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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 Minstrel Boy to the war is gone,

In the ranks of death you’ll find him;

His father’s sword he has girded on,

And his wild harp slung behind him.

 

—THOMAS MOORE
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Rude Awakening

 

ABOUT AN HOUR BEFORE DAWN SOME IDIOT BLEW a deafening blast on a bugle right under the dormitory window. Nine boys lurched up out of deep sleep with yells of alarm, then registered the clattering of iron-clad hooves on the cobbles of the courtyard. Nine blankets flew off, eighteen bare feet hit the boards at almost the same instant, nine bodies dived for the window.

Stalwart prided himself on being the fastest man in the senior class, but he was also the smallest. He did reach the window first, only to be hurled aside by a flying wedge of superior muscle. No matter! It was still too dark outside to see much, and he could guess what was happening—the King had come to Ironhall. Judging by the racket, he was being escorted by the entire Royal Guard, a hundred strong.

“When did the King ever travel by night before?” someone cried, probably Rufus.

“Never!” That was Orvil, who was Prime, meaning he had been in Ironhall longer than anyone. “And he used to bring a dozen Blades with him, no more.”

Eighteen eyes shone wide in the gloom as the senior class thought about King Ambrose skulking around by night and needing so many bodyguards. Nine naked or near-naked youngsters shivered in the predawn chill. The unheralded royal visit was a chilling reminder of the Monster War. For the last eight months or so—starting with the terrible Night of Dogs—unknown sorcerers had repeatedly tried to kill the King of Chivial, killing many of the Blades in his Guard in the process. The only reason he ever came to Ironhall was to enlist new Blades, who would be chosen from the senior class—the very nine present in that dormitory. How many would he take this time? Tonight at midnight he would strike a sword through their hearts in a magical ritual to bind them to absolute loyalty, companions in the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades.

How many of them?

“Well, don’t all stand there with your tongues hanging out!” yelled Panther. “Get dressed! Your King wants you!”

Eight seniors sprang into motion, quickly followed by Panther himself as he realized he wasn’t wearing anything either. Someone struck a flint. Spark on tinder, flame on candle, many candle flames…With nervy haste the nine seniors rummaged in hampers to find their best and cleanest—breeches, hose, shirts, doublets, jerkins. Cloaks and boots and hats. Comb hair. Those who needed to shave began doing so—painfully, because no one dared run and fetch hot water lest he be absent when the summons came. There was some angry jostling around the candles and tiny mirrors.

Shaving was not yet one of Stalwart’s problems. He sat on the edge of his bed and hugged himself, miserably uncertain whether the knot in his innards was wild excitement or just terror. He wanted to be chosen this time! Of course he wanted to be chosen! Why else had he spent the last four years working his heart out here in Ironhall if not to become a Blade? True, he was the youngest of the seniors, but he ranked fifth in seniority, and candidates always left Ironhall in the order in which they had come. He was worthy! Day in and day out he was the best on the fencing ground. And yet…Until the Night of Dogs a career in the Royal Guard had been a sinecure, easy pickings, ten years of lounging around the court charming beautiful ladies. Now it was as dangerous as lion wrestling. Two dozen members of the Order had died in the last half year. Ironhall was rushing boys through training faster than it had in centuries. None of the current seniors, even Prime, had been in the school for the standard five years.

“There’s no great hurry,” Orvil said squeakily, although he had been moving as fast as anyone. “First the King talks with Grand Master and tells him how many of us he wants. Then Grand Master sends the Brat to fetch us.” Everyone knew this, because he had told them at least a dozen times. He had been present the last time, two months ago. “They always send for one more than they are going to bind, so he can—”

The door flew open. Two shavers cut themselves and screamed in fury. In walked Sir Dreadnought, Deputy Commander of the Guard.

“How many?” everyone yelled in unison.

Dreadnought closed the door and folded his arms. He surveyed the room in the dim light, smiling grimly. “As many of you as Grand Master can bear to part with. I just came to make sure none of you goes sneaking down to the kitchens. A whole day’s fasting before a binding, remember.”

