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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 Bale-star burns against the west


and thrice ten thousand years have passed.


And the Great Days are come at last,


and Six are summoned to the Quest.


—Lissandur-lay, 1.







Introduction


TWO EXCERPTS


I


“The establishment of the First Imperium under Arion the Eternal and the Moraldemontane Dynasty in A.D. 3063 welded into a whole the remnants of The Nordonnate, and, in time, resulted in a new sense of national unity on a galactic scale, a sense of common purpose and direction.


“The natural corollary of this was a new surge in galactic exploration, and a stimulus which accelerated the tide of colonial expansion which had virtually lapsed under the stagnation imposed by the dead hand of Nordonn.


“In advance of formal Contact, merchant adventurers, exiles, outlaws, and wanderers were often first to reach new star worlds. Sometimes it chanced that they were centuries ahead of the exploration fleets.


“Some of the cultures native to these previously unexplored worlds were still in their mythic and heroic ages, in their Bronze Ages. Upon such worlds, formal history had yet to begin …


“It is not very surprising, then, that the deeds and exploits of certain of these wandering adventurers became a part of the young mythologies of such dawn world civilizations. And in this context, of course, one is inescapably reminded of the epic Morgantyr myth of Sierra 4221 IV.”




(Quoted from The First One Thousand Years,
Reel II, by Chendler Diocolba, C.A.; Azphar
University Recordings, Nolderon I, Hercules.
Year 2019 of the Imperium.)





II


“BARGELIX (bär’ gē lĭks): Sierra 4221 IV. Only habitable planet of the binary system 4221A and B in the Sierra stars. Diameter: 11,756 kilometers (equatorial); gravitational constant: .92 Standard GU.


“The primary, 4221A (Sitra) is a blue-white Main Sequence star with an A5 spectrum which reminds travelers of Alpha Aquilae; the second component of the binary, 4221B (Marib), is a Red Dwarf with an M5e spectrum. The binary system lies about 35,000 light-years from Sol in the direction of Canopus.


“Bargelix supports an intelligent, very hominid (to eleven decimal places) indigenous race, the Cophyri. Principal divergences from the terran norm are unusual yellow pigmentation of iris, lack of body hair, and a now vestigial glandular abnormality of the forebrain biocortex; in earlier ages this biocortical development resulted in a strong racial predilection for psionic manipulation of the geophysical and even astra-physical levels of the Plenum. (For further data on this see Appendix 12: Magic.)


“Cophyri literature, notably the pre-Contact Morgantyr epic, suggests to some analysts that Bargelix may have been visited in very early history by the little-known and extra-galactic Yokanna race. The epic, in its Canto IX, seems to describe a typical Yokanna dimensional-congruence, sometimes mentioned in native Sierran cultures as ‘a Door to Outside’ …”




(Quoted from Folker’s Guide to the Sierra Stars,
9th Edition; Kaleris National Recordings, Byatis
III, Sierra. Year 4736 of the Imperium.)





Here begins the legend of Morgan Outworlder and the tale of the Closing of Tarandon Gate, so that the last days come not down upon the Bargelix-world …


It was sung of old by the Rhapsode Conyin of Llyrain. May my poor prose at least echo the strength and beauty of his mighty song!




AUTHOR’S NOTE


For those who like to know such things, this novel, Outworlder, is one volume of a sequence of books which I think of as “The History of the Great Imperium.”


Other novels already published in this sequence are The Man Without a Planet (Ace Books, 1966) and Star Rogue (Lancer Books, 1970).


Unlike a series such as Asimov’s Foundation stories or Fritz Leiber’s Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser tales, mine has neither an over-all theme or over-plot to bind the various volumes into one whole, nor a continuing cast of characters. In fact, I think of it as a sequence rather than a series, and for that reason. The individual volumes have their own plots and casts of characters and have no particular relationship to each other, except that they share a common background lore of historical and geographical (galactographical?) data.


You are not expected to read them in chronological order: in fact, you cannot do so even if you want to, because I am not writing them in sequence. Outworlder, the most recently published of the three thus far in print, is, chronologically, the earliest.


Of course, each novel is meant to stand on its own merits, and you need not have read the other books in order to enjoy or understand this one.


As for future books in the sequence, there is not much that I can say. They are all outlined—if not on paper, at least in my mind—but it seems unwise to discuss or even list them here.


