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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CHAPTER ONE


FIST-BOXING


The blond swordsman treads cautiously forward. Overhead, the eye of a red sun gleams with the faint light of a tired flame. A bleak, blasted, cratered landscape, its tedium interrupted only by the twisted skeletal remains of a single tree, stretches away from the swordsman on all sides. A hot wind, choked with black dust, burns at his eyes and lips. The swordsman draws his iron weapon free of its sheath. He moves relentlessly now. Grey eyes squint to see the first sign of an approaching enemy.


The swordsman thinks: I am Lord Tedric of the Marshes. I am warrior-king of all civilized Lomarr. If I fall this day, if I perish in this hell, the world will long remember my glory.


But he must not fall. He must not die. The obliteration of the ancient curse of black wizardry lies too near at hand. A few more steps. A few more passes of the longsword. The forbidden castle of Sarpedium stands ahead, beyond the unseen horizon. He will fight on. He will emerge triumphant. He will rule as Lord Tedric, first Emperor of the Human World.


Then, suddenly, they are upon him. The hordes of Sarpedium rise from the broken land like a plague of insects. Tedric lifts his sword and prepares to meet their assault. The odds against him are one hundred to one.


Yet he will win.


He must.


Phillip Nolan, a senior cadet at the Imperial Academy of the Corps of the One Hundred on the artificial planet Nexus in the heart of the Empire of man, leaned back in his chair and raised a gloved hand to shield his eyes against the fierce glare of the overhead lights. A metre and a half from where he sat, between the ropes of a square ring, two men dressed from head to toes in heavy steel stalked one another like lumbering beasts in a savage jungle. Suddenly, the larger of the two men lashed out. There was a ring of steel striking steel. The second man struggled to step clear. The other lunged forward, swinging again. Clang. Again, he swung.


‘Like to place a wager, sir?’ asked Traynor, Phillip Nolan’s personal manservant, who stood beside his chair. ‘I’ll stand you five-to-one the big fellow flattens him inside three minutes.’


Nolan shook his head. ‘Your salary is already too large, Traynor. I have no wish to fatten it.’ The larger of the boxers, Nolan recalled, was known as Tedric. If he had another name – a family name – Nolan was not aware of it. ‘The only reason the bout has lasted this long is that Tedric’s being kind.’


‘From pity, do you think?’


Nolan shrugged. ‘Let’s call it mercy.’


Another loud ringing clang drew Nolan’s attention back to the ring. Tedric had backed his opponent, a native Earther named Dani Bayne, into a corner. The armoured men stood toe-to-toe, flaying at one another with steel fists, but Tedric threw a half-dozen punches for every one he received in return. Nolan knew it was only a matter of time now – and not much time at that. Tedric hit Bayne on top of the head. Clang. Bayne sagged. Tedric hit him in the chest. Clang. The jaw. The chest again, then an uppercut to the face. Bayne seemed to rise a full centimetre off the floor. Tedric stepped back, lowered his arms, and watched as Bayne hit the floor with a conclusive thud.


Nolan let out a whistle of admiration. ‘That was damned impressive.’ The rest of the audience, the combined senior and junior classes of the Academy, nearly three hundred men, applauded loudly, but Nolan failed to join them. He stared at the fallen Bayne and slowly shook his head. ‘That Tedric is as good a boxer as any I’ve seen,’ he told Traynor.


‘And Bayne defeated every opponent in the tournament easily until now.’


‘He could beat me.’


‘Tedric?’


‘No, Bayne.’


The referee, an ancient one-armed veteran of the Wykzl War, counted the final toll above Bayne. Tedric, in a corner, convinced no doubt that the fight was over, removed his armoured helmet. Although his pale face and blond hair were streaked with sweat, he barely seemed to be breathing hard. He shook off his gloves, wiped his face with the back of a hand, and reached down to unfasten the metal plates that covered his chest.


‘I think I’ll shake his hand,’ Nolan said, standing impulsively.


‘But, sir, your own bout –’


‘Let it wait for Carey. I’ll be back.’


As he leaped into the ring, Nolan tried to recall what little he knew of this man, Tedric. Naturally, he had noticed him – at a height of two metres, Tedric was a very noticeable man – but despite nearly two years together at the Academy, Nolan could not remember exchanging a word with him. He was the class mystery man, with no friends and few acquaintances; rumours concerning his origins had circulated since the very first days. Nolan seldom paid much attention to such tales, but nonetheless he did sometimes wonder. Who exactly was this man? What was he doing here at the Academy among the tired remnants of the noblest families of the once magnificent Empire?


