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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.


      




I


By the time he was twelve years old, Ranji knew he liked to kill. His parents, naturally, encouraged him.


By the time of the Trials he had added four years of experience, education, and maturity to a great deal of additional height, weight, and strength. With these came confidence in his abilities, a soft-spoken assurance much admired and valued by the rest of the soldier-trainees in his age group.


There was no jealousy among them, that being an alien concept shared by the multitude of monsters whose ultimate goal was the destruction of civilization. Why would anyone be jealous of him? Were they not all striving for the same end, seeking enthusiastically the same results? Achievement among friends was to be applauded, not envied. Who would not wish to have a soldier more skilled in the arts of combat than oneself fighting on his flank?


So each trainee strove to outdo his or her competitors while simultaneously urging them to greater achievement.


Until the monsters arrived on the scene, civilization had been advancing steadily across the cosmos, spreading organization where hitherto had been only chaos. The pace had been slow but gratifyingly inexorable. Occasional setbacks were accepted and taken in stride until ground lost could, as it inevitably was, be regained.


Then a thousand or so years ago the alliance of monsters had been encountered, and everything had changed.


Many were unpleasant to contemplate physically as well as intellectually, while others differed little in appearance from Ranji’s own kind. The worst were utterly unpredictable, savage and cunning beyond belief, possessed of a feral intelligence that made them awful to encounter on the battlefield.


With such as these in the vanguard, the alliance of monsters had wreaked considerable havoc. But their recent advances had been halted, the situation stabilized. Soon the civilized peoples would begin pushing them back, rescuing as they advanced those poor, benighted populations who had suffered for centuries under the monsters’ dominion.


Ranji and his friends knew this to be inevitable. Their own training both as soldiers and civilized citizens proved it so. No matter how strong, the forces of chaos could never overcome and defeat those of civilization. Not as long as determined fighters like Ranji-aar and his companions continued to rise through the ranks to take their place at the forefront of civilization’s defense.


While there was no place in true society for jealousy, room was allowed for pardonable pride. In the fifteen-to-seventeen-year-old cluster, he and his trainee squad repeatedly graded out at or near the top of their class. In fact, on all of Cossuut only one other squad regularly posted scores matching those of Ranji’s. That was a group from Kizzmat Township, which lay just on the other side of the Massmari mountains, near the junction of the rivers Nerse and Joutoula. Near enough for a friendly rivalry of reputations to have been invented by the media. As graduation exercises progressed, both squads qualified easily for the planetary finals in their age group.


His mother and father took quiet pride in the effortless qualification of their son and his friends, as they had in all his achievements. Their delight was perhaps magnified somewhat by the fact that neither of them had been a soldier. Ranji’s father worked in a factory which produced nanotronic components, while his mother was a teacher. Certainly her tutoring abilities contributed to Ranji’s success, as well as to that of his younger brother, Saguio, and his baby sister, Cynsa.


Though jealousy was unknown among the trainees, it was still a good thing that Ranji was not the best at everything. His friend Birachii-uun was stronger, Cossinza-iiv much faster. But in Ranji was found the best combination of warrior attributes, a fact which was reflected in his individual scores. Certainly he was the smartest of his companions.


Though only sixteen, he was often nominated to serve as leader during important exercises. This was almost unheard of. Strategy leaders were inevitably chosen from the ranks of seniors: seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds. Fully conscious of such honors, he carried them well. Coupled with exceptional organizational skills, his drive and determination rarely disappointed those who placed their faith in him. His ability was a fact his peers recognized and applauded.


He took pleasure in his accomplishments because he saw how much they pleased his parents. To him, approbation meant little. He was interested only in the job at hand, and in doing it well. For that reason he looked forward eagerly to the coming graduation finals.


Until those were passed there was always the chance of failing, of not being awarded full soldier status. Even accomplished students like Ranji had been known to crack under the pressure. No opprobrium attached to such individuals. They simply served the war effort in some other fashion more suited to their actual skills.


Ranji was calm and ready. He had no intention of failing. He could not fail. Not only did he want, like any healthy member of his species, to be a soldier: he had to be. He knew, sensed, felt, that he’d been born to it. To kill and chance being killed in the defense of civilization. To fight the enemy for real, not merely in simulations.


He always tried to approach the schooling simulations in that state of mind, striving to convince himself that he was not participating in simple tests but was actually engaging in combat against the monsters; killing for real, destroying them one after another to protect his civilization, his friends, his world.


Not to mention revenging his real mother and father.


Along with the parents of most of his friends, they had perished when the monsters had invaded and destroyed Houcilat. He, his brother, and his sister had been adopted and raised on Cossuut.


He had studied the history of the incident from an early age, and the details had long ago burned themselves into his memory. How the monsters had swept down without warning to ravage and obliterate every structure, every vestige of civilization in their lust for destruction. How they had seared the planet’s surface so badly that it could no longer support higher life. And most meritoriously, how a few shuttles had darted gallantly through the withering enemy fire to rescue what survivors they could, including himself and his siblings, and carry them to the safety of waiting starships and an eventual life of comparative peace on Cossuut.


His teachers had put off explaining his history to him until he was old enough to comprehend, if not to understand. Only when he asked for the information was it supplied. As he studied, and learned, he developed the determination which had characterized him throughout his adolescence.


He carried the horrific images of vanished Houcilat with him into every test, every trial. They added resolve to his efforts, enabling him to rise above even those of his mates, whose histories were no less tragic than his own.


There were twenty-five of them, the same number as in an actual commissioned attack squad. They had practiced together, trained together since childhood, defeating one school team after another. Now the culmination of those untiring efforts was at hand. Some of his friends were apprehensive, others uncertain. As for Ranji, he burned with anticipation.