Why? Two reasons. For one thing, while I know what I would like to write in the years ahead, my plans can be changed at any time, as new ideas occur to me. And for another reason: an author is not a free agent, but is subject, in a way, to the wishes of his publishers. If I were to announce now the book I call Galactic Agent, or the one called Empire of Stars, or yet another one called Between Galaxies, or The Mischief-Makers, I would be premature and unwise. I cannot be certain of finding a publisher willing to accept any one of these books, as publishers are occasionally willful and perverse and have been known to say “no.” Even the titles are subject to change, that being a traditional prerogative of publishers. So all I can say at this time is that the sequence as I now envision it should consist of no fewer than eight or twelve volumes and should cover something like ten thousand years of future history.


Incidentally, not wishing to claim credit where it is not due me, permit me to point out that the idea of writing a sequence of tales of various sorts, spread out across an-imagined future history, is not exactly original with me. Robert A. Heinlein did it first in the 1940’s with a series aptly called “The Future History Series.” I hope no one will accuse me of plagiarism if I admit to having borrowed this basic idea—that of stories laid against a continuously unfolding common background of historical events. It struck me as a very interesting idea and I have shamelessly adopted it and used it to my own purposes. But I want to give credit here to Robert Heinlein for having thought of it first. From his famous series I have borrowed nothing else; I hope he will not mind this small “theft.”


My history has no relationship with that of Mr. Heinlein; even the dates do not overlap, as the “earliest” of my stories will be set more than a thousand years later than the “last” of his.


To this note I append a chronological table which indicates the spacing of historical events mentioned in Outworlder, as well as the dating of the other books in the sequence already published.


—LIN CARTER




I


SODASPES




The young Enchanter hath the key,


and knoweth Doom comes on apace.


He rideth to that far-off place


beside the ever-sounding sea.


—Lissandur-lay, 2.







Enter Sodaspes, poling


The sky lit suddenly with dawn’s pale flame like some swift, silent explosion. The young man poling across Yellow Dragon River toward Kargonessa Isle in the bay, paused to rest, leaning for a moment on his dripping pole, watching the pale heaven above, flush with luminous rose, and the crisp small clouds, edged with fiercest gold.


Birds, that were not quite gulls, soared and circled above the brown rushing river, cloaked with milk-white morning mist. Harsh, raucous, mournful, their cries sounded for all the world like the creaking of rusty hinges. The brown river water reeked of sour mud, dead fish, and rotting garbage, but the fresh salty tang of the Iophanian Sea blew inland on the quickening breeze.


With wide, dreaming eyes, the boy—for he was hardly more than that—drank it all in, the clear dawn, pale sky, white mist, and the gull-like birds that swooped above the brown, glistening sinews of the muddy river. Almost everything he saw seemed new to him, new and wonderful, as if this portion of the world’s west had come fresh this morning from the hand of its Creator. Little enough of the world had he seen ere now, with his boyhood spent cooped up in the cloisters among dusty books. He drank in the fresh sea-breeze gratefully, and bent again to the task of poling the raft across Yellow Dragon River.


He was unused to such labor and ere long his arms, back, and shoulders ached from wielding the long pole. But he bent to his work with a will. Hair had been shaven from his head and it glistened with perspiration. Although the morning was damp and chilly, the exertion had warmed him. He had pushed back the hood attached to his robe, and the long full sleeves were rolled back, exposing his young arms. These robes were of coarse-woven green cloth.


Gold hoops bobbled from his earlobes; talismanic rings of strange metals glistened on his fingers as he plied the pole with slow, weary strokes. A wide girdle of anthar-leather bound in his waist and two pouches were affixed to it with brass hooks. Trade-metal clinked richly within the one. The other was silent, for it was stuffed with magic.


He was a magician. You could tell that from the green guild-mark tattooed between his brows just above his bright yellow eyes. This mark, a horned serpent swallowing its tail, denoted him as an Adeptus Minor in the Green Ouroboros Fraternity. His name was Sodaspes, and he was newly initiated from the School of the Secret Sciences far to the east in Babdaroul, the Forbidden City, his birthplace.


One other thing you would have noticed. It was strange that, in these troublous times, his girdle bore neither dirk nor mace nor glaive. But then, perhaps, with the many small silent magics with which his pouch was stuffed, he had no need for steel.