Tedric was smoothing the creases in his pale blue senior class uniform when Nolan approached. Glancing up, Tedric’s eyes showed a peculiar fusion of arrogance and uncertainty. ‘What do you want?’ he said coldly.


Nolan tried a grin. ‘Nothing more than to say congratulations.’ Reaching out, he took Tedric’s hand between both of his and shook. ‘I want to say that I’ve never seen such a display in all of my life. You’re going to win this tournament, you know. There isn’t one of us who can touch you.’


‘Winning is a possibility.’ Tedric spoke with an underlying air of hesitancy, as if Galactic were not his native language. But that was impossible – for any human being. Wasn’t it?


‘I’d call it a hell of a lot more than that,’ Nolan said. ‘You’ve got only one more man to whip – either me or Matthew Carey.’


There was a flash of something – could it be anger? – in Tedric’s eyes at the mention of Carey’s name, but it quickly subsided. He shrugged. ‘The best man will win.’


‘Ah, yes. Yes, of course. So they say, but –’ Nolan seldom felt at a loss for words, but this was one of those rare occurrences. Talking to Tedric was like pulling elephants’ teeth. ‘I’m afraid I missed your preliminary bouts. How did they go?’


‘I won.’


‘By knockout?’


‘Yes.’


Nolan let his grin become a laugh. ‘That’s fantastic. Incredible. When I win, it’s usually because the other guy gets tired chasing me around the ring and decides to take a snooze to rest. You nearly killed poor Bayne.’


‘That was not my intention,’ Tedric said stiffly.


It was plain to Nolan that Tedric had little interest in further conversation. Nolan doubted that he’d held much interest to begin with. He started to say something else, thought better of it, shrugged inwardly, then made a polite bow. ‘Perhaps we’ll see each other again before graduation.’


‘It is quite possible, certainly.’


‘Oh, you mean in the tournament final?’ Nolan laughed. ‘I’m afraid there’s no way I can whip Carey.’


‘Nonetheless, I wish you luck.’


‘You do?’ Nolan couldn’t conceal his surprise – and pleasure. ‘Well, I thank you for that.’


As he crossed the ring, as confused and intrigued as when he’d first gone to speak to Tedric, Nolan spotted Traynor hurrying to intercept him. He paused and waited.


‘Sir, surely you can’t have forgotten that you fight next.’


‘I haven’t forgotten, no.’ Nolan turned and glanced at Tedric, who was now leaving the ring. ‘I just wish I could.’


‘You can whip him, sir. I know you can.’


‘And you’re a liar, Traynor. I know you are.’


Tedric was leaving the auditorium. His departure raised an odd mixture of emotions in Nolan: disappointment that Tedric had not stayed to see him fight and relief that he had not stayed to see him lose. Nolan turned and held out his hands to Traynor. ‘All right, dress me,’ he said. ‘Let’s prepare the poor lamb for the slaughter.’


Later, in his corner, burdened down by forty pounds of armoured plate, Nolan waited impatiently for his opponent, Matthew Carey, to arrive. ‘Isn’t this just like Carey?’ he said. ‘He must be trying to heighten the drama by making everyone sit on their hands and wait.’


‘What did you discuss with that odd young man, Tedric?’ Traynor said. Nolan couldn’t tell if he was really interested or merely trying to divert attention from the impending bout.


‘I couldn’t say we discussed much of anything. I told him how much I admired his abilities. He told me I had a chance to beat Carey.’


‘That was nice of him.’


‘I don’t think he was trying to be nice.’


‘No, he’s a strange one for sure. There’s a rumour – I don’t know if you’ve heard it or not, sir – that he has some connection with the Scientists.’


Nolan had heard that rumour – it was all anyone had ever talked about for two years in connection with Tedric. ‘I first heard that rumour a week after we arrived here.’


‘And is it true?’


Nolan struggled to shrug his shoulders past the bulk of the armour he wore. ‘I’d be the last to know either way. The Scientists don’t confide in me.’