Suddenly there were no more teams to defeat, no more bedazzled opponents to overwhelm and intimidate. Ranji and his friends had reached the summit of achievement: the planetary finals for their age cluster. Of the hundreds of squads that had entered in hopes of being declared undisputed strategic champions, only the team from Kizzmat Township stood in the way of Ranji and his friends. Mysterious, enigmatic Kizzmat, from over the Massmari mountains. Kizzmat, who in defeating one competitor after another had demonstrated skills and swiftness equal to Ranji’s own.


He was not worried. No matter their opponents’ record, Ranji and his friends never took them lightly. Such caution, along with many other talents, was the legacy of their class-level supervisor.


Instructor Kouuad was shorter than he seemed to be. Extensive combat experience and many honors gave him stature. Indeed, it was unusual for so experienced a soldier to be assigned to teach younger age levels. From the time they were old enough to understand such things, Ranji and his companions were conscious of their great luck in having Kouuad as their teacher.


Kouuad-iel-an’s field career had been brought to an early and untimely end by a severe injury which not even the best physicians had been able to completely repair. It was rumored that he had suffered the damage in hand-to-hand combat with one of the most vicious of the monsters themselves. His fellow teachers held him in some awe. The effect of his reputation on his pupils was profound.


It was mentioned that access to such an extraordinary instructor gave the trainees of Ciilpaan an unfair advantage over the others in their age cluster. All such protests were disallowed by the officials. It was the trainees who took the tests, not their teacher. As for Ranji and his friends, they were more than willing to credit Kouuad for much of their success.


“I warn you now,” the venerable soldier told them one morning when they had assembled for practice. “Hitherto you have run over, around, and through your opposition. But this is no mere township exercise approaching. These are your cluster’s planetary finals. Career success can be guaranteed in a few days. The trainees of Kizzmat know this. You need to ponder it as well.


“Remember that their record is as proud as yours. They will not go down easily. I have seen recordings of them in action. They are tougher and more resourceful than any group you have yet confronted.” Kouuad paced back and forth in front of the large-screen simulator.


“Do not let your successes go to your heads. Everything you have achieved in your lives to date is history. All your accomplishments lie in the past. Only this forthcoming confrontation matters. Everything else is dust. That is as true of real combat as of simulated.


“Realize, too, that even as I speak thus to you, they are receiving similar advice, they will be equally well prepared.” He stopped and smiled proudly, squinting through aged eyes that had seen too much death.


“You have met every challenge thrown at you. All that remains is your cluster championship for all Cossuut. Bear in mind that beyond this lies actual combat against the monsters. If you can advance that day in your minds and approach this competition as if actual warfare were involved, I think you will do well. Realize that you compete not for pride or prize, but to preserve civilization.”


Amusement suffused his expression.


“There is nothing wrong with winning a prize, though. The record of your performance, both individually and as a group, will become a matter of permanence. You want that record to be approving.”


“Don’t worry, honored teacher,” said an enthusiastic Bielon. “We intend to win.” Murmurs of agreement rose from those around her.


“What about the Kizzmatis’ methods?” came a question from the back row.


“Yes,” said another. “How do they differ from what we have encountered so far?”


“Strategically we do not know what to expect,” Kouuad explained. “Their tactics are unpredictable. That has been one of their greatest strengths, as it has been one of yours. They are famous improvisers, swift and decisive. Those of you who are squad leaders will therefore accrue additional burdens in the field. The rest of you must obey your leaders’ instructions implicitly. There will be no time for animated, lengthy tactical debate in this competition. Things will happen quickly. The Kizzmati are fast.” He stared hard at them. “I am counting on you to be faster.”


He was silent for a long moment. “These are the planetary finals. There will be no opprobrium attached to losing, no disgrace in defeat. To finish second among thousands is the grandest of accomplishments.”


“We’re not coming in second!” someone shouted from the back. Kouuad tilted his head slightly and smiled anew.


“You have already exceeded the achievements of the majority of your contemporaries. Despite the knowledge that the greatest prize of all is within your grasp, you should not forget that.” He checked his chronometer.


“I have nothing more to teach you. I suggest you all go home and try to get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow morning we leave for the competition site in the Joultasik foothills.”


A buzz of conversation rose from Ranji’s friends. Until then they had not been told where the competition was to be held. Secrecy insured that neither side would be able to spy in advance on the competition matrix and thus gain an unfair advantage over the competition.


Ranji was pleased. The Joultasik would provide variations in terrain, and he usually performed best in multiple environments.


“What do you think our chances are?” he asked his father that night. They sat at the dining table; mother and father at opposite angles, Ranji, his brother, and his baby sister at the foot of the triangle.


“You’re gonna kill ’em, wipe ’em out, massacre ’em! Just like you have all the others!” Bereft of weaponry, Saguio waved an eating utensil instead. Ranji gave his younger sibling a tolerant look.


“I want you to fight hard, but also to be careful, dear. I don’t want you or any of your friends to get hurt.” His mother was refilling their glasses with cold fruit juice. “The Kizzmatis’ reputation rivals your own. They’re going to be hard to beat.”


“I know, Mother.”


“You’ll kick the crap out of ’em.” Saguio tried to speak and shovel food in at the same time.


Ranji regarded his sibling fondly. If anything, Saguio was going to be a little taller, a little stronger than his older brother. But not smarter. Testing had already been extensive enough to show that. Still, he was going to be a credit to his family line.


Not his present family, Ranji reminded himself darkly. The one that had been brutally extinguished by the monsters. They would win tomorrow. All he had to do was picture the Kizzmatis as monsters.


“We will, Saguio.”


