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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.


      




Kuttner Sharpens His Literary Sword


BY JOE R. LANSDALE


HENRY KUTTNER IS something of an unsung hero of science fiction and fantasy, and to some extent, horror fiction, if for no other reason than he wrote a classic little booger tale called “The Graveyard Rats.”


He was a witty, fast-writing kind of guy who could come up with a story at the drop of a hat, and maybe have it finished before the hat hit the floor. Perhaps had he lived longer, and not been knocked dead by a heart attack in his forties, he would be better known, and perhaps if his novels, written by himself and in collaboration, had elicited the same impact his short stories received, he might also have a greater reputation with the mainstream. Within the field of the fantastic, and the science fictional, he is better known, and among certain aficionados of his work, he is considered to be as important a writer as almost anyone who ever wrote in the field(s).


Another reason he is not as well known as he ought to be is because he was so versatile. Unlike one of his protégés, Ray Bradbury, he never developed a singular voice by which he could be identified immediately. This is not to say he wasn’t stylistic. He was, and the echoes of his style can be seen in the works of Ray Bradbury, but unlike Bradbury, who worked to codify his approach to story, Kuttner did not.


To make matters even more confusing, he wrote under a number of different pen names, and if that isn’t enough, when he married C. L. Moore, another wonderful writer, the two of them worked together on almost all stories thereafter. It might even be said that if Henry Kuttner is unknown, so is C. L. Moore, because in a way, they became the same person, a writer(s) who wrote stories and used a lot of names to hide behind. They had to. They were producing a lot of stories for a lot of different markets and needed different names and different voices. They were like spies, moving from one country to another with falsified passports.


They worked together on stories so closely that if one got up to go to the bathroom, the other could sit down and take their place and pick up where they left off, seamlessly producing prose until replaced once again by the other.


It was said C. L. Moore provided the romanticism to some of their best stories, and you can see this touch in her solo work. It was also said that Kuttner provided the wit and the ideas, and there is evidence of that.


Still, I’ve always found this to be an easy answer, and a little too pat. The true answer, especially since they were so interchangeable, is that they were both extraordinarily talented writers who found one another and together fell into a wonderful creative groove. It must have been one hell of a bonding; my guess is they could both be witty and romantic and exploding with ideas. The fact that writing was their profession and they needed to eat and pay bills didn’t hurt either. That’s a real incentive. But that need is not enough to explain the incredible ingenuity with which they worked, the sparkling style they created, and the lasting impact these stories have had on so many readers.


Perhaps, had they written alone, they might have produced better work individually than together, but it is hard to imagine better stories than those accredited to their pen names; these stories are some of the classics in the field of science fiction and science fantasy. To confuse this even more, some of their more famous pen names—Lewis Padgett and Lawrence O’Donnell come to mind—were sometimes the solo work of one or the other. Trying to decipher it all makes the head hurt.


Kuttner’s work, or the work attributed to him more than C. L. Moore, has been the source for a few films, the earliest being, I believe, “The Twonky,” which was done for television. One of his (and her?) best stories, “Vintage Season,” was filmed interestingly, and most recently, “Mimsy Were The Borogroves” was filmed as The Last Mimsy. This is probably Kuttner’s most famous story. The results were mixed. It was a movie that couldn’t quite decide if it was a serious science fiction film or something for the young adult viewer alone. But the premise and the general storyline were all Kuttner (or at least all Lewis Padgett), and that’s what the viewers take away with them when they leave the theater; that haunting idea so marvelously expressed in the original short story, and so proven in everyday life by anyone old enough to have trouble with the DVD player or the cell phone, only to have their eight-year-old kid show them how it works. I won’t say more. I hope your curiosity will invite you to read the original story, and afterward, to watch the film.


The bottom line is this: Kuttner was one talented dude, and his stories move through the stories of a lot of writers writing today (I am one), and they will move through writers of the future as well; as long as there is the written word and there are heralds to proclaim his excellence, his stories will have their impact.


Okay. I lied. I don’t trust that at all. That’s the way it should be. It’s not the way it is.