The discomfort inside Stalwart, which had been worry, instantly became ravening hunger instead. Out in the corridor a mob of chattering, jabbering juniors headed for the stairs—so-pranos and beansprouts. The seniors clustered closer around Dreadnought, most of them still soaped for shaving.

“Have there been more attacks on the King?” Orvil asked.

“State secret. I’m not allowed to tell you that until you’re bound.” Dreadnought was a good man, a superb swordsman. He had won the King’s Cup for the second time that summer, which meant he was probably the finest fencer in the entire world at the moment. On his jerkin he sported a four-pointed diamond-studded badge to show he was a member of the White Star, the highest order of chivalry in the country. Very few Blades had ever been admitted to the Star, but he had turned up wearing this wonderful thing two months ago. He’d conceded only that he had won it “killing something,” but the other men in the Guard had added blood-curdling details of a shambling half-human monstrosity that had gone after the King when he was out hunting. Its fangs and talons had disposed of two other Blades and a horse before Dreadnought slew it. An excellent man!

A bit lacking in humor, maybe. You could tell a lot about a Blade by the name he gave his sword, and his was called Honor. Dull!

“And you still don’t know who’s doing this?” Orvil persisted.

“If the Guard knew that, sonny, blood would be shed and balefires lit. No matter how good their sorcery is.”

Stalwart asked, “How many swords have you brought back this time?”

Dreadnought gave him a long, thoughtful look. Then he said softly, “Keep it to your- selves—eight.”

The seniors exchanged shocked glances. When a Blade died his sword was returned to Ironhall to hang for evermore among the thousands of others in the great sky of swords. Elderly, retired Blades—the knights in the Order—died off all the time, but not at that rate, not eight in only two months!

“Well?” Dreadnought said mockingly. “Anyone want to chicken out? If you’re going to turn yellow, you’d better do it now, while the going is good—run for the hills!”

Nobody moved.

“No cowards here!” Orvil said proudly.
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Rejected

 

AS THE SUN ROSE OVER THE BARREN HILLS OF Starkmoor, Grand Master sent for the five most senior candidates. That meant only four would be bound, which was what Stalwart had dreaded.

The Flea Room was a small, bleak chamber that most boys saw only twice in all their years in Ironhall. Each newcomer met Grand Master there, and usually had to listen while whoever had brought him explained what a useless and ungrateful brat he was, and how nobody could do anything with him. Grand Master would hear the story, then talk with the boy in private and test his agility by throwing coins for him to catch. In most cases, he sent the boy and his guardian away and that was the end of it.

But if the boy had spirit and was nimble, Grand Master would accept him as a candidate. He was encouraged to take a new name and make a new person of himself. Whatever he had done in the past was forgotten. He would not see the Flea Room again unless he were set to clean it as a punishment. That was far from the worst that could happen to him, for Ironhall discipline was hard.

Time changed boys into young men. Iron- hall’s expert training plus a dash or two of magic turned the unwanted rebel into one of the finest swordsmen in the world. After five years or so, when the transformation was complete, the King would either accept him into the Royal Guard or assign him as bodyguard to someone else. It was back in the Flea Room that he learned his fate and met his future ward.

A companion in the Order was addressed as “Sir,” although that was only a politeness, so tomorrow Sir Orvil, Sir Panther, Sir Dragon, Sir Rufus, but still only Candidate Stalwart…sigh!

At the door, Dreadnought took away their swords, because only a bound Blade could go armed into the King’s presence. He sent them in by seniority: Orvil striding ahead, Panther close on his heels. Dragon and Rufus followed eagerly, like puppies wanting to romp. The reject trailed along behind, keeping his face blank to hide his disappointment.

There was no shame in being young, but why did it have to go on so long?

An icy wind blew off the moor, in one unglazed window and out the other. The five lined up facing Grand Master, who stood hunched in front of the inner door, clutching his cloak around him against the chill. With nine persons present, the room was crowded. The one staying out of sight at their backs would be Commander Bandit. The huge man in the corner was King Ambrose, but they must pretend not to notice him until they were instructed otherwise. He had set his hands on his hips and was grinning like a stuffed shark. His fingers glittered with jewels.

Orvil spoke the traditional words: “You sent for us, Grand Master?” He said them very loudly, so perhaps he was less calm than he was managing to appear.

