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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.







PROLOGUE


Dimly red against the evening sky, Mars hangs like a great jewel gone dead and lusterless with age. Across her endless miles of crimson desert, a thin and bitter wind whispers … driving dry sand over the broken walls of her dead cities, that brood forever over the powdered bones of her vanished Kings …


But ten million years ago, when Earth was ruled by monster reptiles and the first men were naked animals huddling together in jungle depths, Mars was a living world. Under clear skies, where two moons lit the dark, great oceans drove … waves battered against the cliff-built citadels of young, barbaric nations, where Wizards, Gods and Kings struggled to carve out empires with notched and dripping swords, and fearless men wrote bloody pages in histories our own scientists will soon puzzle over, striving to decipher from their cryptic glyphs the mighty tales and sagas of the Dawn Age of Mars.


This is one of them.




1 TWILIGHT IN SHIANGKOR


THE DRAGON banner of Shiangkor caught the freshening evening breeze and unfolded in writhing coils of scarlet and green, above the towered height where the King stood. But he had eyes only for the small, battered figure far below on the long stone quay, where the Seriphosa rode at anchor with yellow sails furled, discharging her precious cargo of one lonely man.


King Niamnon watched as the youth was brought ashore, bound and shackled, and as he watched his strong hands clutched the window bars so tightly that his flashing rings bit into the flesh.


“At last,” he hissed softly. “The last drop of Guthrum’s blood! And with his death, the House of Orm is extinguished!”


“A slow death, Lord King? And an ingenious one?”


The King turned. Behind him stood the eldest of his royal councilors, the Enchanter, Sarkond.


“Slow or fast—what matters is that he dies, and another Kingdom is added to my empire. But I have no belly for these lingering deaths you so skillfully draw out, Enchanter. He is a strong man, Chandar, and for all that I hate his blood, I have no wish to see him reduced to the level of a groveling animal by your … artistry.”


The last word was spat in contempt, but the lean Enchanter only smiled and bowed slightly. Niamnon turned back to the window to watch the heavily guarded procession make its slow, winding way up the steep and cobbled street toward the Hall.


They were strangely unlike … and yet alike … the King and his advisor. Tall and manly of build, Niamnon of Shiangkor was in his fortieth year, but only threads of grey shot the bristling black beard and close-cropped skull that bore the Winged Golden Dragon in place of a crown. The iron thews of his conquering youth drew tight the scarlet silk of his tunic, and when the chill sea wind blew wide his fur-trimmed royal cloak, the massive breadth of his shoulders bore plain witness to his legendary strength. But something in his eyes, a coldness, an icy fury … and something in the cruel, sneering twist to his thin lips … gave witness, too, that here was a man driven almost to madness by the unholy lust for power.


By contrast, the Enchanter was a slim, lean man whose age could be read only in his slitted emerald eyes. His smooth, saffron skin was drawn tight over the hairless skull and gaunt cheeks, unmarred by wrinkles. But age … corrupt centuries … burned like guttering candles of corpse fat in the inhuman lustre of his eyes. He was wrapped from throat to heel in a long gown of dull green, clasped at the narrow waist by a girdle of linked copper discs, from which strange implements hung by little chains. Talismans and sigils … the tools of the Black Art. And in his lean, motionless form one sensed the same greed for empery … for power over men’s bodies, minds and … souls?


The Enchanter spoke again, a soft whispering voice.


“He has worked much mischief against Shiangkor, Lord King. I only spoke to suggest a fitting … punishment … for the years he has inconvenienced your imperial plans.”


The King turned impatiently from the window.


“Enough—snake of a man! He shall die, be assured of that. He has slipped through our fingers a dozen times, but now we have him fast. Bother me no more with your tortures—go, summon the court. We shall sit in triumph over this Chandar of Orm!”


The Enchanter bowed again, a cold smile flitting across his thin lips.


“I shall fulfill your orders, Lord King. In this, as in all things, Sarkond is your loyal servant.”


Chandar of Orm planted his booted feet wide and stared up insolently into the face of King Niamnon. His leather tunic, its tattered rags now little more than a loin-cloth, bared a powerful sun-bronzed body as strongly thewed as the King’s own, but lithe and supple with the agility of youth. From head to foot he was covered with scarlet ribbons of blood which had clotted into dry brown flakes where his wrists were tightly bound behind his back. He looked every inch the bold corsair, whose wit and heroic daring had held off the mighty fleets of Shiangkor for three years.


He spoke no word, made no obeisance, but met the King’s burning gaze as coolly as an equal.