The morning sky was now a stupendous vault of palest blue, pure as crystal. The river-mist was vanishing now, and across the muddy waters you could see the towering rock Isle of Kargonessa. Green sea and brown river met at its jagged base in a snarling tangle of white foam and leaping spray. The tall castle clung to the crest of the cliffy rock; the keep was hewn from the same dark stone as the isle, and you could not see where nature had left off and man had begun the work. Towers rose sheer into the morning, and the inner building lifted step by step to the high baille at the heart of the keep.


The young magician rested on his pole, and regarded the isle with remote, dreaming eyes. He was very weary. All the long, cold night, he and his older companion, the Singer, had ridden south on swift-striding lopers. His thighs were rubbed raw from saddle leather and his eyes were red from lack of sleep. Following the River Road down the curving length of the Yellow Dragon, they had ridden wearily the empty leagues to this, the farthest southern tip of Azam.


Shortly before first-dawn they reached the little fishing village of Strye. Only a handful of early-rising fisher folk were up, swapping dull-witted jests in slow drawling voices as they rolled back crackling tarpaulins from their fishing boats and brought out salt-stiff nets from the drying sheds. Their breath steamed on the chilly air and the town was a clump of black shapes, with the sky an arching vault of dull lavender overhead. While Sodaspes’ companion dismounted and took the two lopers by the reins and set about to find an inn, the youth went down to the river-front to buy or rent a boat so that he could cross the flood into Kargonessa.


The lanky Strye folk gaped and gawked, unused to strangers. But when he mentioned Kargonessa, the goggling eyes turned cold and open mouths closed grimly into silence. The men ignored the youth’s presence, turned their backs on him. It was odd, he thought, and would have chafed him into bad temper except that his schooling gave him subtle control over the emotions which goad and drive men less disciplined.


At length, patience was rewarded, as the White Book promises. He found a gangling youngster, not more than a few winters younger than himself, who amiably agreed to part with his raft but stoutly refused to pole the magician across Yellow Dragon River to the isle for any price—even after Sodaspes sought to tempt him with a cube of virgin silver. Sodaspes saw there was no use in trying further; it was like trying to persuade a locked door to open. Strye folk were simple and superstitious. Kargonessa was a cursed place to them, a town of doomed outlaws, runaways, exiles … and as for the Kargon-lord, his ancestors were thrice-damned, for centuries ago they had broken the Covenant and those of their black blood were anathema to all the Kindreds. So there was naught for Sodaspes to do but pole himself across the river’s mouth and hope for the best. His companion could not assist in this, for, as a consecrated bard, he could not even set foot on the earth soiled by the touch of Covenant-breakers. Only a magician, suspended in limbo, balanced eternally by his Art between the Dark and the Light, above and beyond all laws and covenants, could safely walk in Kargon-isle.


So here he was, panting for breath, awkwardly wielding the long pole and growing a fine crop of stinging young blisters on his soft hands.


He was in mid-river when second-dawn came and stained the luminous, arching heavens with faintest scarlet. Now the small red second sun lifted above the misty horizon and began its upward climb in eternal pursuit of the brighter, higher sun. To Sodaspes, the first sun was Sitri the White Warrior, and its dim companion, Marib the Crimson One. Soon the blue-white star and its Red Dwarf companion filled the sky of their offspring, Bargelix, with a double daylight.


The castle rose before him, ringed with frowning crenelated walls, lifting squat towers against the brightness. Banners snapped and strained in the wind, fluttering from tower tops and walls, their sea-green fields charged with the silver blazon of the hippocampus that was the bearing of the Free City’s only armigerous family, the Diomhae, who ruled the small rocky isle Earldom as their forefathers had done from the First Days.