Traynor laughed – too loud. It was the usual sort of laughter a servant made in reply to one of his master’s weak jokes. Nolan decided it was time to be serious. After all, maybe Tedric was right – maybe there was some way of beating Matthew Carey. Nolan had been trying to achieve that ever since he and Carey were big enough to stand on their own feet. Nolan had fought fairly and unfairly, clean and foul, viciously and kindly, mean and sly. He had lost every time. Still, there might be a way. Hadn’t the ancients a saying: the strength of a pure heart is greater than the strength of a dozen foul ones? Nolan didn’t know if his heart was pure; he knew Carey’s sure as hell wasn’t.


A rustle in the crowd below made Nolan turn his helmeted head. Through a narrow doorway at the far end of the auditorium, a tall figure dressed in black lumbered slowly into the room. Nolan knew at once who it was. He frowned at the sight of the soaring blue eagle, the Carey family crest, inscribed on the chest of the armoured suit. ‘I’ll beat him to death,’ he murmured. ‘I swear I will.’


But, even as he spoke, he knew that would not be true. Carey approached the ring through the crowd. There was a polite smattering of applause. No cadet in the Academy actually liked Carey, but none of them wanted him to know the fact. Despite an obvious attempt at trudging like a man weighted down, Carey moved his feet with unexpected ease. Nolan thought there just might be something fishy about that suit of black armour. A new alloy, he guessed, something lighter than steel. That was just like Matthew Carey, too. He was a man who left little to chance.


A trio of female servants, each dressed in a silver thigh-length gown emblazoned with the Carey family eagle, assisted Carey through the ropes. The presence of women at the Academy stood in strict defiance of the ancient code of the Corps. Nolan had raised a lone protest when Carey first moved the women into his quarters the previous year, but it was futile. There was little anyone or anything could do when faced with the desire of a Carey to have his or her own way. Legalities did not matter; the Careys wrote their own laws.


Nolan pushed Traynor away, then lumbered forward to meet Carey at centre ring. He felt cumbersome next to the grace and ease with which Carey moved. The referee brought them together and spoke quickly regarding the rules of the game. Nolan forced himself to meet Carey’s rigid gaze. It wasn’t the arrogance in those pale disembodied eyes peeping through the narrow slit in the black helmet that disturbed him; it was the amusement. Carey was laughing at him – laughing with the supreme confidence of one who knows full well that the universe is nothing more than a plum ripe for the plucking.


‘Shake hands,’ the referee said, ‘go to your corners, and may the better man win.’


Nolan ignored Carey’s outstretched hand, turned his back and hurried away with as much dignity as the weight of his armour would permit. Behind, he could hear Carey’s rich laughter filling the dead silence of the big room.


‘You shouldn’t have done that, sir,’ Traynor said, from behind the ropes. ‘It won’t look like good form in the eyes of your classmen. You shouldn’t let him irritate you that way.’


‘It’s not irritation, Traynor. It’s something more. That man won’t rest until he’s humiliated my family to the point where none of us will be able to raise our heads above our navels. I shan’t let him do that, Traynor. He can beat me a hundred times but he shall not humiliate me.’


The bell rang.


As soon as he went forward to meet Carey, Nolan felt his anger evaporate. Who was he trying to kid? Pride was one thing, but defeat was something else. He had refused to shake hands with Carey. Carey was going to win this fight. Which, in the long run, was the greater humiliation?


Still, he would try. He always tried.


Carey danced swiftly forward to meet him.


The sport of armoured fist-boxing had long since abolished the traditional concept of a limited number of rounds of a specific duration. After the opening bell, a bout continued until one fighter failed to regain his feet after a count of ten seconds. Despite this, serious injuries were very rare, and the blame for most of these lay with faulty equipment. Nolan knew that the worst that could happen to him today was defeat, but defeat was terrible enough in itself.


He decided to swing first!


As he raised his right arm, straining against the weight of the armour, he saw Carey’s laughing eyes. The sight enraged him, so that he swung twice as hard as planned, which was a mistake. Long before his fist swept home, Carey was gone. Nolan’s hand whistled through the empty air, and the force of the blow carried him out and down. He felt his feet slipping from under him and knew he was falling. He tried to throw out his hands to break his fall, but the weight of his arms made that impossible. He hit the canvas flat on his face and lay there, struggling to breathe.


The referee began a hesitant count: ‘One … two … three …’


Nolan heard Carey tell the referee, ‘Shut up. That was a slip. Make him get up. I want to hit him once at least.’


Nolan could hear the audience’s laughter. Blinking away tears of frustration, he climbed to his knees. ‘You’re cheating,’ he told Carey. ‘Your armour is made from something other than steel.’