Niamnon, gorgeous in jeweled robes, leaned back on the great ivory throne carven from a single tusk of a great sea dragon, and looked the youth over in silence. The boy (for he was scarcely more than that) surely bore the blood of Guthrum of Orm: it showed in his unruly mane of ink black hair that poured in blood-matted tangle down his brawny shoulders … in the fearless gaze of his ice-blue eyes, startlingly pale in the leather-bronzed face … and in the unyielding set of his strong, clean-shaven jaw.


“How was he taken?” the King spoke at last. A scar-faced seaman stepped forward, saluting with the flat of his blade over his heart.


“Off the Bay of Nephelis, Lord King. His ship, the Ormsgard, was dismasted in a storm the night before. Admiral Kralian’s squadron had been in pursuit for three days with never a sign of the pirate scum, until we came upon the hulk wallowing in a welter of wreckage.”


“Why is our Admiral not here?”


“Wounded, Lord King.”


“Badly?”


The seaman shrugged. “The surgeons say he will lose his right arm, Lord King, but that he will live. The corsairs had fought the storm for a day and a night without sleep, but they fought us like demons from hell!”


“Where are the other prisoners?”


The seaman laughed—then checked himself, remembering the royal presence. “Food for the merfolk, Lord King! They fought to the death—even after we struck down their leader, here. He and—that one there,” he nodded at a giant bull of a man, hung with chains enough to bind a savage kreagar, who stood behind the youth, growling and swearing in the thickness of an immense red beard. “After Chandar fell to a sword blow—the flat of a blade across the temple—that bush-bearded bull fought over him until the sword broke off in his hand. It took nine men to bind him.”


Niamnon dismissed the seaman with a curt nod, rose slowly from the ivory throne, and descended the seven steps of the dais slowly, to stand in front of the bound youth who still had not spoken.


“Well, wolf-whelp?” the King grated. “What shall we do with you, eh?”


Sarkond emerged from the silent throng of gaily-clad courtiers, stepping forward on whispering sandals.


“Be careful, Lord King. Even bound, he is dangerous.”


“I fear no man alive,” Niamnon snorted. “Well, whelp of Orm? How shall I repay you for the years you and your corsair fleets hounded my ports?” He leaned forward, his face only inches from the silent captive’s.


“Shall I cut off your right arm—eh? As you did Kralian’s—and make you eat it, morsel by morsel? Eh? Answer me, you base-born pup!” With a backhanded blow, he slashed the boy across the cheek with his mace of office, its jewels raking red furrows in the sun-browned flesh.


Chandar took no notice of the blow. He spoke at last, in calm and measured tones.


“A clean death is too much to expect from you. Do with me what you will.”


The throng stirred and tittered. The King relaxed, grinning.


“It is a pity you are not wed, whelp! Then we could give you the sort of death we gave your father. Do you remember? You were a skinny, pale-faced runt then. Do you remember how we tied your mother down to watch, and burnt your father alive—slowly?”


Chandar spat in the King’s taunting face.


The room went silent, deathly still. No one dared to speak or move in all the great hall save for the burly red-bearded giant, who roared with laughter.


“That’s it, lad! He’s slime himself, the King of Dogs—a little more slime won’t harm!”


White to the lips, the King straightened, drawing a jeweled hand over his mouth, wiping away the spittle slowly.


“You shall die … like an animal,” he said at last. “You shall die like an animal, screaming for mercy.”


Chandar smiled.


“I hope that I shall die like a man. My royal father, men say, never cried out. Try me.”


The King ascended the dais again.


“Tomorrow Chandar of Orm dies in the arena,” he said in slow, ringing words. “So that all may see, I declare public festival. We shall pit him—unarmed—against the caged monsters our gamekeepers have brought from the Southlands. We shall see this bravery in action! And now, take this whelp and his companion to the dungeons, and guard him well. Tomorrow, the sands of the arena shall be scarlet with the last blood of the House of Orm!”


Trumpets rang, a brazen peal that echoed among the mighty beamed rafters, as the King withdrew and the two pirates were taken away.


And Sarkond the Enchanter smiled, mirthlessly.




2 GREEN MAGIC


THE SLIMY stone wall was rough and cold against his naked back. The cell was pitch-black, but after some hours his eyes became enough accustomed to the dark to make out shapes dimly, by a feeble ray that penetrated the massive pile of masonry above him.


They had chained him with arms spread to the wall, so that he could neither sit or recline, and with time the ache of strained muscles became a dull red mist of pain that receded into the background of his consciousness, lost amid the throbbing of his untended wounds and the dank, biting chill of the dungeon’s foul-smelling, icy air.


