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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 CAST OF CHARACTERS


ARIMASPIA: Princess of Scythia and our heroine.


ATLANTES: the famous Wizard of the Pyrenees.


CALLIPYGIA: daughter of the Queen of the Amazons.


CONCALINE: a wicked Fairy.


FELIXMARTE: a lovesick young knight of Hyrcania.


GAGLIOFFO: a repentant Paynim, formerly a scoundrel.


GRUMEDAN: an evil enchanter.


KESRICK: a Frankish knight, and our hero.


LUNETTA: a Princess under an enchantment.


MANDRICARDO: a stalwart knight of Tartary.


PIROUETTA: Sir Kesrick’s fairy godmother.


ST.COLMAN: an Irish saint who likes messing about in boats.


THUNDERTHIGHS: a Giant with an appetite for Meat.


Plus:


Fastiticalon the giant Sea-Tortoise; Brigadore the Hippogriff; a couple of Wyverns; Another Giant; the Monoceros; and a grateful Dragon.


THE SCENE: Terra Magica, a parallel world whose geography and history has become the source of our myths, epics and fairy tales.


THE TIME is the Twilight of the Golden Age.
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BOOK ONE


PIRATES AND MONSTERS
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The Burning Sands


It was the noontide and the sun stood at the zenith, pouring down scorching rays from a cloudless sky like an immense copper bowl heated in a furnace. Below, dry gullies split the desert sands of the Moghrab with zigzag cracks. The desert was littered with the skulls and bones of men and acrawl with hairy black spiders, scarlet scorpions and deadly yellow vipers.


In these barren parts of the Kingdom of Mauretania few men cared to live, hence it would have surprised the onlooker—had there been anyone else about—to observe in the distance two four-footed steeds, each bearing two riders. As the travelers came nearer, they would have surprised our hypothetical viewer even more, for they were a curious party.


In the fore rode a young Frankish knight with dark red hair and mischievous green eyes sparkling in his tanned and handsome face. A long sword slept in its scabbard at his thigh, and the knightly emblem of a red dragon was blazoned upon his surcoat and his shield, which dangled from a peg on the saddle. This was the famous Sir Kesrick of Dragonrouge, the hero of many knightly adventures, who had most recently served the wicked Egyptian wizard, Zazamanc, the just desserts of his innumerable villainies.


Before Kesrick in the capacious saddle rode a beautiful, and quite unclothed, young woman with long golden hair and wide, violet eyes like amethysts of the purest hue. She was none other than the Scythian Princess, Arimaspia, whom Sir Kesrick had earlier rescued from a ferocious sea-monster called the Rosmarin.


And the steed upon which the pair rode was a Hippogriff from the famous stables of the sorcerer Atlantes. This remarkable creature had the body and legs of a horse, but the beaked head, broad wings and clawed feet of an eagle.


His name was Brigadore.


A little ways behind these two, another pair rode mounted upon a gigantic black warhorse whose name was Bayardetto. The man who held the reins was swarthy and mustached and clad in knightly armor; he was a Tartar knight named Mandricardo, the son of King Agricane of that nation, and instead of a surcoat his flashing mail was covered with the skins of lions he had slain in the wildernesses of Tartary.


Before him, and cradled in his arms with her head nestled comfortably against his shoulder, rode a young woman. She was dressed in bits of armor—gilded bronze greaves and buskins and a sort of abbreviated kilt of leather straps studded with pieces of metal—but mostly she was bare and a damsel of ample, if not heroic, proportions. Her name was Callipygia, and she was one of the seventeen daughters of the Queen of Amazonia in the farther parts of Asia.


As for how these four people all got together and faced many perils and became fast friends, I will say nothing here, but if you wish to learn more about them and their histories, I recommend to your attention a book of mine called Kesrick*, in which their stories are told.


Only a little while before they had left the underground palace of the Egyptian magician—which had once been the residence of another wicked sorcerer called the Moghrabi Sufrah, who for a time pretended to be the uncle of the present Emperor Aladdin of China—and were riding north for the sea. Mandricardo and the Amazon girl had decided to help Sir Kesrick and the Princess of Scythia return to Kesrick’s ancestral home, Dragonrouge, in the land of the Franks.