His father gestured with his glass. “Beware overconfidence, Ranji. Never chance overconfidence. Not because it might cost you tomorrow, but because it will certainly cost you in combat. I don’t care if you win tomorrow or not. Just reaching the finals is a supreme achievement. Where I don’t want you to lose is on the real battlefield.”


“Don’t worry, Father. I would never go into battle overconfident against the monsters.” He picked at his food. “It’s striking how close in appearance they are to us. Many times I’ve sat studying the files and wondered if I was looking at my own kind, until the differences became apparent.”


“Physical similarities mean nothing,” his mother said softly. She touched her forehead, then her chest. “Here and here they are radically different from us, programmed to kill, to have no mercy, to destroy civilization wherever they find it. They cannot build; they can only destroy.”


“That is why they must be stopped.” His father grunted. “If you and your friends can contribute to that, you will gain the gratitude not only of your own kind but of all civilized beings everywhere.”


“Tear ’em up tomorrow, Ranj,” his brother growled.


“I’ll do my best, Sagui.”


“You always have.” His mother turned to Cynsa, who had begun squealing and pounding on the table. Ranji’s baby sister was a terror. He smiled to himself. When she matured she’d probably be a tougher fighter than either him or his brother. All three of them would do their adoptive parents as well as their original lineage proud.


Trial finals first, he reminded himself. Graduation before combat. He’d been pointing toward tomorrow ever since awareness had claimed him. He and Birachii and Cossinza and all the rest. Now the ultimate goal lay within their grasp. Only one more challenge to turn back, one more group to demoralize and defeat. One more height to scale.


He dug into the remnants of his meal. He wasn’t hungry, but he knew he was going to need the fuel.


Everyone knew about the Finals Maze. If you were training to be a soldier, you heard about it at least once a month all your life. Externally its appearance differed little from similar competition mazes. What might be found inside was a different matter entirely.


There would be partitions, of course. Sheer, nonreflective, smooth-sided walls of impenetrable ceramic that would tower over the tallest team member. These divided the Maze into corridors and arenas, passageways and pits. Each partitioned region differed in size and shape from those immediately tangent to it.


The Maze contained differing habitats, each of a type undeclared in advance. Those attempting to pass through might encounter burning desert, frozen tundra, steaming jungle, or temperate forest. The Maze might be filled with water, fresh or salt. In addition to doing battle with their competition, they would have to adapt instantly and successfully to whatever local or alien biota had been programmed into the test field. A squad could defeat its armed opponents only to be wiped out by a mock avalanche or flood.


You took your people and advanced through the Maze with the aim of wiping out your opponents or capturing their headquarters position before they could reach yours. Goals were easy to envision but difficult to achieve.


The sun was out and a few clouds marred the pale blue sky. Not that it made any difference. Local conditions were meaningless inside the Maze, which could generate its own internal weather. Ranji ignored the bustle around him as he ran through a detailed final check of his own equipment. The special competition pistol he carried would register mock injury or death if its beam struck an opponent. In all respects except its nonlethality it was identical to real military hardware.


Though access to the test area was limited, a fair crowd was present. The Finals attracted interested observers and media recorders from all over Cossuut. No family members were allowed to attend. They would have to content themselves with watching the action at home, on visual.


It was much remarked upon that the two final teams lived so close to one another yet had never before met in competition. A quirk of scheduling had started them competing in opposite directions, in effect forcing them to battle through a world’s worth of opponents before the time came when they would be allowed to test one another.


As he continued with the necessary preparations Ranji regulated his breathing, trying to keep it slow and steady, using the biocontrol techniques he had learned to moderate his adrenaline level. He could see his companions doing likewise. No one said much. This was the last opportunity any of them would have until the end of the competition to indulge in private thoughts. Once in the Maze, their attention would become focused and they would have to act and think in unison.


They were twenty-five to a team. Fourteen boys, eleven girls. On the far side of the Maze twenty-five young men and women from Kizzmat Township were at this very moment going through the same motions and thinking many of the same thoughts as Ranji and his friends. Afterward there would be a celebration, a party, where victor and loser could meet in an atmosphere of genuine conviviality and friendship. But before that happened they would do their very best to mock-murder each other.


Ecozones occupied Ranji’s thoughts. He hoped the Maze wouldn’t be full of, say, arctic tundra. Tundra simplified things too much. There was nowhere to hide, not enough variables. Dense jungle would suit him better. Or maybe desiccated granite. Hopefully there wouldn’t be a lot of water. He didn’t like fighting wet.


Whatever they encountered, he and his friends were prepared. They had trained in all conditions.


He was one of five squad leaders. Birachii was another, Cossinza a third. Pretty blond Gjiann from the outskirts of the township was a fourth, and Kohmaddu the fifth. Heavyset and slow, she compensated for physical deficiencies with a brilliant mind and undisputed courage and daring. No matter how tough the competition, her squad rarely suffered a loss.


They were ready for the Kizzmatis, all right. Victory lay on the far side of the Maze. All they had to do was enter and take it.




II


The pale glow of predawn heralded the incipient appearance of Cossuut’s sun as the five squads which comprised the Trials group assembled for Kouuad’s final briefing.


“I don’t have to tell you how proud I am of what you have already accomplished.” Their squat instructor surveyed them in fatherly fashion. “You have surpassed not only my expectations but also those of your parents and learning mates.


“I am especially gratified by the performance of those of you whose origins lie with devastated Houcilat. Your achievements stand out all the more because of the additional burdens that were placed on your maturation. Soon you will be given the opportunity to seek compensation. Keep that in mind as you enter these Trials.” He strove to make eye contact with each of them in turn.