“I did summon you, Prime. His Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?” Grand Master’s beady eyes were set in a craggy, gloomy face. His name, although nobody used it, was Saxon. He was a distant, coldhearted man, inclined to lose his temper and lash out with harsh punishments, even expelling boys without fair warning. Since expulsion meant the culprit walked away over the moors with nothing but the clothes on his back—and usually no home or family to go to—it might easily be a death sentence. Even some of the elderly knights who dawdled away their final years at Ironhall would shake their heads at times and mutter that the Order had known better Grand Masters than Sir Saxon.

“I am ready, Grand Master,” Orvil said quickly.

Grand Master turned and bowed. “Your Majesty, I have the honor of presenting Prime Candidate Orvil.”

Now everyone could take notice of the King. Speed being more important than brawn to a swordsman, Master of Rituals used sorcery to prevent any boy growing too big. That rule did not apply to kings, though, and Ambrose IV, King of Chivial, was tall, wide, and portly. Between the calves bulging in his silk hose and the ostrich plume in his floppy hat, everything he wore seemed to be pleated and padded as if intended to make him appear even larger—knee breeches, doublet, jerkin, and fur-trimmed cloak. He loomed like a cheerful storm cloud and his voice thundered in the little room.

“Welcome to our Guard, Prime! Grand Master speaks highly of your skills.”

Then Grand Master was lying. Stalwart could beat Orvil every time with rapiers and usually with sabers. Orvil would always win at broad-swords, of course, because a broadsword needed more muscle than Stalwart’s body had yet gotten around to providing.

Orvil bowed low, then went forward to kneel before the King and kiss his hand. As he rose to return to his place in line, Grand Master turned to Panther.

“Second, His Majesty has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?”

And so on. Panther was a decent man and good with steel. After him it was Dragon’s turn. Dragon was only a month older than Stalwart, but looked at least eighteen. What hurt was that he fenced like a crippled cow. Master of Sabers had told him in public that he needed two more years’ tuition. Deputy Master of Rapiers muttered under his breath that he ought to chop wood for a living. Yet he was going to be bound and Stalwart wasn’t. No justice…!

“Candidate Rufus…”

Rufus was all right. His fencing was competent, although he was horribly predictable. Being predictable would not matter in a real fight against opponents who did not know his quirks. Besides, Rufus was nineteen and sported a beard like a gorse bush. Rufus would look convincing in Guard livery. Even Dragon would. But Stalwart…sigh! That was the trouble—not age, not competence, just looks.

Tonight at midnight there would be sorcery in the Forge. Spirits of all eight elements would be conjured. Each of the four candidates would swear his oath and—unless the magic went wrong, which it almost never did—the sword wound would heal instantly, no harm done. Then he would be a Blade.

Not only would Stalwart have to share the day-long fast and the cold baths that began the ritual, he would also have to assist in the ceremony. That was adding insult to injury. When it was over and the lucky four rode off to court, he would remain behind as Prime, and that was adding injury to injury. Prime’s job was to mother all the other boys and keep them from pestering the masters. Being Prime was always described as an honor, but it was an honor nobody ever wanted, communal nose drying and butt wiping.

“Finally, sire,” Grand Master bleated, “I have the honor of presenting Candidate Stalwart, who will henceforth serve Your Majesty as Prime, here in Ironhall.”

Rejected!

He had been told not to approach; he bowed where he stood.

“Stalwart the musician,” the King said.

Feeling his face flame scarlet, Stalwart stared in dismay at the royal grin. King Ambrose was known to have very strong likes and dislikes. Did he disapprove of swordsmen playing lutes?

“I do play the lute a little, Your Majesty….”

“So do I,” Ambrose said heartily. “Nothing wrong with lute playing. Maybe next time we can make music together.” Chuckling, he swung around in a swirl of velvet and brocade and fur. “Carry on, Grand Master.”

Grand Master hastily opened the inner door and stepped aside as the King swept by him, ignoring all the bows directed at his back. Dreadnought crossed the room to follow him. Orvil led the candidates back the way they had come, although his stupid grin was so broad that it seemed unlikely to pass through the doorway.