They were not able to decide exactly how to get there. Mandricardo thought they should ride east into Numidia and ask the loan of a ship from King Fayoles. Kesrick did not wish to travel so far out of his way.


“It would take us days to ride to the capital of Numidia,” he argued, “when we can just as easily find a ship in one of the seaports along the coast of Mauretania. True, I know nothing about the present king of that country, but we don’t need to ask him for favors, anyway.” And here he slapped, with a significant gesture, the bulging saddlebags slung across the withers of the Hippogriff. They were stuffed with rubies.


“It would be nice if the Wandering Garden of Wotzername—” began Callipygia.


“—Acrasia,” said Arimaspia.


“—Acrasia,” repeated the Amazon. “Would turn up again,” she continued. “Then we could travel to Frankland in comfort.” She sighed, remembering the limpid water of the pool amidst the trees of the enchanted flying garden, otherwise known as “the Bower of Bliss.” She would certainly enjoy a cool bath after all this sand and scorching sunlight.


Mandricardo disagreed. “Not so, beloved, by my troth!” he declared stoutly. “And miss all the adventures along the way? Why, dash it all, Cally, there may be any number of princesses under enchantment or damsels in durance vile or evil enchanters we may yet encounter! Stirs the soul of chivalry in a knight errant, eh, Kesrick, old man?”


“I suppose so,” said Kesrick noncommittally. Privately, he thought to himself that if it had only been he and Arimaspia, the Hippogriff could quite easily have flown them home to Dragonrouge. But he was too tactful to say this aloud, and had no wish to hurt his friend’s feelings.


They rode along for a time, while snakes and spiders and scorpions slithered or crawled or scuttled hastily from underfoot, and the noontide sun continued to blaze down, as if desirous of broiling the surface of Terra Magica into cinders.


“I can’t help wondering whatever happened to Gaglioffo,” mused Arimaspia after a time. Mandricardo ground his teeth and growled the names of two or three of the less respectable of the gods worshipped in Tartary.


“That treacherous Paynim!” he exclaimed savagely. “By my halidom, but who cares, what?”


“By Pappaeus, I know!” said Arimaspia. “But all the same. He wasn’t anywhere around when we were leaving the underground palace of Zazamanc, or if he was, he was hiding….”


The rascally Gaglioffo, whom they had earlier rescued from an enchantment, had frequently been (as Sir Mandricardo liked to put it) “a thorn in their foot and a stitch in their side, what?” during several of their adventures.


“Just what is a halidom, anyway, do you happen to know?” asked Kesrick, changing the subject. The Tartar shrugged.


“Dashed if I know, old chap! Just something by which we knights errant often swear,” he said carelessly.


They rode on across the burning desert, still arguing whether they should turn east toward Numidia or continue straight ahead for Mauretania, in order to cross the Middle Sea by ship.


Gaglioffo, in the meanwhile, was having a terrible time. The ugly little Paynim, with goggling eyes and bandy-legs and blubbery lips, had indeed hidden out of sight during the departure of our heroes. He guiltily assumed that the fearless knights would have dispatched him with their shining swords, in recompense for his many villainies and betrayals of their trust and kindness. Now he found himself alone in the deserted subterranean castle of the Egyptian wizard, who had been transformed by one of his own backfiring magic spells into a remarkably unattractive marble statue.


After quite a time, which he devoted to whimpering and snuffling and to feeling sorry for himself in general, the dwarfish Paynim tried to think of what he should do next. Not having a steed, he could hardly hope to survive the long journey on foot across the blistering sands of the Mohgrab. But, then, neither could he stay here in these dank and dripping caverns, alone and slowly starving.


You see, a careless housekeeper like most bachelors, Zazamanc never bothered to make even a pretense of stocking the larder or replenishing the pantry. Instead, when he wanted a meal, the magician had conjured one out of empty air—an art which the unfortunate Gaglioffo did not possess, but one which would have certainly come in handy.


Only one mode of escape presented itself to Gaglioffo’s wits (such as they were), and it was a form of transport which made him quake to the depths of his cowardly heart. That is, there still remained in the underground caverns the flying iron chariot which Zazamanc had used to range up and down the world in the perpetrating of his villainies.


