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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 ONE


The Gladiator


“BY THE nine gods, Marcus Trachius, something must be done!” Servius Tullus spoke in a deep, rich baritone. His eyes, hard strong eyes, rested for long, thoughtful moments on the face of the older man beside him. Marcus Trachius raised a rather quizzical eyebrow and said simply, enigmatically.


“But what, Servius, what?”


The long, muscular legs of Servius Tullus took a pace across the smooth, even paving of the courtyard of Marcus’ house.


“I don’t know,” he said at last, “but something—Rome can support this monster no longer!”


Trachius raised both eyebrows.


“Scarcely a wise speech; certainly not a prudent one,” he said.


“Nevertheless, it is one with which you must—in your heart of hearts—agree, Marcus.” Servius’ remarks were part question, part statement.


“I have reached my fiftieth year,” said Marcus Trachius, “because I have learned that a wise man in modern Rome does not take part in political disputes. The wise man eats, and drinks and makes merry, because he knows that tomorrow the gods may sever the cord of his life.”


“Marcus, I know well that you are no coward,” said Servius Tullus.


“For that I thank you,” returned Trachius.


“I also know that you are no fool.”


“To what is all this leading?” asked Marcus.


“To a plea for help,” said Servius. “Something must be done, Marcus!”


The older man shrugged his shoulders.


“Something should have been done fourteen years ago,” he answered grimly. “Something should have been done when Agrippina poisoned Claudius.” There was a thoughtful silence between the two men for a few moments, then Servius said:


“He is not a propitious emperor!”


“No emperor is a propitious emperor,” said Trachius rather cynically.


“I thought you said you took no part in politics?” asked Tullus sharply.


“I only make cynical, destructive criticism, which is a kind of fence against boredom,” said Marcus. “I dislike the present arrangements, but I like living, so why should I be the fool who tries to alter the unalterable?”


Tullus changed the subject.


“How many more generations will have to suffer this infamy?” he asked darkly.


“Why do you dislike Nero—because of his infamy or because he is unpropitious?” smiled Marcus with cynicism.


“Seven years ago there was a great rebellion in Britain,” said Servius, “there was also an earthquake in Italy….”


“And do you think these things signify the disfavour of the gods?” asked Marcus.


“They must signify something,” said Servius, and his cold, hard eyes flashed fire. “I tell you for the last time, something must be done! And I am prepared to do it!”


“What are you prepared to do?” asked Trachius, curious in spite of himself.


“If I could get within striking distance of the monster, the monster would die, and Rome would be well rid of him.”


“Dangerous words, very dangerous words! A man needs money, friends; and the wisest killer never handles his own knife….”


“It has been done before,” argued Servius Tullus.


“Aye, but with what results?” said Trachius.


“Caligula was disposed of!” retorted Servius.


“Caligula was disposed of over thirty years ago, I was little more than a boy,” said Trachius. “I remember it well.”


“Did you approve?” asked Tullus. “That is the question, did you approve?”


“In my youth,” answered Marcus Trachius, “I was full of political ideals …” his eyes grew strangely misty, “and as they died of starvation, one by one, and as I cast their dry, withered corpses into the ocean of oblivion, and watched them carried away by the tide of forgetfulness, I felt a strange sadness.” He paused; a long thoughtful pause. “A strange sadness,” he repeated and his gaze rested on the keen, eager young face of Servius Tullus. “A man without ideals has no value either in his own eyes, or in the eyes of the state; but ideals without a man to embody them are even more valueless.”


“You speak strange words, Marcus Trachius,” said the younger man.


“Aye,” agreed Trachius, “and often I think strange thoughts! You’re too young to remember, Servius, but when Caligula was dealt with, killed in his palace by his own servants, there was an attempt to restore the Senatorial government. I believed in that very, very strongly. Do you know what happened to that attempt?”


“I know my history,” said Servius Tullus, and his voice was a little lower, a little quieter than it had been before.


“Yes, you have read, you have heard…. I was still a very young man, I was about your age when it happened. You have read and you have heard, but the things that we read and hear do not strike us with the same force as the things which we see, which we experience ourselves.”