Maybe next time, the King had said. That might be a hint that he intended to foist Stalwart off as a private Blade guarding some minister or lord. Bindings were permanent. A man had only one chance at the Guard.

“Stalwart!” said Grand Master. “Wait. I want a word with you.”
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Mysterious Alternative

 

THE DOORS WERE CLOSED. STALWART REMAINED, with only Grand Master and Commander Bandit for company. Lacking its normal shabby furniture, the Flea Room seemed even bleaker than it had been on that dread day four years ago when Sir Vincent had brought him here and thrown him on Grand Master’s mercy. It was smaller than he remembered.

“My commiserations, Candidate,” Grand Master said with a mawkish smile. He glanced briefly at Commander Bandit, who was staying back, out of the conversation. Then he pouted at Stalwart. Obviously he was in one of his crabbiest moods. “Had I put the question to you, how would you have answered? Would you be willing to serve?”

“Of course, Grand Master!” Why would he be there if he did not intend to become a Blade? Why would he be putting up with constant sneers and browbeating from Grand Master? Four years…

“It is unfortunate that you chose the name you did. You are not yet convincingly stalwart.”

“It is not for lack of wishing, Grand Master.”

“You have dimples!” Grand Master’s face was spotted with ugly brown blotches. Was being young more shameful than being old?

The school would not let a candidate sacrifice speed by growing too large, but it also required that he grow to man’s strength. Time and again, Stalwart had begged Master of Rituals to perform a growth sorcery on him, but every time he was refused with much the same words: “It’s not size that’s your problem, candidate, it’s just timing. If you’re still on the small side when you’ve got a beard to shave, then we can do something about it.”

“So you are willing to serve.” Grand Master gave him a look that seemed to contain equal parts contempt and pity. “How willing? Would you tell lies to serve His Majesty?”

Now what? Puzzled, Stalwart said, “After I am bound I will do absolutely anything to defend him, naturally.”

“That was not what I asked. I said serve, not defend. And I am not talking about when you are bound. I mean now. Would you lie to a friend if the King ordered you to do so?” Why was he so cantankerous this morning? Why take it out on Stalwart?

“I can’t believe King Ambrose would ever give me such an order, sir.”

“Can’t you? Oh, grow up, boy! Suppose I tell you that you could best serve His Majesty by kicking up dust…jumping the hill…disappearing…. Does your loyalty extend that far?”

In this game to show anger was to lose points. A man could never win when Grand Master chose to pick on him like this, but he could play to a draw by remaining calm and courteous. That was rarely easy.

“With all respect, sir, I should not believe you.”

“I assure you that this is His Majesty’s wish.” Grand Master’s smile came very close to being a sneer. “And if you are going to call me a liar, the Commander will confirm what I say.”

Dismayed, Stalwart looked to Sir Bandit, who shrugged.

“What Grand Master says is true, Candidate, but he is not telling you the whole story.”

Grand Master sniffed. “The story’s your business. I don’t know it and I don’t want to know. Stalwart, I was told to tell you that the Commander speaks with the King’s knowledge and approval. That’s all.”

He strode over to the inner door and shut it behind him with a thump that was very close to a slam. Bandit did not comment, but he rolled his eyes just enough to convey his opinion of that show of temper. Stalwart was duly grateful.

Bandit himself could hardly have been a more different person. Not in looks, of course. In appearance he was a typical Blade—graceful, athletic, neither tall nor short. His only remarkable feature was the way his eyebrows joined to make a single dark hedge across his face. He wore neither beard nor mustache. According to rumor, the Commander was one of the worst fencers in the entire Guard. There had been widespread surprise last Firstmoon when the King chose him to replace the legendary Sir Durendal, but he had proved to be an excellent choice. He had infinite patience. He spoke to the greenest recruit in exactly the same tone and manner he used to the King. His sword was named Suasion.

He walked over to the nearer window and stared out at the moor. “This is to be in confidence, every word.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“You were surprised that the King knew about your lute playing.”

“Surprised that it interested him. I suppose Grand Master described all the seniors to him this morning?”

Bandit turned to share a smile. “He did not have to. He sends me detailed reports on all of you every week. I pass them on when the King wants to see them. He has been following your progress ever since you were promoted from fuzzy, last Thirdmoon.”