Here the mouth of Yellow Dragon River widened a bay. Sodaspes poled his raft slowly, laboriously around the curve of jagged rock, lashed and wave-swept with swirling foam, to the southeastern face. From here he could see a sheltered, small inlet; above it, rank on rank, lifted hovels and small houses, mere shacks, most of them; above, on the height, the towered gate and the mighty bulk of Kargon keep itself. From the two promontories of this tiny inlet, quays of rough gray stone had been built out into the water. Moored there were three ships, trading vessels from their girth, with furled sails of purple, orange, white. He knew that although the Kargonese islanders were outlawed by Mainlanders, they traded freely with seacoast cities of the southern continent across the narrow Iophanian Sea, for those were heathenish folk who knew not the Covenant of Kindred … pagan cities like Arthex and Sarcola (whose bannerols he recognized atop the masts of two of the moored galleys), who worshipped the wind-god and the rain-demon … and dim, outlandish Phuol and Jhandalmar and Hyev, where dusky men veil their faces and worship only Kings, … and even mysterious Iangodrim, where painted priests burn hecatombs of anthar-oxen to the Sun-Lord … and green-towered Ithos, where Nux is god.


He poled his raft to the nearer quay and moored it, twisting the rope fastened about the oarlock to a great bronze ring, jade-green with verdigris and set deep in the weathered stone. Clambering atop the quay, the youth made his way up the hills and through the streets of the small town that sheltered beneath the shadow of the Kargon-lord.


Swarthy sailors with tarry hair and ale on their breaths brushed him aside as they strode about various errands. Scrawny beggars whined for alms, displaying a terrible variety of sores and crippled limb-stumps and empty eye pits. Grimy-faced children hurtled shrieking past, skipping, running, chasing each other, busy about nameless errands or ancient games. No one paid him much attention as he made his way up the town street towards the open gate of the castle.


Sheltered against the castle’s outer wall he found a sailor’s inn. The hot breath that breathed through the open inn doors, redolent of roast meat and sour wine and hot Sodalma spices made his belly growl. He was reminded that he had not broken his fast yet this day, that, indeed, food had not passed his lips since yester-night, when the Singer and he had feasted frugally in the northern town of Crove on the borders of Azam. Surely, his mission could wait an hour …


Morgan rose with the first dawn. The salt tang of the sea breeze always gave him a raging appetite. The suite given over to him by Lord Tasper was on the seaward side of the keep and the damp wind roared through his windows, murmurous with bird cries and sailor chants, and the wash and slap of cold green waves against the cliff base. It was a small suite, low, with beamed ceilings and thick stone walls covered with cream-hued plaster and hung with heavy tapestries from the artisan city of Algeronna. Rushes strewn on the floor gave off a heady open-meadow-in-the-sun smell.


As he splashed stingingly cold water in his face and vigorously towelled the last remnants of sleep from his eyes, he reflected that his life here on Kargon-isle must have been like that of the age-old Vikings on ancient, forgotten Sol III. He was Centaurus-born, but his mother’s people had their roots deep in ancient Earth-planet, and the family had been mighty and famed in the Scandinavian Union. Hence, lore-proud, his mother had filled his head from birth-time with home-lore, and Sigurd the Volsung, white Gudrun, and foul Fafnir the Worm were the companions of his boyhood dreams.


Naked, skin tingling from the cold water, he drew on leggings and belted tunic. It had been all of two years now since he had first come to Bargelix-world (Bargelix-world … home-lore … with a small wry inward smile, he realized he was even beginning to think in Cophyri ways, so acclimated had he become). A societic engineer, he had settled on Trasna in the Acturus system, where he had been contented enough and had thought to spend his life in the work he loved best. But then came the Semnedar Junta and the Freedom Riots, and he had become swept up in the Trasnian struggle for self-government against the hereditary parliament. A dedicated Brygovnian Centralist, he had to flee Trasna for his very life when the Proconsulate seized power. Now, an exile, forever outlawed from Imperial worlds by Mardax Imperator’s fiat against the Centralist Party, he had drifted beyond the border to find a haven in the far Sierras … and here, at last, he had come home.


For Bargelix was the home for which his heart had yearned, a lost world of time, ages behind the Imperial Stars … an island of color and pageantry, of wind-swept fields and lonely castles, of fiery bards and barbaric, chivalrous warriors … a romantic, vivid world of dim mornings and blazing noons and mystic twilights, where Sigurd the Volsung could have dwelled.


Lost in thought, a shadow of a smile on his lips, Morgan dressed slowly. He was past his first youth, perhaps 36 or more, a dark, swarthy man rather shorter and more compact than the Orionid norm, with a frosting of gray in his clipped dark hair and loneliness traced in grim, silent lines about his mouth and his quiet, thoughtful eyes.