“You were concerned in that revolt?” asked Servius Tullus.


“I was concerned indeed! I escaped with my life only by the veriest fraction. I watched friends dying for what they believed in! Struck down by the Household Legions—the same Legions who must have detested Caligula as much as those who slew Caligula. Those same Household Legions chose Claudius—the monster’s uncle!”


“But Claudius was not a bad emperor,” said Servius Tullus.


“Claudius was an uncouth boor, but he was a good emperor,” agreed Marcus. “I did not fight against Claudius as a man. I fought against the principle which raised Claudius to power. Claudius worked hard and administered capably. Under him our westward boundary advanced. He annexed the southern half of Britain….”


“And what was his reward?” asked Servius Tullus rhetorically. “I will tell you! He was poisoned! Poisoned by the mother of his adopted son, poisoned by Agrippina, poisoned by the mother of Nero, fourteen years ago.”


“Fourteen years ago!” echoed Marcus Trachius, “and it was then something should have been done….”


“It was then,” agreed Servius Tullus, “that something should have been done indeed.”


The younger man put a hand on the other’s shoulder. “Marcus, recapture your lost youth! Come with me now, let us move against the monster. Let us move against this unpropitious enemy of the gods!”


“Thirty years ago,” said Marcus Trachius, “my young friend, I would have said those words myself! I’d have saddled a horse and sheathed a sword and ridden to the palace with you as though the Empire stood upon my back. I’d have stood proud and heroic, like Brutus, and like Brutus I would have died—as you will die! You will die if you insist in this foolhardy mission. My light has gone out, the fire has died. I feel a kind of nostalgic envy, regret, when I see another man walking down the path that I myself ran down.”


“I do not walk,” said Servius Tullus, “I also run!”


“Then you are running to your death as I nearly ran to mine. I will tell you what happened to me, Servius, what happened to my mind. When our attempt to restore the Senatorial government failed, and Claudius, Caligula’s uncle, was put into power by the Household Legion, I saw the crucifixions and the beheadings of some of my fellow revolutionaries. Some were not so lucky….”


“Lucky?” echoed Servius Tullus incredulously.


“Some were just thrown into dungeons to rot for the remainder of their lives, and when I say ‘rot’, I mean ‘rot’. I use the word literally, young Servius, not metaphorically. I speak not in figurative language, I speak not in pictures; a life-time of semi-starvation in damp darkness, covered in putrefying sores, and clothed in rags. A thousand times worse than the cruellest death … a thousand times. A man loses track of time, a man loses track of his own identity. A man loses track of his wits, of his reason.”


“You sound,” said Servius Tullus, “as though you speak from experience!”


“Perhaps I do,” murmured Marcus Trachius. “Perhaps I do. Perhaps it is possible for a miracle to happen if enough yellow gold changes hands. Perhaps it is possible for a man to escape even from the jaws of lowest hell. Perhaps it is possible for a creature with only half a mind, covered in rags and putrefying sores to escape … to change his name … to be nursed back to life and health and sanity … to have his hair prematurely whitened by the experience!” He smiled. “Fifteen years ago I was as grey as you see me now! But no more I will say. It taught me a lesson, young Servius, and I will tell neither the story nor the lesson to any man whom I cannot trust implicitly. You are one of a very select company, a very small company, who know the truth about Marcus Trachius! When I had recovered my health and sanity I spent long hours in thought, long hours in deep contemplation, and I decided that I would live for pleasure. I decided to become a Hedonist and an Epicurean, I decided that I would live to gratify my body and my mind, that I would live each passing moment as it came, that I would not interfere with things I did not understand, that I would enjoy the warmth of the sunshine and the scent of flowers, that I would enjoy music and wine, good food and good dancing, and all the other delights of a wealthy Roman’s life. For just as a golden key could unlock the door of the dungeon where I rotted, so a golden key unlocked the door of a pleasure-life.”


“But you said yourself that you were dissatisfied,” said Servius Tullus.