“May it go well for you,” he said finally. “Let each do their best. Whatever results, I will be there for you when all is over.”


They waited in respectful silence until their instructor was out of earshot. It had been a typical Kouuad speech: terse, to the point, and devoid of the flowery exhortations sometimes favored by other instructors. No matter. They did not need fancy words. They had training. Ranji knew they would not let the old warrior down.


A certain amount of pomp and ceremony was unavoidable as they were marched to the south entrance of the Maze and subjected to final Trial instructions. Somewhere to the north of their starting position lay the Kizzmati headquarters and twenty-five highly trained opponents as dedicated to winning as themselves. In between were the unscalable ceramic walls that cut the Maze up into multiple twists and terrains.


Ranji paid little attention to the declamatory Trials official. He and his companions knew the rules by heart. They were assembled across from the Maze entrance, already planning and plotting, their eyes alert for potential antagonists even though they knew that the Trials had yet to begin.


Tense and expectant as he was, he knew this was no more than a student exercise, a prelude to the real thing, to actual combat. That would come soon enough. First there was this one final test to get past. A last chance to accrue artificial glory.


As the official droned on, some of Ranji’s friends began running in place or performing restricted range-of-motion calisthenics to stay loose. Cossinza’s quintet was particularly agitated. As the fastest of the five squads, they had been given the task of moving out first, striking quickly for the enemy’s headquarters in hopes of bypassing or catching any defenders off guard. It was a risky strategy but one they had brought off before. For it to work, Cossinza had to find the shortest path through the Maze on the initial try.


The rest of the group would advance more deliberately, cautious but still pressing the attack. Relentlessness was their hallmark, a natural tendency which Kouuad had wisely encouraged. As far as Ranji was concerned, emphasis on a strong defense was the sign of a battle already half-lost.


No martial music, no blaring sirens announced the start of the Trial Finals. An official simply gestured in their direction, and a couple of squad leaders responded in kind. Led by Cossinza’s people, the young representatives of Ciilpaan entered the Maze.


Immediately they separated into their respective squads. Moving forward at the run, Ranji’s quintet passed through a ceramic portal that opened onto gently rolling desert terrain. His heart sank even as the temperature rose alarmingly. He didn’t favor desert fighting. Automatically he and his colleagues made appropriate adjustments to their equipment and camouflage.


Small sandstone buttes glazed with the hue of forgotten rust protruded from shifting dunes. To their right a small pool of water collected at the end of a dry gully. Alien-looking, spiny plants were the only visible life in the artificial landscape. Ranji reminded his friends to avoid them. The Maze was as much their opponent as the Kizzmatis.


Squads Four and Two hugged opposite walls as all three moved forward, Four taking up positions on slightly higher ground to cover Two’s advance while Ranji’s people worked their way up the middle. While it was unlikely that their opponents had come this far already, no one from Ciilpaan was taking any chances. The Kizzmatis did not have a reputation as sluggards.


Ranji’s squad entered the gully. As they used its cover and then that of a smaller tributary to work their way northward, he wondered how Cossinza’s people were faring. They had disappeared into a different branch of the Maze. He glanced at his wrist communicator but did not adjust it. Communication was allowed and possible only within individual Maze partitions. Splitting up offered a testing group more attack options but reduced their ability to coordinate strategy and defend their own headquarters. Radical groups that divided into the maximum five squads were usually overwhelmed, while those in which all twenty-five participants stayed together were almost always outflanked.


It didn’t matter to the Ciilpaanians. They were prepared for anything. Such tactical flexibility had been a major contributor to their string of successes.


It took them most of the day to cross the desert partition, advancing with a proven mix of care and speed. Evening produced the first of several surprises.


Gleaming walls narrowed to form an intersection. Whiteness glimmered beyond. Not the white of gypsum sand but of ice and snow. Bitter cold leaked through the portal. Ranji’s people were forced to make hasty readjustments to their equipment.


The instant they darted through the opening temperature and visibility fell sharply. Snow swirled around them, and the clear desert sky of the partition just traversed was replaced by wind and scudding dark clouds.


Ranji smiled to himself. There had been rumors. Not only would they have to make their way through an infernally uncooperative Maze, avoiding natural difficulties and traps along with their opponents, they would also have to cope with environments that changed with each new partition. That meant altering tactics accordingly. It was challenge enough to tax the most resourceful.


Among other things, it meant they could not predetermine how to allocate their supplies of food and water. Not when they might have to go from spending days in a comparatively benign temperate forest to a week on a barren tundra. It complicated everything. Which was, of course, the intention of the Maze’s designers.


The next partition was dominated by higher, damper desert. Dense succulent vegetation mimicked lusher climes while small creatures scurried through the undergrowth. A sudden downpour caught them unaware, leaving everyone drenched and considerably less buoyant than they had been the previous morning.


And still no sign of the Kizzmatis.


Squad Four was out of range, having decided to explore a different partition, but he was still in communication with Two. Again he found himself wondering at Cossinza’s progress, decrying the inability of the communicators to penetrate the ceramic walls of the Maze.


Then the dry air was full of questing beams of colored light and he was too busy shouting orders to worry about the circumstances of distant colleagues.


As he scrambled frantically for the cover of a cluster of thick-leaved bushes, he found himself marveling at the Kizzmatis’ speed. He’d repeatedly been told how fast they were, but it was still a shock to encounter them this early in the game. From the volume of fire it was impossible to tell how many of them there were. He guessed more than one full squad but less than three. Lights flickered overhead, hunting responsive targets.


A quick check revealed that his squad had suffered two minor “injuries” and no “deaths.” They were still at full strength, which suggested either that the Kizzmatis were very bad shots or else that they had also not expected to run into their opponents quite so soon. A hasty call indicated that Birachii’s Squad Two was in equally good shape. He felt better.


