Together they had fled, after a night of horror and doom wherein the house of the Ptarthan sorcerer was transformed into a blazing inferno. And they had been together ever since, fighting comrades in the mercenary legions of Phal Thurid, Sark of Thurdis. And to think that Thongor had come within a hair’s breadth of bashing in his best friend’s skull with a length of chain!

			These memories flashed through the giant barbarian’s mind as the lithe young Thurdan busied himself with the lock. Now it occurred to him to ask, “How did you come by the key to my chains?”

			Aid Turmis smiled—a flash of white teeth in the gloom. “The jailer, in his present condition, had no conceivable use for them, so I borrowed them for a time.”

			“Well, I hope it was not needful to slay the fat oaf. He fed me well; I’ll give him that.”

			His friend laughed. “Just like a Northlander barbarian—always thinking of your belly! Nay, fear not; the fellow is merely enjoying an unexpected nap at the moment, from which he will awaken with a bad headache, I fear, but at least he will awaken. Damn lock…ah, there!”

			He straightened up as the chains rang loosely on the stone-paved floor of the cell. Thongor felt his heart lift within him—free!—and he grinned tigerishly, exulting in his freedom. He stepped from the wall, flexing his mighty limbs appreciatively. Untamed savage that he was, he hated being caged and fettered as much as any other wild beast.

			Aid Turmis handed him the great broadsword. “Here’s your uncouth Valkarthan blade, and a dark cloak to hide your ugly face in. Now hurry! Barand Thon’s men will be here in a moment to drag you off, and we must be gone.”

			Thongor sheathed his sword and wrapped the cloak about his wide shoulders. It fell to his heels, covering his mercenary’s leather loincloth and harness, and its cowl hid his features.

			They slipped from the cell, down the dark corridor and through the guardroom, where the fat jailer lay unconscious, and on through a maze of well-lit but empty corridors until Aid Turmis halted before a small, low door.

			“You can get out into the side street this way,” he said.

			Thongor nodded. “My thanks to you, Aid Turmis. I shall not forget your friendship.”

			“Nor shall I, and I shall miss you at the Inn of the Drawn Sword hereafter. But now—hurry! You can steal a zamph from the prison stables and get out the Caravan Gate before the alarm spreads.”

			“Aye.”

			“Where shall you go, Thongor?”

			Thongor shrugged. “Wherever they need a strong arm and a good sword. Kathool, perhaps, or far Cadorna to the east. I know not and care but little. A good swordsman seldom need starve for lack of employment.” A rare expression of seriousness made Aid Turmis look solemn—he who was usually laughing and merry.

			“It has been a long road together, with many good tunes along the way, but I guess it ends here. Well…farewell, then, chanthar. Farewell, warrior. I doubt that we shall meet again, Thongor of Valkarth.”

			Thongor set one great hand on his comrade’s shoulder and gripped in the hai-chantharya, the warriors’ salute.

			“That lies in the lap of the Gods, Aid Turmis. Mayhap our paths will yet cross again. Farewell!” he growled.

			He clapped the youth on one bare shoulder, then swung though the small door. His great black cloak bellowed behind him as he melted into the thick purple shadows of the cobbled street beyond and was gone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Black Wings Over Chush

			The War Maids ride the iron sky—

				Come, brothers, either slay or die!

			A dark wing sank as each man fell,

				To bear our spirits home to hell!

			—War Song of the Valkarthan Swordsmen

			Beyond the door, Thongor found himself in a narrow alley between the citadel and a vast warehouse. At the end of the passageway, he could see the stables. Behind the huge pens the great dragon-like shapes of the zamphs stirred. Two bored guards lounged against the rail, watching the huge beasts. Their backs were to Thongor, and with a single stroke he could probably…

			With a metallic scream the alarm gongs sounded. Thongor choked back a curse. The daotar’s men had reached his cell and found it empty—or had seen the unconscious jailer. The alarm had sounded just a moment too soon, for in a few steps he would have been up to the guards and could have slain them. Now, however, they were alerted, and with drawn blades they stood on either side of the gate to the pens. Other guards hurried from the rear portal of the citadel to reinforce the stable guards. An escaped prisoner would, or course, seek to steal a mount the very first thing.

