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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.


      




Part One


Rebels of the Cluster




Chapter One


The watcher among the rocks had not noticed the point of light when it had first appeared, high in the pale yellow sky. Only when it had fallen further, enlarging, brightening, did the watcher’s one huge eye glimpse it.


The watcher’s six arms halted their activity. Within its cold brain messages were relayed and received. Silently it moved backwards, into a shadowed cleft among the rocks, its eye fixed unblinkingly on the hurtling object in the sky.


In seconds the object revealed itself as a metal capsule, man-sized and coffin-shaped. It fell bathed in fire as the atmosphere flared along its metal skin. And it fell with a high-pitched howl as its small retro rockets cut in, slowing its plunge – and at last depositing it with a bump and a slide among the rocks.


It was a standard escape capsule, in use on many of the spacecraft in the Inhabited Worlds. It had a tiny power supply, enough for some guidance control, for its retros and for a continuous ‘Mayday’ broadcast while in flight. It was a spaceman’s last resort when his ship was dangerously malfunctioning, beyond repair.


The capsule came to rest less than a hundred metres from the watcher. The great eye observed steadily as a seam opened in the capsule’s hull, parting it into two halves. From within it, as if hatching from an egg, a spacesuited man emerged.


The man unfastened his helmet and took a deep, grateful breath of the cold air, then began to peel off the spacesuit, indifferent to the biting wind that swirled and moaned around him. He was a tall, lean young man with a strong-boned face, wearing what seemed to be a uniform – dark-grey tunic and close-fitting trousers tucked into boots. On the cuffs of the tunic were flashes and stripes of colour, and a sky-blue circlet decorated the upper chest. The same circlet appeared on the spacesuit helmet, and on the open and now useless capsule.


The man folded the spacesuit into a manageable bundle with the helmet and breathing pack, then straightened, studying his surroundings. It was an uninviting landscape of dark, bare rock, so ridged and creased and corrugated that, from above, it would look like badly crumpled cloth. Much of the rock was discoloured with broad smears of a substance that gleamed a sickly blue under the pale sun.


Yet, for all its dismal appearance, it was a place with an oxygen atmosphere, able to support human life – even if not comfortably. If the man from the capsule had been an ordinary spaceman, who had ejected from a crippled ship, he could have counted himself lucky.


But luck had nothing to do with it. His ship was intact – orbiting in deep space, under the guidance of the most unusual pilot in the Inhabited Worlds.


And the man from the capsule was no ordinary spaceman.


He was Keill Randor, the sole survivor of a race of people who had once been the galaxy’s most renowned and most supremely skilled fighting force – the Legions of the planet Moros.


And he had chosen to land as he had done for a purpose – as part of a task he had to accomplish in this bleak place.


As his gaze swept across his surroundings, he caught a glint of metal deep in a shadowed cleft. He moved closer, warily – and saw the watcher.


And he knew that his task had begun.


The watcher was a robot – a work-robot, he recognized, probably with a limited programme and no decision faculties. Its body was wide and pyramid-shaped, with a low centre of gravity to keep it upright on rough terrain. It had six arms – flexible, whippy tentacles of metal – with tools on their extremities, mining tools like drills, scoops, pincer-like grabs. Surmounting the body, some two metres from the ground, was a scanner ‘eye’ – which relayed pictures to screens that humans would monitor.


The robot moved slowly out from the shadow, rolling on heavy, rubbery treads that made its advance eerily silent.


Keill Randor stood still, watchful but relaxed, fairly sure that the heavy robot was no danger to him.


But he was less sure of his safety when, looking up, he saw two human figures who had appeared on a nearby rise, with old-fashioned laserifles held ready in their hands.


The smaller of the two figures waved an arm in a beckoning gesture. Keill gathered up his spacesuit and obeyed, moving with sure-footed, athletic speed up the uneven slope.


Both of the others wore hooded, one-piece coveralls, shiny and metallic, and probably thermally controlled. Garments like them were commonplace on many planets in the Inhabited Worlds. And the smaller of the two was a woman, for the coverall did nothing to hide the shapeliness of her figure – no more than it hid the bulk and muscle of her taller companion.


As Keill drew near, he saw an open, balloon-wheeled ground-car – of a make almost as out-of-date as the laserifles – standing a short distance beyond the two figures. He also saw the bulky man swing the rifle to fix its ugly muzzle on his chest.


But the woman merely looked him up and down, then nodded. She had large, dark eyes in a delicately oval face, but they held an expression of cool and competent authority.


‘We picked up your mayday,’ she said. ‘My name’s Joss – this is Groll.’