“I think we’ve surprised them.” Birachii sounded confident over the communicator.


Ranji kept his lips close to the pickup. “It’s mutual. Don’t try to move on ’em too fast. We want to be in position to support each other.”


“Check. How many you estimate?”


“One to three squads.”


“Affirmative. We’re behind a little hill. I’ll try to work our way around to the west. They’ll expect us to come over the top.”


“Don’t count on it. Don’t count on anything with this lot. Watch yourselves.”


Birachii responded with a rude noise, which left Ranji and his companions grinning.


“They didn’t waste any time.” Tourmast-eir used his perception lens to try and peer through the thick brush. “By my ancestors, they’re quick.”


“Hopefully they’re thinking the same of us,” said someone else. He held his pistol with both hands. “Maybe they’ll run right into our line of fire.”


“Wonder if they’ve crossed more of the Maze than we have?” mused a fourth member of the squad.


This was not how his people should be thinking. “Nobody covers ground faster than the Ciilpaan,” Ranji snapped. It didn’t matter that he did not believe it, only that his squad believed him.


“Check,” murmured Tourmast-eir. Crawling on his belly, he began edging to his right. “Let’s try and get behind them.”


“No.” Ranji put a restraining hand on his friend’s leg. “The first thing they’d expect in a situation like this is a flanking move. They’ll be setting up for it.”


“Won’t matter if we move faster than them,” observed Weennoon.


“If we don’t and I’m right, then it’s Trial end for this squad. You ready to chance that, Weenn?” The older boy subsided, thoughtful.


“What do you have in mind, Ranji?”


“Their reputation’s as exalted as ours. I’ve been thinking ever since we were told that they’d be our final opponents that the same old strategies won’t work. This isn’t slow-stupid Goriiava from down south. I’ve believed all along that we’d have to try something new to prevail.”


“Maybe so,” Weenn agreed, “but we can’t sit here waiting for them to flank us, either.”


“How about setting up and waiting for them back at the last partition?” Tourmast looked hopeful. “The snow on the other side might blind them temporarily.”


“Good idea, except that we don’t progress by going backward. I don’t want us to get into a protracted firefight. If that’s what they want then let them initiate it by retreating to a defensive position. If they do that then we’ll respond with countering strategies, but only then.”


Off to their left, Birachii’s group continued to exchange heavy fire with the enemy. That presented possibilities as well as dangers. He relented enough to allow Tourmast to reconnoiter. His friend returned moments later.


“I can see the fire off to the west. Still no sign of anyone in front of us.”


Ranji considered. “So all of them are engaging Squad Two … or else there’s more of them ahead, waiting for us.” He eyed his companions. As usual, they were waiting for him to make the decisions.


“We’re moving. Not flanking. Straight ahead and in close-order single file. If they’re all on Squad Two, then we’ll be able to slip in behind. If not, we offer as small a target as possible and try to sneak past to the next partition. Kinjoww-uiv, you take tail position.” The girl nodded. She had wonderful reflexes and would hopefully insure that as they advanced no enemy troops would slip up on their rear.


“No shooting unless you’re positive you have a target.” Letting the sharp-sighted Tourmast lead the way, he rolled onto his belly and followed his colleague into the brush.


His hands were protected by field gloves, but loose gravel scraped his cheeks. He found himself wishing for the soft sands of the desert environment they had traversed two partitions back. Participants, naturally, had no control over the Trial environments. He reminded himself that students who spent time complaining about the harshness of their surroundings rarely did well in competition. It was, of course, irrelevant to actual combat.


Boots paused ahead of him. “I see them,” Tourmast whispered back tersely. “Three … no, four. They’re not looking this way. They’re all firing at Squad Two’s position.”


“Got one, got one!” The soft yell of triumph whispered over the communicator. If Birachii’s people were indeed occupying the full attention of the enemy and doing well in the bargain, then it opened up all sorts of strategic possibilities for Ranji’s squad. At the least, it meant they were already in position to wipe out a good portion of Squad Two’s assailants, at little risk to themselves. They had been presented with a wonderful opportunity.


Too wonderful.


If their reputation was legitimate, and there was no reason to assume it was otherwise, it was hard to believe the Kizzmatis would leave themselves open in such a fashion, much less throw all their resources into an all-out attack on Birachii’s well-defended hill position. Ranji made up his mind quickly.


“Keep moving … and don’t slow down!”


“But …”


He hurried to stifle dissent. “I know what you’re all thinking. That we should go to Birachii’s aid. But if they are trying to flank him, he’s in good position to hold them off; if they’re not, then this is our best chance to slip past and make progress through the Maze. That’s our ultimate objective. So let’s move.”


The battle of light pistols raged silently on their left as they hurried forward, halting only when the next intersection became visible. Ahead Ranji could make out vegetation denser than any they’d yet encountered. Specific shapes were blurred by a dark curtain of rain. No moisture fell in the partition they currently occupied. A light, cool breeze blew in their faces while a glance behind showed only distant flashes of light.


“Up and left,” he ordered curtly. Rising in a body, they headed toward the portal in a crouching run.


Which sent them stumbling into the squad of startled Kizzmatis who were busily occupied in excavating a defensive position just inside the next intersection.


Clearly they expected that any advancing Ciilpaan would be tied down by the firefight behind. So confident were they of having enough time to finish their fortifications that they hadn’t even posted a guard. Tools fashioned from locally obtained Maze materials were thrown aside as the Kizzmatis scrambled wildly for their weapons.