Bound to the opposite wall, red-bearded Bram slumbered deeply, as if drugged. Chandar wished he could sleep … so as to gather every bit of his strength for the trials of tomorrow …


Tomorrow …


Chandar shrugged, wincing at the pain in his weary shoulders. A few more hours of darkness, and then the blinding morning sun on the arena sands … a few moments of scarlet pain … and he would rest … forever.


Was this the end, then? It was, surely. Only a miracle of the Gods could save him now. The Gods! His lips twisted, wryly. He had lost faith in the Gods that never-forgotten night when the iron legions of Shiangkor brought fire and sword into the great hall of Ormsgard … that night when he was twelve, and the world ended …


He remembered it all. The black fleets of Shiangkor stealing into the midnight fjord … the grim, mailed soldiers … swords flashing in the torch-light, blood bright on the oaken tables. In his mind’s eye, Chandar saw it all again … his tall brothers hacked down, his fair yellow-haired sister, Alixia, pinned to the wall with a spear … his father, King Guthrum, roaring, leaping over the table, seizing the famous and ancient Axe of Orm from the wall …


And he remembered his kill, the notch-eared grinning soldier who felled his brother, Am, with a slashing, disemboweling stroke. He remembered himself, a scared boy, springing to the soldier’s back with a knife in his teeth, the knife that cut open a throat and tasted blood for the first time …


All his world was gone. His father, standing bound to the kingpost of Ormsgard Hall, standing tall and proud and silent as the flames licked at his legs, his hips, his chest … while his mother, a moaning, blood-spattered thing, died on the floor and the walls of the keep came crashing down. All were dead, his family, his House, his Kingdom … only he escaped, he and Bram the burly guard captain who tossed him over his shoulder and bore ‘him off in the night, away from the blazing ruin … down to the sea.


Yes, the sea was both father and mother to him, in the years that followed. He and Bram had found haven among the corsairs of the Hundred Isles, where Bram’s bull-strong thews and Chandar’s pitiful story had won admiration and respect from the pirates. There they took oath and joined the Brotherhood of the Free-Rovers … years of fresh sea air and burning sun, hard work and good comradeship among exiles and freebooters … years of harrying the seacoast cities of Shiangkor, and bringing ruin to the mercantile fleets of the growing little empire that had swallowed his homeland, as it had a dozen other realmlets.


Years of revenge! Yes, he had tasted the sweet wine of hot revenge to the full. For with the iron strength of Bram beside him, and driven by his bitter desire to avenge himself and his House, he had accomplished feats of daring that wrung many a delighted oath from sea rovers thrice his age. He was the first to swing over the gunwales of a Shiangkori ship … the last to leave her blood-bathed decks. It had been his daring plot to creep by night in dark ships with muffled oars into Delphontis harbor, and beard Niamnon’s fat Governor in his palace, carrying off enough loot to buy a Kingdom.


Aye, he had risen among the pirates, risen to be their Prince, when grizzled old Dregorth fell. They had hailed him then, his bold comrades, hailed him Prince of Pirates while the twin moons stared down and the red wine ran wet and free …


Then years of systematic sea war. Twice the navy of Shiangkor had come limping back, unsuccessful from an attempt to win another Kingdom by stealth and treachery, as they had once won Orm. Proud Orcys in the north countries he had saved, Orcys whose pink marble spires rose slim and cool beside the Dashpar, where it rushed to join Jalangir Val, the Great Sea. And Nemour in the south, the ancient friend of the Orm Kings, her wooded hills and deep fjords were free, too, of the iron hand of Shiangkor. Each time his agents had spied the fleets of Niamnor in time for the corsair navy to muster and meet the hosts that sought to steal empire … but earned death.


For three full years of open warfare, the corsair prince of the Hundred Isles held the angry fleets of Shiangkor at bay, darting forth to sink a merchantman or sack a coastal town—then darting back to safety, to their unknown port deep in the uncharted labyrinth of the Hundred Isles! Chandar grinned at the memory. His red galley, the Ormsgard, had been the fastest thing afloat in the Great Sea … manned with a crew of picked fighters who swore by the name of Chandar of Orm … and then he sobered. Where were they now?


Where was gallant, laughing Evame of Psamathis, the exiled scion of the Heptad, who could sing like an angel … and fight like hell’s fiercest devil? Where was wise Ganelon, the shrewd ex-fisherman who had taught Chandar all the lore of the sea and her mysterious ways? And where was stout Arik, as fearless as a red-maned thanth? Arik, who had saved him that time off Illionar when the archer put an arrow through his arm, and had another ready for his heart—till stopped by a thrown sword.
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