

[image: Cover Image]


The Hexing

Robert Holdstock

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com



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.
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PROLOGUE

The Nightmare

The nightmare always begins with a vision of the garden of his house, Brook’s Corner. It is a few days before Christmas. The garden is covered with a fine layer of snow, and his young daughter Marianna, in her bulky overcoat and scarf, is pelting him with snowballs. She giggles and runs as he pursues her, jumping onto the coal bunker, and then onto the shed, out of his reach. Her eyes sparkle with mischief behind her small round-framed spectacles. In the nightmare he can still feel the snow trickling down his neck where her last snowball caught him good and true.

There is a flash of light in the grey afternoon. Alison has photographed them, the first Christmas memory. It is too cold to stay out in the grounds and they go inside, to sit around the blazing log fire.

This is always the first thing that he sees in the dream, the echo of that last moment of happiness. Then there is the image of the Christmas tree and its decorations, of young Dominick by the fire, cutting up last year’s greeting cards, of Alison peeling chestnuts and humming to herself. Outside, just evening darkness.

‘Where’s Marianna?’

No one speaks. And in that moment of silence, the fire flickering, the room warm, there is a strong sense of impending disaster.

Dominick’s voice is cold and distant. ‘There was a man outside … she was talking to him.’

His gaze meets Alison’s. In that instant they know, they both know.

In the dream her face is never the same – sometimes terrified, sometimes blank, sometimes sad.

He comes down the ladder. His son seems embarrassed. The room swims around him and Alison’s terror-stricken face looms large.

‘My daughter …’ she says. ‘Oh my God …’

Then, in the nightmare, there is the memory of Marianna calling them. She is standing outside the French windows, crying behind her tiny, round-framed glasses. She looks very small, very pretty, very vulnerable.

‘Daddy! I’m cold!’

‘MARIANNA!’ he screams, and there is an explosion of glass, then darkness. He can never forget the way his tiny daughter was flung against him by an invisible power. He can’t forget the way she was carried by a dark-robed shape, out into the cold night. As hands try to strangle him he watches the abduction of his wife and son as well, both of them knocked senseless and dragged away by men who have the faces of animals.

Then there is fire. The edges of the nightmare begin to burn furiously. Through the flames he sees the pattern of an ancient labyrinth, painted onto the killers’ dark robes. He hears the name Magondathog, a place of ultimately awesome power. He hears a woman’s voice. He hears his own mind screaming with confusion.

Who are they? Why us? How dare they do this to us?

This is how the nightmare ends, with a primal scream of anger and terror.

Yes. That’s right, that’s quite right. Good. But what else? What has been added to the nightmare? Can you tell me that?

Some of the questions have been answered. The dark force is called Arachne, and its coming has been known for centuries.

Yes …

Their purpose is to resurrect a total magic, using the forces, demons and secret knowledge of all the different cultures of history. Total magic. Total eclipse. Their purpose is an Awakening. Their purpose is to control the World Mind …

Yes. At least, that’s what he believes …

His daughter has a special talent, useful to them. His family has been scattered. Dominick is on an island in the west. The girl is in the north. Alison … is in London. This much he knows. But time is running out. Something called the Roundelay is coming closer. A time of change. He will lose them, then. He will lose them totally, and he knows it.

Good. Very good. I think you’ll do.

There is something I don’t understand. They took his family, but not Dan Brady himself. Why?

Because they are too confident. Because they are not yet organised completely. Arachne meant to kill Brady, and they failed. They still make mistakes.

So Brady has no role to play.

He has the most important role of all. He is the Hunter, now. The Night Hunter. He is Arachne’s own growing nightmare.

He is their nemesis.
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