In the ensuing close-quarter gunfight Ranji “lost” two of his own people before all five of the enemy could be taken out. Now he found himself regarding the sullen Kizzmati squad leader as he contemplated new options. The youth was even taller and more muscular than Ranji himself.


“You’re good.” His opponent spoke reluctantly as he sat on the slab of rock where he’d been “killed.” “Real good.” He grinned unpleasantly, displaying a true warrior’s smile. “But it won’t matter. The outcome will be the same.”


As if on cue, Ranji’s communicator suddenly filled the air with shouts and curses. “Birachii!” Ranji yelled into the pickup. “What’s happening? What’s going on?”


His friend’s voice was panicky. “Behind us! They were behind us all the time. They were behind us before the shooting started! They just wanted to find out how many of us there were before they attacked. They …!”


Communications ceased. “Birachii!” Ranji said tightly. “Birachii, report. Anyone from Squad Two, report.” Silence taunted him.


The enemy squad leader looked smug. “Taken out. All of ’em.”


Slowly Ranji let his wrist communicator drop, gazed narrowly at his defeated opponent. “We’re even, then. Your people have taken Birachii’s squad; we’ve taken yours.”


“At the cost of forty percent of your strength,” the squad leader reminded him, alluding to the pair of Ranji’s companions who’d received fatal “hits” during the unexpected confrontation.


“You don’t know how many of your own went down in the fight with Birachii’s squad. Our strength in this part of the Maze could still be equal.”


“I doubt it.” The Kizzmati leader and his companions exchanged amused glances. “You see, we’re all here.” He nodded toward the now distant end of the partition.


“What are you talking about?” Tourmast looked uneasy.


“All twenty-five of us. All five squads. We just blasted through the main entrance and kept moving as fast as we could, figuring you’d split up to try different passages. That way we’d be in shape to overwhelm any opposition.”


Tourmast was shaking his head. “That’s old, outmoded strategy. Nobody fights like that anymore. It’s too predictable, too easy to defend against.”


The squad leader’s grin widened. “Sure is. That’s why we figured it’d be the last thing you’d be expecting.”


“A concerted defense could have pinned you down here long enough for one of our squads to take your headquarters,” Ranji pointed out.


His opponent nodded. “Sure could. But it hasn’t, and now it won’t. Your squad can’t do a damn thing now. All our remaining forces are between you and your headquarters. You’re finished.”


“In real combat a single burst could have wiped out your entire group,” Tourmast observed angrily.


“This isn’t real combat. Neither side has access to heavy weapons. All we’re given are these.” He held up his light pistol, which had automatically deactivated the instant its owner had suffered his fatal “injury.” “You modify tactics to adapt to local conditions.” He turned his attention back to Ranji.


“I’m estimating from our speed of advance that the body of our group is more than halfway to your headquarters, with nothing between them that is capable of stopping them. You’re fast … faster than any group we’ve ever fought. But it won’t do you any good. Because the rest of your people are advancing in expectation of encountering resistance, and there isn’t any. We’re all here, in one place.”


“That means your headquarters is completely undefended,” Ranji observed.


“Unless I’m lying to you.” His opponent was clearly enjoying himself. “Are you going to base strategy on the words of a ‘dead’ opponent? Not that it matters. I was watching your face when I made my guess. We are more than halfway to your headquarters. Which means that you’re less than halfway to ours. There’s no way you can get there first.


“If you’ve any sense at all you’ll have left one squad behind to defend. There’ll be at least ten to fifteen of us attacking. The outcome’s inevitable. Why not register your surrender now?” The Kizzmati stretched. “The sooner we march out of here and off Trial rations, the more pleasant it’ll be for all of us.”


“Not a chance,” Tourmast growled.


Their opponent looked disappointed. “Oh, well. Prolong it if you must.”


Ranji turned to leave, hesitated. “How can you be so sure your group will get to our headquarters before any of our people can reach yours? Maybe this isn’t the shortest route through the Maze. Maybe your other squads will wander around for days in search of the right intersection.”


The squad leader put his hands behind his head, leaned back. “Oh, this is the shortest route, all right. You see, six days ago we were finally able to bribe the member of the Trials committee we’d been in contact with to provide us with a map.” A stunned Ranji noted that this confession was uttered without a hint of embarrassment or regret.


“You can’t do that. It will invalidate the results!”


“Think so? The Trials are supposed to simulate real combat conditions. That means you win by any means possible short of inflicting actual physical injury on your opponents. There’s nothing in the rules against bribery. At worst we’ll have to repeat the Finals in a new Maze. Myself, I think we’ll gain merit for innovation.


“The teachers aren’t interested in methodology. Their sole concern is turning out winners, survivors. For all you and I know, this is the standard tactic previous Finals winners have employed.”


Ranji walked off to confer with his two surviving companions.


“He can’t be right … can he?” Weenn looked dazed. “Knowing the route through the Maze would give them an unbeatable advantage.”


“No wonder they felt safe in keeping their whole strength together,” Tourmast muttered. “Surely the judges won’t uphold this.”


“Unless the Kizzmati is right and they’re only interested in who wins, and not by what means.” Weenn looked less than confident.


“I don’t know.” Ranji was thinking furiously. “If we could get in touch with Squads One and Five we could bring them into the fight, but it would mean searching parallel partitions. We don’t have near enough time. With Birachii’s people out of the way they’ll be on our headquarters before we could catch up with them.” His gaze rose.


“If they can use unconventional tactics, so can we.”


“What do you mean?” Weenn asked.


“Everybody has their cutter?” His companions checked their service belts for the tool, which was intended to help them in downing and shaping vegetation for defensive fortifications and shelter.


“We’re going on, into the next partition. And watch yourselves. Like their squad leader said, he might’ve been lying.”


They left their smug opponents behind. They would be restricted to the place where they had been removed from the competition, their weapons and instrumentation deactivated.


“If there are fifteen to twenty of them operating together and they know exactly where they’re going, why are we wasting our time?” Tourmast struck angrily at a protruding branch. “We’re going to have to rely on the determination of the judges.”


“I’m not relying on anybody but myself,” Ranji shot back.


The next partition was filled with cool, dry deciduous forest. While his companions kept puzzled watch, Ranji circled trees until he found what he wanted.


“Get out your cutters,” he ordered, making three marks on the nearest trunk with his own. “Cut here, and here. Everybody pick a side.”


“What’s the point of building a barrier?” Weenn demanded to know even as he set to work.


“We’re not making a barrier.” Smoke rose from the trunk. “Just do as I say.”


Working in unison, they soon had the tree felled. Ranji pocketed his cutter and started climbing. Tourmast gaped at him.


“You can’t do that, Ranj. This is cheating, too.”


His squad leader looked down at him. “If they’re going to invalidate this Trial, it might as well be with equanimity. Are you coming or not?”


Tourmast and Weenn exchanged a glance. Then Weenn started up the slanting trunk. His companion followed.


Strange to be standing atop a partition wall. It was barely as wide as his boot, Ranji noted. Just wide enough to walk … provided you put one foot carefully in front of the other, had no fear of heights and superb balance.


Below and to his right lay the partition of deciduous forest. Behind them haze rose from the temperate desert until it was blocked by the artificial atmospheric inversion layer of the Maze. His left hand hung over wave-tossed water thick with the smell of salt: an oceanic environment. Lucky they hadn’t chosen to enter that one. If he fell he wanted to make sure it was to his right. Better bruises and broken bones than immersion.


Demonstrating their unsurpassed training to the full, the three Ciilpaanians headed north, running along the crest of the narrow wall.


It all looked so easy, so simple from up here, Ranji reflected as he ran. Habitats which on the ground would have blocked or hindered their progress slipped rapidly past.


Once, they observed figures slogging through a low, boggy environment, advancing in a familiar diamond pattern. He recognized Gijann’s squad and wanted to call out to her but did not, knowing she could not hear him. Each partition was sealed for sound as well as ecology, to prevent groups in neighboring partitions from communicating with one another by the simple means of shouting over the barriers. He ran on.


The number of walls decreased as they progressed, until Ranji ordered a slowdown above a partition filled from one side to the other with a field of tall golden grain. A compact complex of monitoring instrumentation, the Kizzmati headquarters lay at its far end. They had reached the last partition, the north end of the Maze. The unit’s internal lights were on, indicating that the distant Ciilpaan headquarters continued to function. A Kizzmati banner fluttered overhead.


Beyond the headquarters Ranji thought he could make out a couple of senior referees, standing in the shade and chatting idly. They did not see the three Ciilpaanians who crouched atop the wall for the simple reason that there was no reason for them to look up.


“The Kizzmati didn’t lie,” Tourmast murmured. “I don’t see any defenders.”


“That doesn’t mean they didn’t install some kind of defense.” Ranji pointed.


Stretching in a sweeping curve from one wall to the other immediately in front of the headquarters instrumentation was an exquisitely camouflaged ditch. Ranji admired the workmanship. At ground level it would be quite invisible. An attacker getting this far and seeing no defenders in sight would likely rush across the last open space to touch the switch on the beacon mast and proclaim victory, only to stumble into the wonderfully well-concealed trap. The entire Kizzmati team must have set to work in an orgy of excavation the instant the Trial had begun, moving out only after it had been completed. They’d had the time to install such a complex defense only because they’d known from the beginning the shortest path through the Maze.


Though you couldn’t design something whose intent was to physically injure an opponent, he suspected that anyone falling into the ditch would not find it a simple matter to climb out.


“See,” Weenn was saying as he pointed. “It goes all the way from one wall to the other, and it’s too wide to jump. Cossinza’s squad could have made it all this way only to be trapped or stopped at the last minute.”


Ranji was nodding to himself as he studied the layout. “No trees in this partition; only grains. Nothing to build a bridge with. No wonder their squad leader was so confident. They were sure they had an unstoppable offense and an impregnable defense.”


Weenn shook his head slowly. “No way we could have won with normal tactics.”


“So we’ll use abnormal ones.”


Tourmast was frowning. “Not only is there nothing to build a bridge with here, there’re no trees to climb, either. How do we get down?”


“Quickly.” Ranji squinted south through Maze haze. Having long since overwhelmed Birachii’s squad, the Kizzmatis were doubtless moving fast toward the Ciilpaani headquarters.


The internal walls of the Maze were perfectly smooth, perfectly vertical. An insect could not find a purchase on that slick surface.


Ranji rose from his crouch to regard his companions. “Weenn, cross around. I’m going to have the two of you drop me.”


“I dunno, Ranji.” Tourmast was estimating the height of the drop. “It won’t do us any good if you break both legs.”


“It won’t do us any good to squat up here wondering, either.” Turning, he knelt and gripped the edge of the wall as best he could with both hands, then lowered himself over the edge.


His companions lay down on their stomachs and pressed their thighs and knees against the opposite side of the wall. Each took one of Ranji’s wrists in their hands and lowered him another half body length toward the waving, beckoning grain below. It was at that moment that one of the referees spotted them. Ranji decided that the look on his face was worth everything it had taken to get to this point, even if he and his friends were eventually disqualified.


Shutting his eyes, he ran through a series of relaxation exercises. When he was through there was nothing more to be done but to do it. “Okay,” he whispered brusquely. The restraining pressure on his wrists vanished.