But this introduction and this book are a kind of herald. We want to alert you to his genius. This is just a taste. This is just one side of Kuttner. His work is being discovered and rediscovered a lot lately; there have been encouraging signs of this in the films and new editions of his short stories, examples of the latter being Two Handed Engine and this fine collection of early sword and sorcery stories. But neither of these volumes touches the bulk of Kuttner’s output. I hope these films and collections lead to a thunderous awareness for all things Kuttner, but I’m not holding my breath.


Readers and writers these days find it hard to invest time into reading anything older than a year or two, but let me tell you (and I pause to wag my finger and say shame on you), Kuttner still reads well and his stories are unique, and many ideas that are just now being explored by writers of science fiction and fantasy… well, sorry, Kuttner has already been there and he most likely did it better.


For many writers who are just drawing their swords, and are interested in what went before and how certain writers developed, or for that matter how certain genres developed, look here, for you can see how Kuttner began sharpening his literary sword, and what better way to symbolize this sharpening, than with tales of swords… and, of course, sorcery.


But more to the stories at hand.
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Early in his career, before meeting Catherine (better known in the pages of magazines as C. L.) Moore, he wrote for Weird Tales. Not only did he write the classic horror story “The Graveyard Rats”—also filmed, badly, for the TV film Trilogy of Terror 2—he soon wrote a series of sword and sorcery stories, influenced by Howard’s marvelous Conan tales, but quite different because they came from the mind of another highly original writer.


Kuttner’s creation, Elak, was his own thing, and not Howard’s Conan, but they certainly were characters who might have crossed paths and gone on a three-day drunk and whoring expedition together. In the end, that ramble might have led to a savage duel due to the fact that they were both in their own way what today would be described as alpha males. There was also the fact that Elak had a fat, drunken, friend, Lycon, who always traveled with him, and whose smart mouth and attitude might have stirred the pot and led to a savage decision made in blood.


It would have been Elak’s skillful swordsmanship against Conan’s brawn and fearless assault. It might have made for an interesting fight.


Kuttner’s stories, unlike the tales written by Howard, have a sense of humor. This is not to say there wasn’t a note of humor in Howard’s work, but it certainly wasn’t an identifying trait, and sometimes those notes were played quietly and without great success. Outside of sword and sorcery, Howard did write a series of western tall tales that had a bit of the Pecos Bill humor about them, but they were never, at least for me, that successful. The humor seemed heavy and contrived, and though many scholars point to these stories as a sign of Howard’s maturity as a writer, I always felt they were stories of the moment, of their time, and that the humor was as heavy as a rain cloud and twice as wet.


Kuttner understood humor, both the subtle sort and the more blatant, and unlike Howard, he was really good at it. Also unlike Howard, and more akin to Leiber, there’s a playfulness about the prose and the descriptions; everything isn’t so deadly dark and serious, though Kuttner could certainly summon up the shadows when he chose, and he could write some of the bloodiest and most exciting adventure scenes ever conjured by a writer’s mind, as you will see when you read these stories.


I even think it’s telling that Elak uses a rapier, and not a big heavy sword. The rapier suits his personality, which is, at least by comparison to, say, Conan, somewhat dapper. Still, Elak has a kind of confidence and force of will that would have made John Wayne move back a step.
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When it comes to Kuttner’s other character, Prince Raynor, who made two appearances in Strange Tales, the prose presenting his adventures is in my estimation a little more formal and stiff, which may have more to do with distinguishing the two characters, Elak and Raynor, than anything else.


Most likely it was due to the fact that Kuttner was constantly exploring style, character, and story methods and didn’t like to repeat himself. Of the two, I like Elak best. Though there is certainly no lack of entertainment value in the other, there seems less inventiveness and liveliness of style, and the stories feel a little bit familiar. Fans of the Raynor stories may argue the point as a matter of personal taste, however, and I would be unwilling to battle them on the issue. They’re still good tales.