‘Keill Randor. Thanks for coming out.’ He glanced briefly at the rifle held by the bigger man. ‘No need for that – I’m not armed.’


‘Precautions,’ the woman said. ‘You’ve dropped into the middle of a war.’


‘I know,’ Keill said. ‘That’s why I’m here.’ As the woman raised her eyebrows, he added, ‘I heard some news about trouble here on the Cluster, and thought I could find work. But my ship’s drive overloaded and I had to come the rest of the way in the capsule.’


The woman called Joss studied him curiously. ‘Work? Are you some sort of soldier?’


‘Some sort.’


‘Mercenary!’ spat the big man named Groll, a sneer on his coarse-featured face.


Keill looked at him coldly. ‘Nothing wrong with being a mercenary – depending on who you fight for, and why.’


Groll was about to reply when the woman silenced him with a gesture. ‘You’d better come and talk to the Council,’ she said thoughtfully, motioning to the ground-car.


The vehicle was not only old-fashioned but old. Its drive stuttered and bellowed, its body rattled with every bump, and there was a bump every few centimetres. Conversation would have been impossible even if the biting wind had not snatched words away from mouths. So Keill sat back, staring out at the dismal vista of blue-smeared rock, wrapping himself in his thoughts.


He knew a good deal about this place where he had landed – more than he would admit to its people. He had come as prepared as possible, yet ahead of him remained a huge range of unknowns, of questions and mysteries. He would have to deal with them as they came up, while posing as a wrecked spaceman, a drifter, a soldier of fortune.


If they accepted him, his task would be that much easier. If not … then his ship and its strange pilot were near enough to scoop him up if he ran into dangers that even he could not overcome. So he was not alone.


Certainly not as alone as he once had been, totally, overwhelmingly, when he had learned that he was the only living remnant of an entire race of people. A race that had been deliberately, inhumanly, murdered.


At the time, he had not expected to feel that mind-numbing loneliness for long. The deadly radiation that had enveloped his world, the planet Moros, had brushed lightly against him, enough to plant a slow death within him. He had set out then, alone, with a steely determination, to use what time he had left to find out who had destroyed his world, and why.


But he had been diverted. And his life had been altered in ways that he would once have thought beyond belief.


He had been gathered up by a group of strange, elderly scientists, brilliant beyond the level of genius, whom he had come to know as the ‘Overseers’. In their secret base, hidden within a small, uncharted asteroid, he had been cured of the radiation’s lethal effects – and had learned the truth behind the murder of Moros.


The Overseers, tirelessly keeping watch over the Inhabited Worlds with uncanny monitoring devices, had discovered the existence of a mysterious being who was the single most malignant danger to the well-being of the unsuspecting galaxy. Knowing little else about this being – neither where, nor what, nor who he was – they had given him a name of their own: the Warlord.


But the Overseers at least knew the intentions of the Warlord. He was sending out emissaries and agents to spread the infection of war throughout the galaxy – to set nation against nation, race against race, planet against planet. Until, if he had his way, all the Inhabited Worlds would be ablaze with an ultimate war – and the Warlord would be waiting to emerge and rule whatever was left after that final catastrophe.


It was the Warlord, the Overseers were sure, who had destroyed Moros – before the Legions too could learn of his existence, and turn their might against him.


So the Overseers had sought and found Keill Randor, the last legionary – and probably the most skilled fighting man in the galaxy, whether piloting his one-person space fighter or in individual, hand-to-hand combat. They wanted Keill to be their emissary – to go to worlds where they suspected the Warlord’s influence was at work, and there to learn more about him and wherever possible to thwart his plans.


Keill had agreed – for the fight against the Warlord was his fight, too, against the murderer of Moros. But when he had left the secret asteroid to begin that fight, he had left considerably changed.


For one thing, the Overseers’ scientific genius had not merely healed him of the radiation’s effects. That deadliness had settled in Keill’s bones – so the Overseers had replaced his entire skeletal structure, with a unique organic alloy. It was stronger and more resilient than even the toughest metal. As far as the most demanding tests showed, it was unbreakable.


And for another thing, his loneliness had ended. On the asteroid he had met an alien visitor – an intelligent being from another galaxy, for there were no intelligent life-forms other than man within the Inhabited Worlds.


Glr was the name of the alien, a female of a race called the Ehrlil – a race of long-lived explorers of the unfathomable intergalactic spaces, a race of small, winged beings who communicated telepathically. Glr herself, Keill soon found, had special qualities of her own – among them a boundless curiosity and an unquenchable sense of humour.