“Just sometimes,” agreed Marcus Trachius, “and then I drink so that I can forget, or else I go and buy myself a new and even more beautiful slave-girl…. You see, life has its compensations; it has many compensations, and provided there are enough compensations for a man to forget the superficiality of it all, then he does not mind.”


“You will not join me? You will not throw away the superficiality and be a real man again, Marcus Trachius?” asked Servius eagerly.


“You almost persuade me,” said Marcus. “My fingers begin to stray towards the hilt of my sword—but not quite!” He shook his head sadly. “Not quite, young Servius, almost, but your throw fell short! I am too fond of life to chance my arm on your venture, but I give you my blessing, and I wish you well, and you may take the word of Marcus Trachius that your secret shall be safe with me.”


“But not with me,” came a voice from the other side of the court yard.


“Who the devil is that?” cried Servius Tullus. A tall, broad shouldered figure stepped suddenly from behind a pillar, another stepped from the shadow of a wall, while yet another came through a gateway. It was a centurion of the Household Legions and two of his men.


“I have been following you for days, Servius Tullus,” said the centurion, “and I arrest you in the name of Caesar!”


“You’ll never take me alive,” cried Servius.


“It will be better for you if they don’t,” said Marcus quietly.


“I know that you are a gladiator,” said the centurion, “I know that you are an arena champion, but my men surround this villa. You may succeed in killing me, perhaps a dozen of my men, but eventually you will be overpowered. Resistance is useless.”


“I would rather die fighting than be executed for the gratification of your emperor,” said the gladiator. Servius Tullus spat on the ground emphatically, derisively in an unmistakable gesture of contempt.


“What is my position?” asked Marcus Trachius of the centurion. “You heard no treason from my lips?”


“I heard you give your blessing to a traitor,” said the centurion coldly. “The divine emperor shall hear of this.”


Trachius looked at the centurion with an expression of loathing and contempt, then his face softened. “How much?” he murmured, “for you to remember that you only heard me refuse emphatically to join this conspiracy against the divine emperor?” The centurion looked crafty. Servius Tullus looked at Marcus.


“A man and his price!” he murmured, “thirty years ago I do not believe you would have done this.”


“Thirty years ago I was young and foolish,” said Marcus.


“But you were alive!” asserted Servius Tullus. “You were a living, breathing, powerful man! Which is better, Marcus Trachius? To die as a man or to exist as a sheep? Which would you rather have, one hour of life as a lion, or a lifetime as a lamb?”


“The grass tastes sweet, and I think wool suits my ageing back,” replied Trachius cynically.


“You’re a wise man, Trachius,” said the centurion, “we can discuss the necessary arrangements when the arrest has been made….”


Trachius stood like a man turned to stone, the words of Servius Tullus had gone very deep and something at the very depth of Trachius’ personality was beginning to stir; revolutionary blood mingled with quiet, retiring respectability. Somewhere along the echoing halls of memory a bugle of his real personality seemed to blow “attack”.


He glanced at the grim, purposeful face of Servius Tullus.


“What did you say about a lion and a lamb?” he asked. There was a slightly different edge to his voice.


“You know well enough what I said,” answered Tullus. His sword was in his hand now; his eyes never left the centurion and the advancing legionnaires.


“I wonder,” murmured Trachius, “whether you could possibly be right?” And something deep within him stirred again. “Why don’t you find out?” whispered the voice of forgotten youth.


“Why don’t you find out?” whispered the same urging that had led him to join in the Senatorial revolt after the death of Caligula. “Why don’t you find out?” urged the voice of idealism. “It is now or never. You are no longer a young man. There is less to lose … when the whole of your life spread out before you, you were prepared to lay it down for the cause…. Here is your chance again.” Deep within himself Marcus Trachius answered his own question. It was better to die like a lion than to live like a rabbit. One hour as a lion was better than eternity as a sheep….


“I can waste no more time,” said the centurion and closed with Servius Tullus.


Marcus made as though to walk quietly away, and when he was within a hand’s length of the nearest legionnaire he seized the man with a sudden and unexpected violence, flung him to the ground and snatched the sword from its sheath.


“I’m with you, young Servius,” he said, “I’m with you!”


The courtyard seemed to fill with men as though by magic.


“We’ve got one chance,” said Trachius speaking in an almost inaudible whisper over his shoulder, “do you hear me?”


“I hear you,” murmured Servius: the two stood back to back, as the picked Household legionnaires closed in. “There is a small gate in the corner of my courtyard; it bolts from either side. We’ll fight our way to it, you must leap through and bolt it while I hold them off; make good your escape. May the gods go with you, gladiator. To whom do you burn incense?”


“To Diana.”


“May she protect you!” answered Trachius.


After that there was no more time for talk. The Household Legion was closing around them on all sides.




CHAPTER TWO


The Escape


NERO’S CENTURION looked at Marcus Trachius as though unable to believe his eyes.


“You’re a fool, Trachius,” he said at last between rapid exchanges with Servius Tullus. Trachius laughed softly.


“I’m not a fool now, centurion. I was a fool! I was a fool for twenty wasted years, and more; but not now! Now I have discovered how to live again.” The sounds that filled the courtyard were the kind of noises that can be heard on any battleground. The cries and groans of the mortally wounded, the sobbing gasps of the dying. There was the ring of metal on metal, of iron on iron, or of iron upon brass…. There were the oaths and laboured breathing of men fighting for life itself against almost insuperable odds.


Servius Tullus spotted a weakness in the centurion’s guard and exploited it. Cut, thrust, parry, lunge, thrust, feint and stab!


The point of Tullus’ sword stood out a good hand’s breadth behind the centurion’s back. The Household Legion officer looked surprised, bewildered. If the moment had been less grim it would almost have been comical. Servius Tullus put his foot against the dying man’s stomach and thrust backwards hard, as he tugged out the blade.


Another legionaire went down. Marcus received a grazing, lancing cut across the shoulder. Another legionaire went down; Servius, who prayed to the goddess Diana before every engagement, fought with the strength of ten men. He dropped another legionary and another and all the time Marcus was taking his toll of the enemy. It had been a long time, he thought, but he had no regrets about his decision, somehow he had really come to life again. Something inside him seemed to be vibrating, he exulted in his new found freedom. He was a man being true to himself, to his new found convictions. He knew that once they had reached that door, the gateway in the corner of his courtyard, he would be hemmed in on three sides and death would be inevitable…. His one ambition was to see how many of Nero’s pet legionaires he could take with him, for he knew that every man killed would contribute to “divine Caesar’s “anger, and the thought of “divine Caesar “being angry filled the mind of Marcus Trachius with merriment.


Step by step he and Servius Tullus were edging their way towards that vital corner of the courtyard. Bloodstained step by blood-stained step they cut and thrust and hacked; and the sweating and the swearing and the bleeding and the dying went on all around them. They seemed to float like a battered trireme through a sea of blood, upon which spear points glistened like waves….


The Household Legionaires were pressing with increased anger, and Marcus wondered whether he would be able to get his young friend as far as the gate.


Servius was fighting like a demon, leaving a track of dead legionaires behind him, cutting a swathe through them as a scythe goes through corn. Half-a-dozen paces separated them from that vital corner, and inch by inch they fought their way to that gateway of freedom.


“Come with me, Marcus, come with me. I cannot leave you to die!” whispered Servius urgently.


Someone must hold the gate or it will be no escape!”


“We can slam it in their faces,” but he knew that he was not telling the truth. “I will not leave you, Marcus!”


“There is a man who will help you. I don’t mind dying, young Servius. You have shown me a great deal. I liked your challenge about the lion and the lamb!”


“This man?” said Servius. “Who is he?”


“Galba,” hissed Marcus Trachius. “Commander of the Legions in Spain. Go to General Galba in Spain. Tell him everything. Tell him that Marcus Trachius sent you, tell him why you fled from Rome. You will find safety with Galba…. Tell him also that if he remembers the debt which he owes to Marcus Trachius he can repay it by supporting you. Tell him this … and give him this ring.”
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