I mention this business about style because I think the writing style of Kuttner was always interesting. He was always experimenting. He was one of those rare kinds of writers who was a combination story teller, stylist, and thinker, though when he wore science fiction clothes, he was more of an extrapolator of ideas and concepts than he was a master of science. He was the forerunner of the Galaxy magazine writer who brought more characterization and social issues to the work than nifty scientific gadgetation, a word I think I just now made up.


Kuttner’s work, for me, threw off sparks and set little mental fires that made me think. He was willing to toss ideas and concepts off like spaghetti, fling it against the wall to see if it sticks. And there was an echo beyond the reading. His ideas were so original and came from so far out of left field you had to have an aerial view of the grounds so you could see them racing at you from beyond the bleachers.


In these sword and sorcery stories his style, or more accurately, his styles, were developing. These tales are not the echo tales of the more mature Kuttner, not the stories chock full of ideas and sparks and little fires that burn in the brain and make you think. They are pure joy. They are the pudding after the steak and the sides. But they are wonderful pudding, fine entertainment.


Kuttner wrote everything he wrote with heart and conviction and a dedication to craft. His intent was not always the same, and he got better and more interesting as he went along, but these tales of Elak and Raynor are a rare treat indeed. They are first of all hard to find, and give us a glance at what Kuttner was to become; we can watch his garden grow in these stories. This collection is a great service to all of us Kuttner fans, and to those it will introduce to his work. These stories may be pudding, but they aren’t tapioca. There’s something special here, a real frothy treat made from exotic ingredients containing lost cities and flashing swords and beautiful women and Druids and ghosts, a few pulpy wood knots and splinters of early prose, a flash of style and insight, and in the end, a flourish of tossed gory glitter in the hair.


He had a kind of magic all writers wish they possessed. Some of us can fake it a little, but Kuttner, he wasn’t faking. He was the real deal. He was a writer of endless possibilities, and it saddens me to think his life, that wonderful magpie mind, constantly collecting thoughts and ideas for stories, was knocked silent by a premature heart attack.


Oh, the places he would have gone.


I hate what we as readers missed due to his early demise, but I am so happy he wrote what he wrote, which is quite a bit, and that he wrote so many different kinds of tales, presented us with so many literary meals to devour, from the steaks to the sides, to the gourmet treats, to the fine and frothy, sweet desserts of Elak and Raynor.


Prove my fears unfounded. Let the heralds speak of Kuttner, and let their voices ring down through the ages, past my time and past yours, and over into the awareness of future readers, and let their words stick: “Kuttner is magic.”


Enjoy.


Joe R. Lansdale
June, 2007


JOE R. LANSDALE is the author of more than twenty novels and two hundred short works, including scripts for both comics and film. Two of his stories, “Bubba Hotep” and “Incident On and Off a Mountain Road,” have also been adapted for film. He is the winner of the Edgar Award, the Grinzani Prize for Literature, and six Bram Stoker Awards, and has been named the 2007 Grandmaster of Horror, to be honored at the World Horror Convention.
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Thunder in the Dawn


1. MAGIC OF THE DRUID


THE TAVERN WAS ill-lighted and cloudy with smoke. Raucous oaths and no less rough laughter made the place a bedlam. From the open door a cold wind blew strongly, salt-scented from the sea that lapped restlessly against the wharves of Poseidonia. A small, fat man sitting alone in a booth was muttering to himself as he drank deeply of the wine the innkeeper had placed before him, and Lycon’s quick, furtive glances searched the room, missing no detail.


For Lycon was a little frightened, and this prevented him from getting drunk as quickly as usual. His tall friend and fellow adventurer, Elak, was hours overdue from a clandestine visit to a lady of noble blood, the wife of a duke of Atlantis. This alone might not have troubled Lycon, but he was remembering certain curious events of the past fortnight—an inexplicable feeling of being trailed, and an encounter with masked soldiers in the forest beyond Poseidonia. Elak’s dexterity with his rapier had saved them both, and later, he had attributed the attack to the soldiers of Granicor, the Atlantean duke. Lycon was not so sure. Their opponents had not been the swarthy, sinewy seamen of Poseidonia—they had been yellow-haired, fair-skinned giants such as were native to the northern shores of Atlantis. And for many moons Atlantis had been looking northward with apprehensive eyes.


The island continent is, roughly, heart-shaped, split down the middle by a waterway which runs from a huge bay or inland sea at the north down to a lake nearly at the southern extremity, thirty miles from the seacoast city of Poseidonia. For as long as men could remember the northern shores had been harried by red-bearded giants whose long black galleys had swept down from the frozen lands beyond the ocean. Dragon ships they were called, and those who manned them were Vikings—sea pirates, plunderers who left ruin and desolation wherever they beached their craft. Lately rumors had spread of a great influx of these Northmen—and in taverns and by campfires men met and boasted and sharpened their blades.


There were two men in the brawling clamor of the inn who had attracted Lycon’s intent gaze—one a gross, ugly figure clad in a shapeless brown robe, the traditional garb of the Druid priests. Beneath an immense bald head was a hairless, toadlike face glistening with sweat. These Druids, it was said, wielded immense power secretly, and Lycon habitually distrusted priests of any order.


Besides the Druid, Lycon watched a bearded giant whose skin showed traces of being darkened artificially and whose hair was probably dyed, as it showed blue in the lamp’s glow. Casually the small adventurer touched the hilt of his sword. Somewhat reassured by the feel of its smooth metal, he banged his cup on the table and yelled for more wine.


“What watery swill is this?” he asked the innkeeper, a wizened oldster in a liquor-stained tunic. “It’s fit for babes and women. Bring me something a man can drink, or—or—”


On the verge of uttering a grandiloquent threat Lycon subsided, muttering softly. “Gods!” he observed to himself as the innkeeper moved away, “what’s got into me? These past weeks have made me a coward. I’ll be jumping at shadows soon. Where in the Nine Hells is Elak?”


He paused to throw a gold piece on the table and to lift a replenished cup to his lips. That was but the first of many cups, and presently Lycon’s apprehension and worry had crystallized into belligerency. The bearded giant was watching him, he saw.


Lycon drained his cup, set it down with a crash—and sprang to his feet, overturning the table. Dark faces were turned to him; wary eyes gleaming in the lamplight.


For all his fatness Lycon was agile. He leaped over the table and headed for the giant, who had not moved, save to set down his liquor.


Lycon was, by this time, very drunk indeed. He paused to drag his sword from its scabbard, but unfortunately it stuck, marring the impressiveness of the gesture. Nevertheless Lycon persisted and pulled out the weapon at last. He flourished it beneath the other’s nose.


“Am I a dog?” he demanded, glaring malevolently at the giant, who shrugged.


“You should know,” he said gruffly. “Go away before I slice off your ears with that toy.”


Lycon gasped inarticulately. Speech returned with a rush.


“Misbegotten spawn of a worm!” he snarled. “Unsheathe your sword! I’ll have your heart out for this—”


The blackbeard cast a swift glance around. He did not look frightened, but, oddly, annoyed, as though Lycon had interrupted some important project of his own. Yet he stood erect, and his blade came out flashing. The innkeeper hurried up, clucking his annoyance. In one of his hands was a bungstarter, and watching his chance, he brought this down toward Lycon’s head.


From the corner of his eye the little man saw the movement. He ducked, whirled, felt his shoulder go numb beneath the blow. The giant’s sword swept out at his unprotected throat.


Something hit Lycon, sent him sprawling back, while razor-sharp steel raked his chest. He fought frantically to regain his footing. He came upright with his back to the wall, sword in hand—and stood staring.


Elak had at last arrived. It was his blow that had hurled Lycon from the path of the giant’s steel, and now the lean, wolf-faced adventurer’s rapier was engaging the blackbeard’s weapon in a dazzling flash and shimmer of clanging metal, while Elak’s laughter brought fear to his opponent’s eyes. The innkeeper crouched near by, the bungstarter gripped in his hand, and swiftly Lycon caught up a heavy flagon and crashed it down on the man’s head. He fell, blood spurting, and Lycon turned again to watch the battle.