“Oh!”

“He knows you’ve been here not quite four years and you won’t be seventeen till Tenth- moon. He has seen Grand Master’s reports describing you as lazy, insubordinate, and disliked by both the masters and the other boys.”

Stunned, Stalwart said nothing.

Bandit continued: “Over the last two months he has become increasingly critical. He describes your fencing as very bad, virtually hopeless.”

That was too much! “Sir! I suggest you ask the others. Master of Rapiers—”

“Says you can beat him nine times out of ten.” The Commander was smiling again. “Not half an hour ago, Grand Master assured the King to his face that you are diligent, courteous, and industrious. He said no one was better liked, and no one showed more promise or ability at fencing. Does that make you feel better?”

“I hope that’s closer to the truth, sir.” Not at all bad, either! No one better liked! Wow!

“You can’t possibly have had enough spare time here to learn how to play a lute. You must have brought it with you?”

“I was almost hanged for stealing it.”

The Commander’s long eyebrow arched in surprise, then he smiled. “Your past is your business. It’s your present and future that interest me. You’ve turned out to be a late bloomer. It’s no fault of yours and normally wouldn’t matter. You’ll get there in time; we all do. But, as Grand Master says, your chosen name does tend to draw attention to your current lack of stature.” On Grand Master’s lips the comment had been a sneer. When Sir Bandit said it, it was sympathy.

“Yes, sir. Puny would have been a better choice.”

“I don’t think the King would ever admit a Sir Puny to his Guard.” The Commander eyed him thoughtfully for a moment. “Don’t worry! It will come. And ‘stalwart’ doesn’t just mean ‘big and strong.’ It also means ‘brave and reliable.’ That’s the stalwart I need.”

The man in question drew a deep breath to soothe the sudden turmoil in his insides. “Yes, Commander?”

“You won’t know this, but this Grand Master has been forbidden to expel anyone else without the King’s permission—no one wants Ironhall-trained men running around the country with chips on their shoulders. In his written reports, he has twice asked leave to…in my day we called it puke you. Throw you out, I mean.”

Aware that the Commander was waiting for his reaction, Stalwart took a moment to think. Why should Grand Master write nonsense to Sir Bandit and the King, then turn around and tell them the truth in person? “He was ordered to write that trash about me? Who else reads it? Spies?”

“Well done! Yes, spies. Maybe spies—we’re not sure. You know the evil we are up against—”

“Not exactly, sir.”

The Commander turned and began to pace. “I mean you know about as much as we do. Counting the Night of Dogs there have been four attempts on the King’s life in the last eight months, yes?”

“Yes, sir.”

“No. There have been ten, four in the last month. That number is a state secret, Stalwart. No one outside the Guard knows that total, not even King Ambrose himself. You won’t repeat it to anyone!”

“No, Commander.” Stalwart thought his voice sounded a little thinner than usual.

“Obviously we don’t know who the conspirators are or we’d hack their hearts out. Obviously they include some powerful sorcerers, and the attacks began when the King asked Parliament to levy taxes on the elementaries and conjuring orders. He saw no reason why wealthy organizations like those shouldn’t pay their share like everyone else. Some of them disagreed. Now he’s formed the Court of Conjury to investigate the uses of magic in his kingdom and it’s turning up horrible evils. This is open war, Candidate—and we don’t know who the enemy is!” Bandit returned to the window and stared out, probably seeing nothing. The King’s safety rested on his shoulders.

“We aren’t certain that the villains have eyes and ears at court, but it’s a reasonable guess that they do. The only people we Blades trust are ourselves. Our binding keeps us loyal. We can deal with anything mortal, whether it’s human or a monster created by magic. We have tasters for the King’s food—and two of them have died. When it comes to secret sorcery we must rely on the White Sisters to sniff it out for us.” The Commander swung around to stare at Stalwart. “I’ll let you into another secret—just last week one of the Sisters detected something suspicious in the royal laundry. We burned the whole lot of it. Another smelled sorcery in the stables and tracked it to the King’s favorite saddle. So you see that the evil extends right inside Greymere Palace.”
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