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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER I


Defeat


NORTH AFRICA in the late 18th century was not a happy place. Its politics and its territorial divisions were so complex, so riddled with intrigue that only a competent and professional historian specialising in the period would be able to do full justice to its rather unwholesome atmosphere. Into this cockpit of plot and counter-plot came the mercenary soldier. He made no attempt to understand the complexities of the political maelstrom in which he was involved as a pawn is involved in a game of chess.


Perhaps a highly intelligent human pawn might be capable of understanding chess, might be capable, with a little thought, of grasping the significance of his part in the game, but the North African human chess of the late 18th century was played out, not between two rivals with straight objectives, but between many smaller groups, whose objectives were particularly difficult to see, and who in their webs of intrigue and espionage, seemed to be as intent upon defeating their own objectives as they were upon defeating the objectives of their many opponents. So the human pawns. The mercenary soldiers, accepted their money and obeyed their orders, it was as simple as that. Simplicity of a kind can always be found in the midst of complexity by adopting an ostrich-like attitude.


Pierre Bonhomme was one of the men who had adopted such an attitude, one of a small group of itinerant French mercenaries, fighting first with this prince and now with that, finding that the pay was a little better and the grass a little greener on the other side of the mountain. He crossed mountain after mountain, taking service with princeling after princeling, fighting in deserts and on seacoasts; fighting down from the Nile and the Sudan. Fighting, always fighting, yet never with the enthusiasm of the patriot, seeing always the cynical side of any battle. For men like Pierre Bonhomme, war held no glory. There was no laurel of peace for which he strove—in fact peace would have meant nothing but unemployment, and if men like Bonhomme had any real interest in politics it was to see that the seething cauldrons of petty warfare were kept gently simmering. War ran in strange tides, it was as though a psychic ocean pulled the hearts and minds of men first up on to the crests of waves and then down into deep troughs, lined with blood.


The mercenary didn’t mind the minor skirmishes when a man could discharge a handful of musket balls at a shadowy, fleeing mark, when he could earn his money by sitting safely behind a rock while musket balls thudded into the sand around him, or ricocheted from the rock behind which he sat. The mercenary was not particularly keen on the violence of a pitched battle. He was of most use in a war of nerves. A war that is fought with mercenaries is very largely a financial war. If you can employ the bigger army you will dispirit your opponents into not wanting to fight you at all. You can therefore obtain your objectives without the necessity of using the armies which you have employed. This was the kind of life that suited Bonhomme and his type. He was not a particularly good man, neither was he a particularly bad man. He was just a man who was swept along on the tide of circumstances, and as that tide of circumstances led in a parallel direction to the tide of war, he found himself victim of both tides. Quite often he and the other mercenaries were able to ride the crests of the waves easily, then it looked as if the sea of events was going to suddenly drop them into a trough of blood, which a really big, pitched battle would have meant, but they were able to manoeuvre themselves out of too much danger or difficulty … sometimes by the simple expedient of taking their pay and departing! This expediency, however, was at best a partial one. Their escape was a doubtful and dubious thing and just as the shifting sands choked the ancient monuments in the millennia-old valleys of Egypt, so the shifting sands of circumstance choked the escape holes of the mercenary. As far as Bonhomme was concerned as he stood looking out over the wide, sandy plain, behind which tall, sandstone cliffs rose aggressively like the walls of an arena shutting him in and forcing him to do combat, this was one of those occasions when everything had gone wrong…. This was one of those occasions on which he would either have to earn the money—which had previously been something of a sinecure—it looked very much as though he would not be able to live to spend any more. The soldiers of his own petty princeling were well and truly outnumbered. They were not outnumbered by another column of mercenaries who would have been quite prepared to accept their surrender. They were outnumbered by a group of fanatical religious patriots of the kind who regarded glory in battle as an important adjunct to happiness in the hereafter. Glory in battle did not consist in giving quarter to your enemy, once he was on the run. Bonhomme and his colleagues found themselves up against an enemy who did not know the meaning of the word ‘surrender’, who did not surrender themselves and who were certainly not going to accept surrender from Bonhomme or his princeling.


The sun came out suddenly from behind red sandstone. It shone on a fissure in the cliffs as though it were a spotlight on the stage of history. Bonhomme was not particularly sensitive neither was he a man without any sensitivity at all. But even an ordinary character like Bonhomme was capable of seeing the dramatic effect, capable of making it somehow subjective as well as merely objective. It wasn’t just illumination, it was a Moment of Truth. It was like a fiery shaft from the Bow of Heaven itself. Almost as though that streak of sunlight, that implacable golden beam, had been some kind of Divine signal to the religious fanatics who opposed and outnumbered Bonhomme’s princeling’s forces, an enormous horde of black-cloaked wild-eyed North Africans began moving across the intervening landscape. It was as though the cliff itself had suddenly given birth to them in their millions. It was as though the cliff was a great termite colony, as though it was a gigantic ant-hill, it seemed that there was no limit to the number of men that were now swarming towards the precarious stronghold of the French mercenaries. The French mercenaries were not entirely on their own. They held a small, sandy outcropping, strewn with boulders—behind those boulders there were about fifty of them of pure Gallic blood. Bonhomme cast a swift glance across the plain, where, less than five hundred yards away, their opponents were swarming towards them. He lifted his musket and waited. To the right of the French group there was a group of crop-haired, square-jawed German mercenaries, beyond them about a dozen Swiss. To Bonhomme’s left there was an odd, rather mixed contingent of men whom he knew were mainly professional soldiers of fortune from England, Scotland and Ireland. Bonhomme looked at his own group again, then his eyes travelled to the other European contingents. On every face, English, Irish, Scots, German and Swiss, he saw the same look. These men were professionals; they were veterans: they had fought in a dozen strange lands for a hundred strange causes, and as soldiers of fortune they knew that death marched close beside them. They were not men who were afraid of death, but they found the thought no more welcome than any other soldier, or any other human being. It was not fear that Bonhomme could see written on the faces around him, neither was it resignation. It was a kind of ultimate knowledge. He and the rest of the princeling’s army were experiencing a Moment of Truth. They watched as their officers prepared to give the order to fire. A human sea of religious, fanatical devotees continued to sweep inexorably towards them…. Now it was not only Bonhomme who looked at his musket. Every man looked at his musket.


“Ready?” called an officer, the officer commanding Bonhomme’s squadron. “Then—fire!” There was a staccato rattle as the first line of black-cloaked fanatics fell. Even as he fired Bonhomme wondered what he was doing and why—what was the point of killing his opponent? Was there any point in it at all? Was there any purpose? He reloaded automatically and kept on thinking. A wind began to rise, just a breeze at first and then gradually stiffening. It grew stronger; sand in his eyes; sand in his mouth. It was as though the sun beating down on him, and the wind blowing sand into his face was now on the side of the black-cloaked fanatics.


The black-cloaked fanatics seemed to have the same idea. One of their leaders gave vent to an eerie war cry that was suddenly taken up and re-echoed among the entire mass of them. Some of the princeling’s native followers turned tail and fled. Bonhomme knew that they would not get far. The fanatics had the valley and the plain pretty well surrounded. Without looking round he knew that he had been right. Old-fashioned long guns, probably imported from Turkey by the fanatics who had many sympathisers there, rattled and cracked. There were thuds and screams, and those members of the princeling’s forces who had hoped to escape from the black-faced doom that was approaching across the plain were facing defeat. Bonhomme knew it. Something deep down in his subconscious was trying to think of a way out. Merely to run was no answer at all. To surrender was no answer, and to fight was no answer. Even a combination of Alexander the Great, Hercules, Leonidas and Horatius, with Goliath of Gath thrown in for good measure would have stood very little chance against this fantastic horde now sweeping towards the doomed forces.