The blackbeard was being forced back by the rapidity of Elak’s onslaught. Few could stand successfully against the electric speed with which the adventurer wielded his rapier; already the giant was bleeding from a long cut along the forehead. He cried, “Wait! Wait, Elak—”


And his sword came down, leaving his throat unprotected.


But Elak also lowered his rapier. His wolfish face cracked in an ironic grin.


“Had enough?” he taunted. “By Ishtar, but you’ve little courage for your size.”


The giant fumbled with the fastenings of his tunic. Abruptly he brought out something thin and dark and writhing coiled about his arm. He flung it at Elak.


The rapier screamed through the air but missed its mark. Elak sprang aside just in time; the dark thing shot past him and arched up to avoid the swinging cut of Lycon’s sword. For a brief moment it hung in empty air, while the silence of stupefaction stilled the tavern’s clamor.


It was a serpent—but a winged serpent! A snake with two webbed, membranous wings sprouting from its body. Beady eyes glittered in the triangular head as the monster hung aloft. Then down it came, swift as an arrow’s flight.


Chairs and tables crashed over, and the thunder of frantic feet sounded. Lycon’s thrust almost spitted Elak. The winged snake, unhurt, flashed away, but its fangs had grazed Elak’s shoulder. The brown leather of his tunic darkened swiftly, while a stench of foul corruption was strong in his nostrils.


“Bel!” he ground out. “I can’t—”


Suddenly a bulky figure loomed before him—the Druid, huge arms lifted, shielding the adventurer with his own body. Elak made to thrust him aside. Then, staring, he paused.


From the upthrust hands of the Druid a pale flame was rising, twin fires that burned fiercely, dwarfing the yellow glow of the lamps. Incredibly the flames swelled and grew and abruptly took flight. The winged serpent twisted in midair, its wings shirring. But inexorably the flames raced down upon it.


They spread out lambent fingers, interlacing, till around the monster revolved a sphere of silently glowing fire. The serpent was hidden from view by a glove of flame.


And it swiftly diminished, shrank to a tiny glowing point—and vanished. Where flame and serpent had been was nothing. A gray dust filtered slowly to the rough planks of the floor.…


 


2. NORTHMEN IN CYRENA


“So may all traitors die!” the Druid said harshly.


He was staring at an outsprawled giant figure that lay broken across a splintered table, a man whose black-bearded, swarthy face was upturned to the lamplight. On his brow a circle of reddened skin was burned and blistered, and blood bubbled in his throat.


Before either Lycon or Elak could move, the Druid had bent above the dying man, gripping his hair with rough fingers.


“Who sent you?” he snarled, his toadlike face aglisten with sweat. “Tell me, you dog—or I’ll—”


“Mercy!” the wretch gasped, blood gushing from his mouth.


“I’ll give you such mercy as will send your soul screaming down the Nine Hells! Who sent you? Tell these men!”


The man croaked, “Elf! He—”


Callously the Druid turned away. A frown creased Elak’s brow as he saw the fear-glazed eyes roll up in death. “Elf?” he repeated. “I know that name.”


“You should,” the Druid growled. “Perhaps you know mine, then—Dalan. Come on, we’ve no time to talk. The guards will be here in a moment.”


Lycon hesitated, shrank back. But Elak gripped his arm and urged him in the wake of the druid.


“We can trust him,” he whispered. “I’ve heard tales of this Dalan. And I think—” There was a wry smile on Elak’s lean face. “I think we’ll be safer with him than anywhere else.”


A wan moon hung low over Atlantis. Keeping in the shadows, the three cautiously made their way along the waterfront. Once they shrank back into a doorway while a troop of guards clattered past. And at last they came to a low hut into which Dalan ushered them, barring the door carefully before he turned to take a lantern from a peg on the wall.


Even then he paused to lift a trapdoor in the floor before setting the lantern on the rough table in the center of the bare, gloomy room. “In case of surprise,” he explained; “though I think we’re safe enough here.”


“In Bel’s name, what’s this all about?” Lycon demanded. The drink was wearing off, and he was trembling a little with reaction. Gratefully he sank down in a chair the Druid indicated. “Did you kill that bearded swine? Winged snakes—magic fires—haven’t you anything to drink in this cavern?”