He had come to this world two years ago, in Year 152 of the Imperium,* in a tiny, one-man flyer that now rotted, vine-grown and forgotten, in some meadowy slope of the western lands.


A silent, inarticulate, shy, and awkward man, Morgan had felt himself a stranger to his world and to his age for all his days. Some men are born strangers, and he was one. There was not that in his heart which found a home among the men of the Imperium. He longed for simpler ways, for simpler folk, for a life closer to the green earth and the great, slow cycle of the seasons. And so he was at heart an Outworlder, a wanderer even before the political turmoil of the “Time of Troubles” drove him forth from the Arcturus system.


He had been born without roots. But here on Bargelix he had found them. Here, somehow, he was no stranger. It was a curious thing, coming home at last … and that home an alien world far from his birth-world. But it seemed that in his heart he knew Bargelix, every bit of it, earth and sky, sea and mountain, tree and leaf. As if this should have been the planet of his birth, but by some flaw in time and space, he had been mistakenly born far from here among strange stars. And, as if in coming here, he had at last come home where he had all these years truly belonged.


The people welcomed him, for all his star-world strangeness. They knew his kind from some slight prior contact. The Cophyri, for all their remoteness from the Imperium, had been visited by the occasional wandering trader or outlaw fleeing justice. They knew of the men who hurtled between the star-spaces, of the rich Imperial worlds and mighty legions, and rumors of far-off sciences and marvels had drifted even here.


So he found a welcome among the bitter, lonely, proud sea-kings of Kargon-isle, whose ancient transgression against that mysterious thing called “the Covenant” made them a haven to every exile or law-breaker on Bargelix. And here he made his home, the guest of the Kargon-lord, and here he found a wild, rude, simple and bright-colored world he had visited only in his boyhood dreams.


He came to love the Bargelix folk with an intensity that surprised and moved him. Their feasts and songs and simple faith in prowess and honor touched him all the more deeply than it would another man, for he had seen at first hand the political filth, the inhuman callous degradation of sophisticated, “civilized” planets that had advanced beyond such barbaric beginnings. He loved them and their ways, and they in turn accepted him and honored him and came to love him, too. He was the star-lord, the far-wanderer, the Outworlder from strange places, and they loved him for the mystery and the otherness that clung about him like a magic mist.


But neither he nor they had an inkling, any faintest thought or wisp of premonition, of exactly who he was to be to their children, and their children’s children; nor that this dark, silent Outworlder who had so quietly come to take a place amidst them, was to live on in saga and in myth and in legend far beyond that form of immortality which the memory of a race gives to lesser men.


The Earl Tasper Kargon-lord broke his morning’s fast in ancient baronial fashion. The low-ceilinged, beam-roofed, smoky hall of feasting was crowded with his people. Besides the men and women of his own court and castle, there were fisher folk and seamen, traders and burghers of Kargon-village which lay at the castle’s foot.


Great fires roared on stone hearths. Long-haired young page boys bore platters of smoking meat down deep aisles between the tables. Sour ale and heady wine and sweet brandies splashed the rushes of the floor in toast and libation. All was festivity, merriment, and noise.


As for Tasper himself, he sat in the high seat on the great dais under a faded but still glorious tapestry that figured the mighty deeds of Arvery the Great and his battles against the Mer-folk off Whitestrand Firth. The slim and clever fingers of nine successive generations of the women of the Diomhae had labored in the making of that shimmering and splendid web, and old faded colors blazed forth renewed as rich sunlight from tall windows stroked woven folds with glory.


Tasper was in rare good humor. He thundered with laughter at the jests that rang about the tables. He boomed out deep-chested oaths, and drank copiously from the horn goblet clutched in one strong hand, and thumped the cup (when empty) against the heavy shield that stood against his high seat, its green-and-silver hippocampus blazonry the symbol of his family. His goblet rang against the shield, keeping time to the ringing staves of the old sea sagas his Singer sang. The thin, pure voice of the old, white-maned bard floated through the hall like the honeyed scent of lost, forgotten, olden days gone by …


Hard strove the Hero to battle the beast,


Loud rang his blows on its broad brazen breast.


Marble its muscles, as iron its thews!


Never they wearied though fiercely they fought.


Beak roaring thunder, the Monster reared up,


Clawed at the heavens as gathering strength—
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