The arrogant features of the prince, whose political ambition had been the cause of all this, looked out with a kind of wild animal courage, He had a silken banner in one hand and a bejewelled sabre in the other. Dramatic trappings, thought Bonhomme, the toy flag and the toy sword of a toy prince. It had been quite pleasant to be involved in the game, the pay had been good, but now it was no longer pleasant to be involved in the princeling’s game of soldiers, because the game of soldiers was going to end in death—and death was not a game. Death, decided Bonhomme, was a horrible reality, perhaps it was the only Reality! As he thought, he fired his musket, and as he fired the black-coated fanatics kept on coming, and still coming; picking up their own dead and giving their strange war cry that grey closer and closer….


Now they were all round the rocky outcropping which Bonhomme and the French were defending. He could see the wild desperate efforts of the British contingent upon his left. He could glimpse the tall, broad shouldered English, Irish and Scots stabbing and clubbing with muskets and bayonets, fighting like tigers to the last. To the right of him a knot of dour, rugged Germans, grim square jawed, like iron men, refusing to retreat, refusing to surrender, were striking with a grim, meticulous precision with musket butts and bayonets. Some fought with sabres like the old Prussian knights, like the Teuton aristocracy. Beyond them the Swiss, too, were fighting hand to hand, fighting as they once fought in defence of their Cantons centuries before, fighting with the kind of courage that would be associated in the popular mind with the legend of William Tell; fighting in the true, traditional spirit of men of valour who were prepared to sell their lives dearly. Men who knew that this is the end and yet are prepared to go on doing their best…


The fanatical enemy were everywhere. To them this was a Holy War; they were fighting not only their own enemies but the enemies of their god. Death did not matter, only victory mattered. Bonhomme re-loaded and discharged his musket once more. He watched the light go out of a pair of fanatical eyes scarcely ten yards away. He knew that there would be no more time to reload …


This was the Cup of Defeat that he was drinking. These were the dregs, the bitter dregs, which were now grating round his psychic teeth. He felt an awful horror and a terrifying emptiness right at the very bottom of his soul. Above all things else, he didn’t want to die. And yet of all possibilities he knew that death was the most imminent. Bonhomme, unlike most French warriors, was not, by nature, a man who would choose the bayonet. He was a sabre man at heart, and with sabre in hand he put his broad back against a rock and twirled his wide moustache defiantly. He would give these fanatics something to remember. They would write it in their holy books when this war was over! Very well, let them write of how they slew the demons, the French demons, the English demons, the Scottish and Irish demons, the German and the Swiss demons. Let them write of how one demon could kill a hundred fanatical holy men, and how the demons laughed in the face of death!


Bonhomme’s sabre came round in a great swirling arc that cut the first of his enemies practically in half. The ferocity of that stroke gave him a breathing space. Even the wild fanatics stood back for a moment. Bonhomme was by no means a small man; he was not a giant, but he was broad and powerful, and at the moment he was fighting for life.


The leaders of the fanatics knew that when a man is fighting for a religious faith he fights with a fiendish fervour. In a sense, this was equally true of Bonhomme. Bonhomme’s only belief was in Bonhomme. Bonhomme wanted to go on living. He fought for his life with the same enthusiasm that the fanatics fought for their god. Bonhomme was his own god—and he wanted his god to go on existing!


Sabre stroke after sabre stroke he slashed and hacked at them until his brawny arm began to tire. Though his arm was tiring his brain was still working with lightning speed. There had to be some kind of way out. There had to be….


Two or three of the Anglo-Irish and two or three of the Scots were still fighting, but they were surrounded by an enormous number of the enemy. One or two of the Germans were still holding out, and about a dozen of his own people were still together. Most of the officers were dead; they were now just desperate lonely soldiers, mercenaries who had taken the gamble with money or death and had found that death was to be the pay-off.


The last member of the tiny group of Swiss heroes went down with a native knife in his back. The last of the Germans went the same way. There was just that tiny French and British group. Bonhomme realised that if they were to have any chance at all of cutting their way out they would have to unite. There was scarcely ten yards between them, but that ten yards was packed with the dark skinned bodies of the enemy. He shouted above the tumultuous wailing of the fanatics. The handful of Frenchmen who were left realised what he had said and they began edging into a tight bunch. Back to back they tried to cut their way towards the last of the Britishers, but before they had covered half the distance only five of them remained … and before they had covered another two paces, the last of the British group went down.


Bonhomme found himself with three companions, then two, and then he stood back to back with one other Frenchman. Two tired, desperate men midst a sea of enemies.


“I wonder which of us will have the distinction of being the last man on the field?” croaked is exhausted companion. He had scarcely finished speaking when a native dagger went in under his ribs. Bonhomme stood alone with his back unprotected. Something that felt like the sky itself exploded on the back of his head, the sabre dropped from nerveless fingers, the wailing and the tumult ceased, and there was a long deep silence.


The soldier felt as though he was diving into deep, dark water; the water closed over his head, and the Lake of Insensibility was bottomless….




CHAPTER TWO


Thirst


PIERRE BONHOMME opened his eyes. He had no idea where he was or why. He just opened his eyes, stared up at the stars and shivered with cold. The next thing he was aware of was an agonising pain in the head. He moved a stiff, trembling arm, the arm forced the fingers at the end of it into contact with the head. Bonhomme flinched as the fingers encountered an abrasion and a vast swelling. It was so painful to touch he felt as though his skull had been cracked. Gradually his reasoning processes started to work again and he decided that it hadn’t been. He laughed. His old school master had always said, when he was struggling with the complexities of Latin grammar, that he was a thick head. He was glad that his old school master had been right—more literally then he had ever suspected! He remembered the defeat. He remembered the crashing blow that should have been the end of him. It must obviously have left him insensible for so long that his enemies had gone and left him for dead. There was a smell of death in the air. He rolled over on his side; beasts with glaring eyes, some kind of dogs he guessed them to be, were prowling among the carrion, the carrion that had once been his friends, his fellow mercenaries. He staggered slowly to his feet and looked around. The moon and stars shone brightly over that scene of death and destruction. The natives had carried away their own people’s dead for burial. They had left the bodies of the mercenaries where they had fallen. Somehow it made Bonhomme angry. It denied him the privilege of seeing just how many of the enemy he and his fellow soldiers had taken with them…. He realised, even as the thought moved through his mind, that subconsciously he had been reckoning himself among the dead.


It was only then that he was able to understand just what kind of miracle had taken place. He was alive! Bonhomme had never had any kind of god but Bonhomme, but somehow, the enormity of his deliverance, the significance of it, filled his entire mind. Almost instinctively he fell to his knees. In strange, stumbling words he tried to give utterance to the unaccustomed thought. The thought of gratitude to some Power greater than he was. He looked at the others, his friends who had not been so lucky. There were too many of them for him to attempt to give any of them a decent burial.


He got to his feet, turned awkwardly and moved dazedly among the bodies for several minutes … familiar features … men he had laughed with … men he had drunk wine with … men he had fought beside … men he had marched beside … men with whom he had shared food would do these things no more. They stared up at the sky like pale, marble statues. Far from their native soil … unburied…. soon to be forgotten. The nocturnal dogs had already left their mark on several of the bodies. Bonhomme felt savagely angry with them. Gradually his stunned, shocked mind reoriented itself; it had to make some kind of provision for itself; it had to make some kind of provision for itself; it had to get away … what would he need? A musket; that would be invaluable. He looked among the bodies of the dead. There were no muskets. There was not one to be seen anywhere. A sabre, then? He felt for his own, but it was an empty scabbard that hung by his side. I here was not even a dagger left. The natives, like locusts stripping greenery, had even plucked out the daggers with which they had killed their enemies. There was nothing left, nothing left at all; not even a broken sword or a bayonet; not even a cracked musket.
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