“You’ll need a clear head for what I’m going to tell you,” Dalan said. “There’s magic in it, yes, or at least a science you can’t understand. I slew that traitorous dog with a power we Druids have had for ages—a power over fire. And thus I slew Elf’s messenger.”


“The snake? Who is this—Elf?”


Dalan sent a somber glance toward Elak, whose face was grim and cold. He asked, “This man—does he know nothing? Have you told him of Cyrena?”


Elak shook his head. “Tell him, Dalan.”


“Cyrena? The northernmost kingdom of Atlantis?” Lycon asked. “I know Orander rules it, but that’s all.”


“A dozen years ago Norian ruled Cyrena,” the Druid said. “He had two stepsons, Orander and Zeulas. Zeulas killed him.”


Elak moved uneasily.


“Zeulas killed him,” Dalan repeated, “in fair fight, and both men had provocation. Because of this, Zeulas, though he was the elder, did not assume the crown. He left Cyrena to wander, a homeless vagabond, through Atlantis.”


Lycon turned to stare at Elak. “By Ishtar! You don’t mean—”


“He is Zeulas,” the Druid said. “His brother, Orander, rules over Cyrena. Or—did rule.”


“The Vikings?” Elak asked.


“Yes. They’ve invaded the land, with the aid of Elf the warlock. Elf has always hated your brother, who would never give him the freedom he wanted for his black sorcery and human sacrifice. So Elf made a pact with the Northmen to destroy Orander, in exchange for power and for the victims he needs for his necromancy.”


“Did he—” Elak did not finish, but a cold fire blazed in his eyes.


“He couldn’t kill Orander; my magic was too strong for that. But he has taken him captive and left the armies of Cyrena without a head. So the chiefs argue and battle among themselves, and the Vikings slay them at leisure.”


Lycon was nearly sober now. A smoking oath came from his throat. “Your kingdom, Elak? This is your kingdom? And the Northmen and this stinking wizard rule it? Dalan”—he stood erect, teetering a little—“we head north tomorrow—tonight! I’ll slit this Elf’s throat like a pig’s.”


Elak pulled him down. “Wait a moment. Dalan—you want me to return to Cyrena? To lead the armies against the Vikings?”


The Druid nodded. “That’s why I’m here. Elf caught me unawares, and he has your brother captive. But if you’ll come north, you’ll give Cyrena the leader it needs. My magic will aid you.”


“To free Orander?”


“Yes. And to destroy Elf, to drive out the Northmen!” The toad face grew hideous with rage. “They desecrate the Druid altars, crucify our priests! They worship Loki and Thor and Odin, devils of the blackest abyss—and they worship Elf’s evil gods, as well. By Mider!” Dalan’s hand moved in a strange quick gesture as he named the Druids’ greatest deity. “You’ll come—you must come, Zeulas—Elak—whatever you name yourself now!”


Elak stood up. “Yes, I’ll come. I’d sworn never to enter Cyrena again, but this is a different thing.”


“And I’ll go with you,” Lycon put in. “You’ll need a strong sword in the forests. It’s a far distance to Cyrena.”


“Good!” Dalan’s great hands swept down, gripped Lycon’s shoulders. “You have courage—and you’ll need it. But we’ll not go through the forests. Look.”


He bent to scrawl, with a bit of charcoal, a rough map on the table’s top. “Here we are at Poseidonia. We go inland thirty miles to the Central Lake, where I’ve a ship waiting. Then north, down the river through the heart of Atlantis, into the Inland Sea that touches Cyrena. We’ll go with the current, and my oarsmen are strong.”


“And we start—” Lycon’s face was eager.


“Tomorrow, at dawn. You’ll stay here with me tonight.”


Elak hesitated. “Dalan, we may not return. And I promised—well, there’s a girl I’ll have to see tonight.”


“Velia?” Lycon asked. “Duke Granicor’s wife? I should think you’d had enough of her by now. And, by the way, what kept you tonight?”