It seemed a million minutes to the ground. He flexed his knees as he struck, but the impact was still considerable. The shock ran from his feet all the way up to his neck and he crumpled onto his right side.


When he tried to stand, the shooting pain that blasted through his left leg brought him back to the ground. Whether it was broken or simply badly twisted he didn’t know. He crawled for a while, then managed to straighten by using the unyielding wall as a brace against his back. Limping severely, pain dulling his vision, he stumbled toward the Kizzmati headquarters beacon.


His friends had dropped him behind the defensive ditch, so the only thing that was stopping him from flipping the switch on the beacon was the pain that threatened to overwhelm his senses. He knew Tourmast and Weenn must be cheering him on, though he couldn’t hear them. They were above the inversion layer.


Having stopped at the Maze entrance, the two senior referees stared openmouthed at the advancing limping figure. Ranji could hear people running toward the site, though the pain made it impossible for him to identify individual shapes. There were a few cheers, but mostly the air was dense with stunned silence.


He felt himself weaving and swaying and fought to stay erect and keep moving through the pain. It was entirely up to him, he knew. Neither Weenn nor Tourmast could take such a fall.


He wondered how close the Kizzmatis were to his own headquarters as he threw himself forward to slam an open palm against the beacon switch. He was very careful to hit it the first time because he sensed through fading thoughts that he would not be able to muster enough strength or control for a second try.


As it turned out, they beat the Kizzmatis by less than four minutes.




III


To say that the outcome of that particular Finals Trial was controversial was to say that the monsters were somewhat incorrect in their opposition to the tenets of civilized society. Debate roiled the general population as well as the Trials committee for days thereafter.


In the end it was decided that since the rules barred only physical violence from the competition, everything else must be allowed. And since the Kizzmatis had been the first to utilize what the committee referred to euphemistically as “unorthodox tactics,” they could hardly object to the Ciilpaanians responding in similar fashion.


Ranji’s group was declared winner.


The decision produced no animosity among the losers. There was no shame in finishing second in a worldwide contest, and after all, their ultimate aim, the advance of civilization and the conversion or defeat of the monsters, remained the same. The Kizzmati group leader went out of his way to congratulate Ranji on his inspired leadership.


“We were lucky,” Ranji told him. “Extremely lucky. I could just as easily have crippled myself.”


“In the end we underestimated you,” the Kizzmati replied. “We were convinced we had devised a plan that could not fail. I now believe that plans of that nature are inevitably doomed to failure.”


They sat together in a young persons’ eating establishment, sharing strategies and stories as though both groups had won, which indeed they had.


“Wouldn’t you have been confident? We had overwhelming firepower, a map of the Maze, and a solid defensive scheme.”


“I sure would.” Ranji was gracious in victory.


The Kizzmati leader sipped from a cup. “The one thing we didn’t count on was an opponent capable of thinking more perverted than ours.” He grinned and they all laughed softly together.


Except for the ever somber Weenn. “I wonder what fighting the monsters will be like?”


“It doesn’t matter.” The last Trial over, Ranji was brimming with confidence and self-esteem. “We will defeat them no matter what stratagems they may choose to employ.”


“They win a lot of battles.” The Kizzmati second-in-command gazed into his drink. “It’s said that in one-on-one combat they can’t be beaten.”


“They’ve never met anything like us,” Tourmast shot back. “Our great Kouuad says that we’re as good as them, maybe better, and he should know. He fought them for years.”


“I’m sure we’ll get the chance to find out,” Ranji murmured.


“Myself, I can’t wait.” Tourmast made a melodramatic show of raising his cup. Comrades together now, Kizzmati and Ciilpaani toasted their future.


The future arrived sooner than they expected, immediately following their official graduation the following year to warrior rank, and in a manner that surprised them all.


Those who had achieved high scores expected to be promoted to officer status and given command of fighting units. Instead, the top hundred achievers were combined into a unique fast-attack group, to be utilized in special situations. Disappointment was minimal, as it meant that childhood friends would stay together instead of being spread across the cosmos.


Despite all his training, despite years of anticipation, Ranji was surprised to discover how upset he was at the prospect of leaving Cossuut.


They were a year older. Faster, stronger, smarter, he and his friends were confident of their ability to handle anything the monsters could send against them. They were all impatient to test their skills in real combat.


Their destination was a planet called Koba, a lightly populated world where recently settled monsters had established a foothold against the forces of civilization. In such conditions a small, irresistible force could hopefully achieve results all out of proportion to its size.


They had real weapons now, explosive and energy both. No more training pistols. No more simulations and partitions and mazes. No more toys. Ranji had been appointed second-in-command after the Kizzmati veteran Soratii-eev, perhaps because of the difference in their ages. Ranji did not feel in the least slighted. Soratii was a clever and accomplished commander, and it would be an honor to serve under him.


If the new soldiers were intimidated by anything, it was the confidence far more senior soldiers placed in their prospects.


As they prepared for emergence from Underspace and the subsequent rapid drop to Koba’s contested surface, Ranji found he was surprisingly calm. Regardless of what they might face on the surface below he had unlimited confidence in his colleagues, no matter whether they hailed from Ciilpaan, Kizzmat, or elsewhere on Cossuut. Together they constituted a cohesive fighting unit the likes of which civilization had never seen before.


Furthermore, they were motivated by something few others possessed: a desire, a need, for revenge.


Ranji wasn’t thinking of that as the Underspace emergence warning sounded. He was thinking of his parents; of his younger brother Saguio who was now undergoing the same testing Ranji had passed in such accomplished fashion. Of his little sister Cynsa, and of his birth parents. Others might fight to protect their friends, to defend the cause of civilization, but he would fight so that he could return to those he loved.
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