This unusual conveyance was drawn through the skies by a matched team of winged and dragonish Wyverns. During his trips in the aerial chariot, Gaglioffo had watched the magician carefully, despite his terror, and had memorized how to operate the chariot. Now, after Zazamanc had been transmogrified into a marble statue, the Princess Arimaspia had kind-heartedly freed all of the denizens in the magician’s menagerie of monsters, including the twin Wyverns. However, the Wyverns had come flapping home by now on their tireless batlike wings, more accustomed to the underground palace than to any other abode, and, at this very moment, were hungrily devouring some wriggling serpents and other vermin on the sands before the entrance to the cavern. They chewed down their repulsive luncheon noisily and with every sign of finding the meal delicious.


Gaglioffo screwed up what little courage he possessed, which was not very much, and, calling upon his idols, Mahoum and Golfarin, the Nephew of Mahoum, not to mention the redoubtable Termagant, he subdued the hissing Wyverns by stammering the words Zazamanc had used, and harnessed the creatures to the chariot.


Erelong, the Wyverns bore the chariot aloft at a sickeningly steep angle, with the Paynim cowering and blubbering with fear, and rather happy that he had found nothing to eat in the underground palace. For, if he had eaten, the flight was so rapid and precipitous that he would certainly have lost his lunch.


Whistling through the air, the iron chariot bore Gaglioffo through the skies and across the burning sands.
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The Bucket o’ Blood


By nightfall, the four travelers had reached the shores of the Middle Sea and found themselves, not in Mauretania as they had anticipated, for that country was a little farther west, but in one of the seacoast towns of another country called Mezzoramia, concerning which they knew nothing.


The town, however, was quaint and cozy, with cobbled streets and snug cottages, and long wharves that thrust out into the blue water and afforded a safe anchorage of many ships.


“Oh, by Jove! The bounding main, what? How jolly!” exclaimed Sir Mandricardo, expanding his chest and drinking in the salt sea breeze zestfully. He knew nothing whatsoever about sailing, but declined to mention the fact.


Kesrick had spied an inn with adjoining stables, so they guided their steeds in that direction and dismounted. A scrawny stableboy with a runny nose gasped at the unearthly Hippogriff and gaped, drooling, at the naked beauty of the Scythian Princess, but accepted a flung coin and promised to groom, water and feed Kesrick’s steed and Bayardetto.


As they entered the hostelry, Mandricardo read the name above the door. “Good-oh! ‘The Bucket o’ Blood,’ jolly old nautical term, I’ll warrant!” he cried happily. Again, Kesrick said nothing, but he exchanged a meaningful glance with Arimaspia: to him, as to her, the inn’s name sounded like the disreputable hangout of pirates, corsairs, buccaneers, and other sea-going robbers.


However, they had already paid the stableboy to care for their steeds, and it was too late now to change inns. So they strode in, finding a long, low-roofed room crowded with benches and trestle-tables. Here were sprawled or seated a ruffianly looking number of old salts, thumping their mugs of grog in time to a rude sea chantey which some of them bawled at the top of their lungs.


“Don’t know the words, meself,” Mandricardo advised Callipygia in low tones. “Just hum along.”


But the song died on every lip as the oddly dressed foursome entered the Bucket o’ Blood. Furtive eyes studied them narrowly; hoarse whispers were exchanged behind callused hands. It would seem that Mezzoramia seldom gave its hospitality to Frankish or Tartar knights, or Amazonian or Scythian princesses.


Most of the seamen had scarlet kerchiefs wound about their brows; gold hoops bobbled from pierced lobes; many wore a hook instead of a hand, or a peg leg where a leg of bone and flesh should properly be. They had stubbled cheeks or bristling beards and were attired in the stained red coats of admirals. Dirks and dags bristled: some of these were thrust into sashes or cummerbunds or broad leathern belts, others were stuck in the top of seaboots.


Pistols had not been invented yet.*


Arimaspia looked around. Strings of onions and red peppers dangled from hooks in the tarry rafters; a huge fire roared on the stone grate across the room, where a whole bullock slowly turned on the spit, which was being worked by the veritable twin of the scrawny stableboy, identical even to the runny nose. The delicious odor of cooking food permeated the smoky air.