“Her kisses,” Elak said frankly. “I told her I’d see her before leaving Poseidonia.”


Dalan grunted, “The guards—”


“I can evade them.”


“What about the man I killed in the tavern tonight—and Elf’s messenger? I tell you, Zeulas—or Elak—Elf fears you. He knows I came to Poseidonia to bring you north to fight him, and he knows, too, that if you’re dead, the Vikings will sweep unopposed over Cyrena. He has servants besides the Northmen—renegades, traitors!”


“I see Velia tonight,” Elak said stubbornly. He turned toward the door.


“Wait.” Dalan’s huge hand spun him about. “There’s no need to take unnecessary risk. We’ll leave tonight—and, on the way, you can stop for a kiss or two with this wench. But you’re a fool to do it.”


“It isn’t the first time women have made a fool of Elak,” Lycon said, grinning. “But Dalan’s right. We’d better leave Poseidonia now. I’ll feel safer in the forest.”


Elak shrugged and waited while the Druid hastily erased the map from the table. That done, the three cautiously let themselves out into the moonlit alley.…


The palace of Duke Granicor shone whitely, towering on a hillock above Poseidonia. To the southeast the ocean swept out to a dim horizon. In the other direction was the forest, dark, menacing. In the shadow of a gate Lycon and Dalan waited while Elak dexterously mounted the wall. He moved quietly through the perfumed blossoms of the garden till he reached the trellis beneath Velia’s window.


He had climbed it often before, and it gave no trouble now. The girl came upon the balcony as he softly called her name. He was briefly silent, studying her golden beauty in the moonlight.


Her transparent robe concealed little; she seemed like an amber statue draped in gauze. Bronze hair fell disheveled about an oval, elfin face; amber eyes were upturned questioningly to Elak’s. Without a word he drew close.


“I’m leaving Poseidonia,” he said after a time. “I may not see you again for a while.”


She clung to him. “Elak, I wish—I’ll go with you!”


“No. You—”


“I will! I can’t stand it here with Granicor. He’s a beast, Elak—a devil. You know how he bought me from my father—I’m little better than a slave to him. I—I’d have killed myself if I hadn’t met you.”


“Don’t be a fool,” Elak said gruffly. “You’ll get used to him in time. Though, by Ishtar, his face is enough to frighten babies! Well—”


“You’re frank, at least, vagabond,” a new voice growled. “And you’ll be franker on the rack, with this harlot beside you!”


Elak released the girl and swung about quickly to face the man who came on to the balcony from the shadows. Duke Granicor was smiling, baring stained, discolored teeth through a gray-shot beard. In his silks and velvets he looked incongruously bedecked, a huge ape masquerading in borrowed finery. Bloodshot small eyes glared at Elak from little pits of gristle.


“You skulking dog!” Duke Granicor roared, lifting a dagger. “Your face’ll frighten soldiers when I’m through with you!”


From the garden below came the clash of armor and the swift thud-thud of racing feet.


 


3. THROUGH THE BLACK FOREST


Elak had no time to draw his rapier before Granicor was upon him. He twisted lithely beneath the dagger’s blow, felt the blade tear and scrape along his ribs. Then he closed with his opponent, grimly silent.


Granicor’s arm rose up, blade red and dripping, but before it could descend Velia had gripped it. Before the duke could wrench his weapon free the girl had bent swiftly, set her teeth in hairy flesh. Granicor roared an oath; but the dagger dropped, went clattering over the rail to the garden below.


Someone was climbing the trellis. Elak dropped swiftly beneath Granicor’s encircling arms, and his own sinewy arms went about the duke’s knees, gripping them tightly. With one swift movement he hurled himself up and back, sent his opponent crashing over the marble balustrade, hurtling down into the shadows. A yell of alarm and a scrambling in the foliage, ending in a smashing thud, told of a guard wrenched from his perch by Granicor’s descending body.


Elak seized Velia’s hand. “Come on,” he snapped, and dragged her from the balcony within the room. A glance told him that there were no enemies here. Apparently the duke had been alone, save for his cohorts in the garden.


Now Velia took the lead. “I know the palace,” she said swiftly. “There’s a door Granicor may have overlooked. If there’s no guard—”


They sped along dimly lit halls draped with tapestries and rugs of somber magnificence. Faintly there came to Elak’s ears the sound of men’s voices shouting. Into a narrow hall—down a steep winding staircase.…


Elak gripped a heavy iron door, flung it open. Someone rose up before him, startled and menacing; armor glinted in the moonlight. But the slim rapier sheathed itself in flesh, and blood spurted from a pierced throat as the guard sank down groaning. They hurdled his body and raced into the garden.


Blades shimmered frostily; shadows closed in on them. Elak saw Granicor, his face blood-smeared and horrible, one arm dangling uselessly, bellowing commands to his men. But surprise was in their favor, and they made the gate safely.


To their surprise it was open. Elak pushed the girl through and turned to find the pack yelling at his heels.


Huge hands gripped him; he was drawn through the gateway. Metal clanged. The gross figure of the Druid stood briefly between him and the soldiers. Then, without warning, a tongue of fire licked up from the ground. It spread and lifted, filling the gateway with its red blaze. Dalan turned.


“That will stop them,” he grunted, “for a time, anyway. Hurry!”


Lycon came out of the shadows, and the four raced into the dimness, seeking shelter in a nearby grove of trees before Granicor remembered to use arrows. As they came panting among the shielding trunks a menacing roar came from the palace, and a rout of men, armor glittering, came pouring down the hill.


“More than one gate,” Elak muttered. “Well, shall we fight—or run?”


“Run,” Lycon advised. “I’ll stay here and hold them, for a while, at least. You can—”


The Druid whispered, “Come. I know the forests. Follow me—and they’ll never find us. You too, Lycon.”


Velia’s hand was warm in Elak’s as they silently trailed Dalan. Like a shadow for all his gross bulk the Druid slipped from tree to tree, taking advantage of every bush and shrub, till at last the noise of pursuit died in the distance. Only then did he pause to wipe the sweat from his ugly face.


“No enemy can find a Druid in the forests,” he informed the others. “If necessary, our magic can send the trees marching against those who follow.”


Elak grunted skeptically. “Well, I’ve let us in for something now. Velia’s coming with us. I’m not going to leave her here to be skinned alive by Granicor.”


She pressed closer to him, and Elak’s arm went about her warm slimness.


“It’s no hardship,” Lycon said, glancing slyly at the girl. “And my sword is yours to command.”


Velia thanked him with a glance, and the little man expanded visibly. Elak’s expression was none too cordial.


“Let’s get started,” he said. “We’ve a long march to the Central Lake and your ship, Dalan.”


The Druid nodded and took the lead. They set out through the moonlit forest.…


Presently the moon sank, but Dalan guided them unerringly, even in the vague starlight, where they would have been separated had they not joined hands. Weird noises came out of the night; the shrill calling of birds and the rustle of underbrush. Once the ground shook beneath the tread of some giant beast that lumbered past unseen in the gloom. And once Elak spitted with his rapier a spider as large as his hand, which squirted venom a dozen feet as it writhed and died.


As dawn came they reached the Central Lake, a chill blue expanse whose depths had never been plumbed. Zones of sapphire and aquamarine and deeper blue lay across its surface. Floating at anchor not far away was a long galley, sails furled, waiting.


Sand crunched beneath their sandaled feet as the four hurried to the water’s edge. Dalan made a speaking-tube of his hands and bellowed lustily till a small boat left the galley, heading shoreward.


“That’s done, at least,” Lycon said with satisfaction. “My poor feet!”


He sat down and rubbed them tenderly. His own sandals had gone to protect Velia’s feet, but the girl’s flimsy night robe had been ripped to shreds by thorns and branches. She kicked off the sandals, slipped out of her garment, and ran into the lake, laughing with pleasure as the cool water caressed her aching muscles.


Lycon eyed her enviously. “I’d join her if I had time,” he observed. “Well, a few buckets of water will do the trick on deck. Here’s the boat.”
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