‘There’s nothing in the rules about steel. You can quit if you want, Nolan. Otherwise, start fighting.’


Nolan gritted his teeth. Carey was taunting him, and he knew he couldn’t afford another wild angry punch like that last one. He forced himself to be calm. Fists raised, he trudged forward, driving Carey in front of him. He would try to pin him in a corner. Carey unleashed a series of swift left hooks. Nolan took them on his steel fists. The blows barely stung. Nolan started to think. What if the lightness of Carey’s armour extended to his fists as well? He could move fast but not punch hard. There might be a real advantage there. If I catch him, I kill him, Nolan thought.


Carey seemed unaware. He pedalled back, letting Nolan carry the fight, flicking an occasional left hand. The corner was nearby. Another metre and I’ve got him, Nolan thought. Victory is mine at last.


Carey stopped in apparent surprise when his spine touched the corner ropes. He made an effort to slip free, but Nolan planted both feet and refused to budge. One punch, he thought, and that will be it. If I miss, I’ll never catch him again.


Nolan let his right fist fly.


But, as he did, Carey also moved. He lifted his right arm in a wide arc. The fist sped through the air. Even as it fell, Nolan understood. A trick. The diversionary left hand. The right, poised in readiness, created from a substance not only lighter but also tougher than steel. He knew he was beaten before Carey’s right hand smashed the crown of his helmet. He reeled, seeing black, then bright red. He fell. He never felt himself hit, never heard the referee’s count.


When he awoke, Nolan saw the empty helmet on the canvas beside his head. Straining to see, he made out Traynor’s concerned face hanging in apparent mid-air.


The auditorium was silent and empty.


Nolan shut his eyes.


But even here, in private darkness, he still saw Matthew Carey’s taunting eyes, heard his derisive laughter like the haunting cry of some great bird of prey.


Beaten, Phillip Nolan sat in his room and thought about the past.


Not much more than one hundred years ago, his family – the Nolan family – had stood at the pinnacle of power and privilege within the Empire of man. No other family was as famous, respected, or rich. Among his ancestors, Phillip Nolan could remember three imperial counsellors, two fleet admirals, and a half-dozen Corps commanders.


At that same time – approximately one century in the past – the Carey family had occupied a small plot of land on an obscure world known at Milrod Eleven. The Careys were not rich, except perhaps by local standards, nor were they famous, and even their nearest neighbours saw no good reason to hold them in high respect.


So what had occurred within such a brief span of time to alter the situation so dramatically?


To the best of Phillip Nolan’s knowledge, things had begun to change the day Fraken Carey’s oldest boy, Melor, was appointed to the Imperial Academy of the Corps of the One Hundred – a post secured by bribery. Melor, probably the ablest and certainly the most deceitful of the Careys, had been graduated at the top of his class of cadets and rewarded with a commission as a brigade lieutenant under the command of the Imperial Fleet Admiral, Tompkins Nolan. This was during the last days of the centuries-long Wykzl War, and after the final battle in space, when the Empire of Man at last met abject defeat, it was Melor Carey who returned to Earth a hero, victorious in a minor skirmish, while Tompkins Nolan was branded a failure.


For Phillip Nolan, this was more than mere history, more than a formal collection of names, dates, and dim video-graphs. It was private and personal – his own fate intimately involved. The reasons behind the simultaneous rise of the Careys and fall of the Nolans lay bound up with the history of the Empire over the past one hundred years. Largely, it was a matter of corruption. An expansive, thriving Empire created leaders of a similar sort, golden men to build a Golden Age. But the Empire of today – corrupt and decadent – required nothing more than what the Careys could give it – more of the same.


The Academy itself was a good example of this. A millennium past, at its founding, the Corps of the One Hundred had been a select guard, answerable to the Emperor alone, and limited in number to the one hundred best qualified men in the realm. Today, that same Corps had swollen to include five thousand officers, only a few of whom actually stood active duty. Commissions were regularly bought and sold; membership in the Corps was nothing more than a hollow sign of family status. It was something every rich man’s son needed to have. Especially the son of a Carey.


Phillip Nolan knew that if he hated Matthew Carey – and he did – then one reason was simply jealousy. But he did not care. The feeling was something he could not control, nor did he wish to. He’d first met Matthew Carey at the imperial school on Earth. That was fifteen years ago when both boys were six, and they had loathed one another on sight. Now, Nolan knew he would gladly have given up an arm or an eye to have emerged victorious from his meeting with Carey in the fist-boxing tournament.