The barkeep, who seemed also to be the cook, came stumping out to greet them. His left leg was cut off at the hip and he leaned on a wooden crutch. He was a stocky fellow with stubbled cheeks, and a face as broad and red as a ham, with a gorgeous parrot riding on one husky shoulder. Wiping greasy hands on an even greasier apron, he knuckled his brow obsequiously, bowing and scraping.


“Sit ’e doon, squires ’n’ ladies, a table t’ starboard, if ’e please! Arr. A drap o’ wine ter begin wiv? Arr. Look alive, lad—fetch a bottle o’ me best wine fer th’ gentry over yere,” said this individual


They seated themselves at a long table which had been crowded by mariners, who were politely asked to move in the simplest and most practical manner: that is, Mine Host of the Bucket o’ Blood upended the benches, spilling the riffraff onto the floor. They grumbled a bit and showed their teeth nastily, but, oddly enough, did not make further or more physical objection to this rudeness.


Before long, the travelers were munching down smoking beef, garnished with potatoes, onions, carrots and peppers, the whole a-swim in delicious spiced gravy, with the sort of appetite that comes only from a day in the saddle, toiling across the burning wastes.


The wine was decent enough, too.


They spent that night at the inn, hiring rooms on the second floor. The accommodations offered by the Bucket o’ Blood were bare cubicles and not much more: low-ceilinged (so low that the two knights had to stoop over to walk about), equipped only with cots whose mattresses were stuffed with straw, a rickety table, a wobble-footed chair, a stump of candle in a cracked dish, and a chamberpot in the corner. Still, the four discovered how easy it is to sleep even under such primitive conditions, after a day in the saddle and a good, solid meal, well furbished with a few bottles of decent wine.


Kesrick discovered that Sir Mandricardo snored.


Next morning, after a rasher of bacon and a dozen scrambled eggs, the four were up and out to procure passage for themselves and their steeds on one or another of the ships in the harbor. It was a bright, breezy day: gulls uttered raucous cries like doors on rusty hinges, swooping and hovering in the gusty air; the harbor smelled, not unpleasantly, of rotting fish-heads, tar, creosote, sun-baked canvas, dried salt, seasoned wood.


Ships from many ports were in harbor that morning; the four friends vied with each other to see who could identify the most different vessels. Arimaspia correctly pointed out a strange ship from the dominions of the Grand Cham by its bat-ribbed sails of waxed parchment. The Tartar knight spotted a ship from distant Thule, which he recognized by its sleek black hull and sails of rich tapestry. Sir Kesrick had no difficulty in pointing out a slim galleon from the half-sunken city of Ys, and a gigantic quinquadrime from Tarshish, while Callipygia alone was able to pick out a swag-bellied cargo vessel from Mogadore, loaded to the gunnels with teakwood, copra, tea, and smaragdines. The contest, then, resulted in a draw—or would have, until Arimaspia identified a dragon-prowed ship with red and yellow striped sails, which hailed from either Valhalla or Jotunheim.


She thought Jotunheim, for the half-naked seamen were immense, taller even than Mandricardo, with pale white skins and bushy beards and manes of blond hair so pale as to be flaxen.


Everyone knows, the Aesir had red or dark gold hair.


By noon they had procured passages for themselves and their steeds on a lean, rakish vessel with the ominous-sounding name of “the Jolly Roger.” Its captain, a jovial but weasel-eyed, scoundrely mariner, rejoiced in the name of Flint. It had been Mine Host of the Bucket o’ Blood who brought him and his ship to their attention. When they returned to the inn for the noonday meal, they found the two huddled at the rear of the main room in whispered conversation. Kesrick did not feel easy with Flint, having heard Mine Host mumble something about “gert leather bags what clink ’n’ clank,” but resolved to go along with Flint’s offer.


After all, they had just wasted the morning being turned down by skipper after skipper, for no one they had talked to was willing to transport a warhorse. Much less, a Hippogriff.


Flint did not seem to mind at all. In fact, he seemed eager to be of service to them.