			Thongor ground his teeth with a bitter Valkarthan oath. They could not see him here in the thick darkness of the alley, but how in the name of all the Nineteen Gods was he to get away? Desperately he cast his eyes from side to side—and then glanced up. A slim metal shape met his gaze, gleaming in the light of roof torches.

			A malicious gleam danced in Thongor’s golden eyes. The very thing! There on the roof of the citadel was moored the only prototype of the Sark’s new “floater,” the marvelous flying boat with which Phal Thurid planned to conquer the whole of Lemuria. The Sark’s cunning alchemist, Oolim Phon, had devised the weird airboat out of urlium, the weightless metal. It was driven by simple rotors, and although the Valkarthan had not the dimmest notion how to pilot the strange craft, he would soon learn. And what a stroke of fortune! To escape by the Sark’s prized airboat—the only one in existence as yet! It would fly him over the towers and walls of Thurdis and far beyond, faster than the swiftest zamph in Phal Thurid’s pens.

			With a keen eye he measured the citadel’s wall. The fortress was built of great blocks of gray stone, half the height of a man, with an inch or so of space between them. Accustomed from boyhood to climb over the slippery ice-walls of the great glaciers of his polar homeland, hunting the savage snow apes for their precious furs, it would be far easier for him to scale this wall than for another man.

			For Thongor, to conceive of a plan was to attempt it. Swiftly he removed his boots. Knotting the thongs together, he slung them over his shoulder, and tossing back the great cloak, he caught the upper ledge of the first stone and drew himself up hand over hand. His bare toes clinging to the small gap between the stones, he ascended, stone by stone.

			The air was chill with the night wind from the southern sea, but luckily the great golden moon of old Lemuria was hidden behind a thick veil of clouds. There were guards on the roof, and it would never do for them to sight him climbing. With hands and feet fully occupied, he was in a bad position to fight.

			Up and up he went, like a great black spider on the gray stone wall. The streets of Thurdis were far beneath him now. One slip, and he would dash out his brains against the slimy cobbles far below. He breathed calmly and deeply, ignoring the pain in his slashed arm.

			Then a loose bit of cement slipped beneath his foot, rattling down to the alleyway. For a long second he dangled, feet free, his entire weight supported by his fingertips. Then he clenched his teeth and drew himself up again, slowly, inch by inch, to a secure foothold.

			He clung against the wall for a moment, catching his breath and resting his arms. Above, on the parapet, two roof guards leaned their elbows against the wall, idly looking out over the city. All they had to do was to glance downward and they could not fail to see him, a black-cloaked shadow against the gray stone. He held his breath as they talked idly, gazing out over the towers and spires of Thurdis. He dared climb no further while they were there, lest his sudden movement attract their attention. His arm and shoulder muscles ached from the strain. It was as if red-hot needles were slowly being thrust into his thews.

			Still they leaned against their arms, just above him. He could even hear their conversation—as to which prisoner had escaped. The shorter one wagered it was the Northlander mercenary.

			“You remember the great lout, the one who made a wager with Jeled Malkh that his racing zamph would not win in the arena yesterday? He struck the noble otar down with his great barbarian pigsticker when the otar refused to pay! I hear Jeled Malkh nearly stuck the pig himself, but the oaf threw wine in his face or something. Hah! It would be an otarship for us, Thulan Htor, if we captured the Northland wretch.”

			“Aye,” his companion grunted. “But the street patrols will get him, not you and I. He will steal a zamph and make for the Caravan Gate, doubtless—unless he purchases a hideaway in the Thieves’ Quarter. I would like to come face to face with the mercenary pig myself, that I would. I’d show him what Thurdan steel can do with Northlander meat!”

			Just as Thongor’s arms were about to give way, the two turned away, leaning their backs against the parapet. Silent as a shadow, the Northlander ascended the wall behind them, grinning wolfishly.

			The two were still conversing when a deep voice spoke softly behind them:

			“The Gods have granted your dearest wish, Thulan Htor. Here is your chance to show a mercenary pig what Thurdan steel can do.”

			They whirled—to see a bronzed giant, naked save for leather clout and black cloak and warrior’s harness, standing atop the parapet, a mighty broadsword flashing in his hand. Golden eyes blazed in a clean-shaven face, and a long wild mane of thick black hair fell to the huge shoulders.
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