He wondered: if I cannot do it myself, then why not another? His thoughts turned toward that strange man, Tedric, and the methodical manner in which he had whipped poor Bayne. Tomorrow’s final bout between Tedric and Carey promised to be a most interesting match indeed. Could Tedric possibly win? Carey was a fine boxer – no arguing there – but he was hardly unbeatable. And Tedric was tough. And very strong.


He stood up. Traynor slept nearby, but Nolan made no attempt to disturb him. Quietly, he opened the door and tiptoed into the corridor. He had made a decision. If he couldn’t beat Carey on his own, he could still do everything in his power to ensure that someone else did. He would visit Tedric and warn him personally of Carey’s new armour.


Did Tedric want his help? Nolan didn’t know the answer to that, nor did he particularly care. Whether wanted or not, help was what Tedric was about to receive. He must win tomorrow’s fight. The dignity of the Nolan name depended on that. The dignity of a family and the honour of an Empire.


Phillip Nolan had already succeeded in convincing himself of all that.




CHAPTER TWO


MYSTERY MAN


The blond warrior, Tedric, swings his longsword relentlessly back and forth, chopping at arms and legs, slicing throats and thighs, like a farmhand harvesting a field of wheat. A dozen men lie dead at his feet, two dozen. Still they come and still he fights. Blood drips from a hundred minor wounds sprinkled across his huge frame. Tedric ignores the pain. His thoughts are focused far from such worldly sufferings. He thinks of Sarpedium, the black wizard, and the pain and anguish he has wrought upon the world for untold centuries. Tedric is not immortal. No magical potions or secret elixirs protect him from death’s dark hand. At any moment, an enemy may slip past his guard and strike him a fatal blow. Yet Tedric battles on, driven by the unwavering need to make the world right and by the fierce belief that only he can accomplish this act of salvation.


And so, in time, the hordes of Sarpedium, thoroughly beaten, withdraw from the field of battle, vanishing into the mist as mysteriously as they first appeared. Tedric rests then. Sitting on the warm earth, he balances his bloodstained sword between his knees. His breath comes fast. He has won again. But this was a battle – the war itself is far from done.


As had happened nearly every night for the past two years, as soon as the banks of artificial light that passed for daytime on Nexus grew dim, Tedric turned to the far wall of his room, removed an armload of books from the shelves located there, and began the slow, laborious, hateful process of reading and memorizing.


He knew this wasn’t for him. Studying was not a simple task. There was too much to learn and too little time in which to comprehend it all. There was history, mathematics, the bionomics of a hundred planets and the physics of a thousand systems. Tedric, unlike his fellow cadets, had not entered the Academy with the benefit of a dozen years formal education. He could read and write common Galactic – the Scientists had seen to that – but otherwise, among all these books, he felt out of place and uncomfortable. He was a man of action, not of words, but here at the Academy of the Corps of the One Hundred, mere words seemed to count for at least as much as actions.


Already, even as he began to study, the black squiggles that represented words on the white pages of the book began to weave and flutter as if they were alive. Tedric blinked, rubbed his eyes, tried again to read. There were, of course, many quicker ways of mastering a subject than reading and remembering. There were machines that talked, pills to aid memorization, holographic tapes that brought the lecturer right into the room and let him answer specific questions. Tedric had at one time or another attempted to use all of these devices, but such technology made him more uncomfortable than books so he returned to the one method he could tolerate above the others: reading. For hours and hours at a time. Until his head throbbed and his eyes burned. But it had worked – after a fashion. Now, as his two years at the Academy drew to a close, he stood somewhere near the middle of his class in academic achievement. It was a surprise. An unexpected victory. But the Scientists had told him how important a high rank was and, for Tedric, that was enough. He always obeyed the Scientists’ orders. They had brought him here. Given him life. How could he fail to do as they demanded?


A persistent knocking at the door to the room distracted Tedric. Puzzled – he received few if any visitors, especially so late at night – he laid down his book and went to answer. His room was an impersonal domicile, little disturbed since the day he’d moved in. There was a cot, a metal desk and chair, a broken computer receiver, one small rug, and of course the books – several hundred of them. Tedric did not think of this place as a home. It was merely a resting station, a certain space occupied for a set period of time. Tedric had had a real home once – faint memory of it occasionally stirred in his dreams – but that was long ago and far away and could never be glimpsed in full again.
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