“Have to keep our eyes on that fellow,” Kesrick muttered to Mandricardo. “I don’t at all care for his looks … and, if anything, his crew are an even more rascally troop of verminous scallawags.”


“Scum of the Seven Seas.” Mandricardo nodded soberly.


“What exactly are the Seven Seas, Mandro?” inquired the Amazon girl interestedly. “I can only think of about three, maybe four.”


“Well, ah,” began the Tartar. “Let me see, now; ’pon my soul! There’s, um, Whatzisname … and the one down south of everything, and … and …”


They were set to depart shortly before sundown, as Flint desired to catch the evening tide. So they settled their accounts with their host, who seemed more than delighted to accept a pigeons-blood ruby the size of the skull of a domestic cat, in lieu of the local coinage. They tossed their last copper to the stableboy, who had certainly done a fine job of grooming Bayardetto, whose sleek black hide glistened like waxed ebony, and Brigadore, whose bronze plumage shone as never before.


They got the two beasts aboard, although Brigadore did not like the gangplank and Bayardetto mightily distrusted the bamboo cage into which the sailors alternately tugged and pushed him. Then they bore their own luggage and saddlebags into the stateroom Flint had assigned to them, not, of course, forgetting the twin sacks of rubies.


Then—carefully locking the cabin door—they went on deck to watch the sailors make preparations for embarking. Kesrick found them as dastardly looking a lot as he had expected, but the practiced ease with which they swarmed in the shrouds and untacked the canvas impressed him that, ugly group or not, they knew their business when it came to seamanship. He made some remark on this to Mandricardo, who glumly answered, “Um.”


Kesrick glanced at his companion. The Tartar was clutching the rail with such intensity that his knuckles showed bone-white even through his swarthy skin. His face, however, looked a trifle greenish.


“Is all well with you?” inquired the Frankish knight solicitously.


Mandricardo nodded vigorously, attempted a hearty grin, bent over the rail and noisily lost his dinner overboard. As Kesrick assisted his friend below, the mariners in the rigging chuckled. It was probably the first time any of them had seen a passenger get seasick before the ship had even left its harbor.


“Sickly bunch o’ landlubbers, I say,” cackled one wizened old sea rogue to his comrade. The other leered knowingly, revealing teeth filed to points.


“Wealthy bunch, I say, matey,” he hissed. “Did ’e lay yer lamps on them two gert sacks? Stuffed t’ th’ scuppers wiv rubies, they say. Rubies bigger’n mangoes …”


“Up anchor, ye swabs, an’ look alive, now!” Flint bellowed from the afterdeck in a lusty voice.


The Jolly Roger turned her prow into the north; wind bellied in her ochre sails as she set slowly out into the chilly waters of the Middle Sea of the world.
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The Mysterious Island


Toward midnight, or a little before, their ship ran into a thick bank of fog. It was so thick, the clammy, swirling stuff, that about all you could see was your hand in front of your face, contrary to the familiar saying.


Mandricardo, who had by then already lost his supper, his lunch, and his breakfast, climbed up the gangway to the deck to see if he could get rid of any of yesterday’s meals, as well. He returned to report that the Jolly Roger had slowed to a crawl.


“Why, I wonder?” mused Sir Kesrick. “Flint can hardly be afraid of running into another ship, in the midst of all these waters. The chance of one vessel running into another in open sea must be highly unlikely.”


“There are always sea-monsters, of course,” said Mandricardo pessimistically. The Tartar knight had by now formed a definite dislike of maritime travel. It was horseback or nothing for him, from this point on.


Just then the Jolly Roger ran into something with a shudder that made every timber in her hull groan in protest. Crockery fell in the galley; men tumbled like tenpins all over the decks and rose with alarmed and barbarous oaths on their lips. The foresail came crashing down like thunder. Bayardetto neighed piercingly and began kicking out the bars of his bamboo cage.


Kesrick got dressed and hurried on deck. The fog was a dim blanket of grayness that closed about him like an immense but palpable fist, cutting off nearly every sense. Men were running about, shouting to each other, bare heels thudding on the deck, which, the Frankish knight noticed uncomfortably, was tilted at an unusual degree.
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