Glr became Keill’s friend and companion when he left the Overseers’ asteroid. Now she was at the controls of his ship, immensely distant, yet in contact with his mind through her telepathic power, which had no limits in space. She was also his only link with the Overseers – for they had kept the position of the asteroid a secret even from Keill, for fear that he might fall into the hands of their enemy, the Warlord, and be forced to betray them.


Keill and Glr had already had one encounter with forces of the Warlord, and had defeated them. And in doing so Keill had learned a valuable fact. The Warlord’s most important agents were organized into a special élite force, whose leader was known only as ‘The One’. Many of its members came from the Altered Worlds, planets where mutations had taken place among the human inhabitants. But all of the members of that force, mutants or not, were skilled and powerful, and as malignantly evil as their Master. The nature of that force was revealed by its name – the Deathwing.


Beneath him, the ground-car’s rumble altered, jolting Keill out of his memories. The big man called Groll, at the controls, had been guiding it through a winding series of gullies and low ravines. Now he had aimed it towards a low, flat slope, increasing its power. The wheels skidded slightly on the smeared blue substance, and Keill glanced down at it.


It was, he knew, a simple lichenous form of vegetation. It was also why he was there.


Because of that harmless lichen, war was brewing in this cold, rocky place. A war that showed all the signs of the insidious, poisonous influence of the Warlord.


Which meant that somewhere, sometime – perhaps very soon – Keill Randor would once again come face to face with the Deathwing.


The ground-car roared up to the top of the low ridge, and had begun its plunge down the far slope when Groll urgently brought it to a jerking, sliding halt.


Beyond the foot of the slope, from a broad, low area like a vast shallow basin within the rocks, rose a massive structure. It was cylindrical and flat-topped, resembling an enormous drum – some eight storeys high, with a frontage at least three hundred metres wide. Windows gleamed at regular intervals in its sturdy plasticrete walls, and at its base, between huge supporting buttresses, were wide openings that were more like loading bays than doorways.


On top of the building was a landing pad for spacecraft, on which was resting the bulbous oval shape of a cargo shuttle ship. Around the edge of the roof was a series of unsightly humps that Keill recognized as reinforced gun emplacements.


The weapons within them were heavy-duty laser cannon. And they were firing.


The building was under attack.


High in the yellow sky a silvery dart-shape veered and plunged. A one- or two-person fighter, Keill saw, with what seemed to be a skilled hand at the controls – and with more advanced weaponry than the out-dated lasers of the defenders. It was the crackling blast of an ion-energy gun that spat from the slender ship’s nose as it dived towards the huge building.


Gobs of molten plasticrete exploded from the flat roof, within dangerous metres of the exposed shuttle ship. The silvery shape flashed over, curving and zig-zagging, while the laser cannon hissed and flared, the bright beams slashing in vain through the sky around the attacker.


Then the pilot of the gleaming ship pulled it around in a tight loop, on to a different course. Something had attracted his eye. Something like … a ground-car in full view on a nearby rocky slope.


‘Get out of here!’ Keill shouted, as the slim, menacing shape arrowed towards them.


Groll dragged brutally at the car’s controls, to force it back over the protecting lip of the ridge. But the elderly drive sputtered and hiccoughed, and the wheels slid beneath it.


Above them, the attacking ship swooped for the kill.


Groll yelled with fear, trying to scramble free of the car, ignoring Joss, who seemed frozen, unable to move.


But Keill Randor was a legionary of Moros – his reflexes, his muscles, his entire physique honed by a lifetime’s training to a degree beyond most men’s imagining.


In the fractional instant before flame blossomed from the ship’s forward gun, he had grasped the back of Joss’s coverall, braced himself, and flung her one-handed out of the open car, sprawling and tumbling down the slope, And in a follow-through to the same motion, he dived headlong after her.


Behind them, the entire slope seemed to erupt in a volcanic explosion of fire and shattered rock.




Chapter Two


The tumbling slide of Joss and Keill, over the greasy blue lichen, had ended in a shallow cleft in the rock – where they crouched while rock fragments, molten or splintered, hurtled around them. So they arose unharmed when the attacking ship had swept upwards after its pass at them and vanished.


Above them, the ground-car lay tilted crazily, the front end rearing up, crushed and smoking. The energy blast had struck just in front of it, but close enough to wreck it beyond repair – and to have killed any occupants.


Joss rubbed a grazed elbow, showing through a rent in her coverall’s sleeve, and looked at Keill with new interest. ‘Thanks for that. You’re stronger than you look.’


Keill shrugged. ‘It’s more balance and leverage.’

OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





OEBPS/images/9781473202597.jpg
* THE LAST LEGIONARY:






