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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.
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‘He cast upon them the fierceness of his anger, wrath and indignation, and trouble, by sending evil angels among them.’

Psalm 78. Verse 49.

Thomas Blades, a seventeenth-century curate, discovers a magical door to another world – or rather to an alternate Earth. But here, humanity is not the top of the food chain, as Blades finds when the poor, burrow-dwelling humans he stumbles over are hunted and eaten by the Null – mighty, ravening beasts whose intelligence and killing ability makes them top predator.

Returning to our own world for weapons, Blades fulfils his vow to become humanity’s saviour on this new Earth and, over the years, builds an empire of which he becomes the first god-king. Power shifts between humanity and Null but, as the humans grow in sophistication, so comes treachery, jealousy and murder – and god-king Blades changes much from the timid cleric who first happened upon ‘New-Wessex’.

Decades later, new enemies appear; worse and more unnatural than the Null, the merciless ‘angels’ usurp the realm. With faith in his creation already shaken, Blades goes into chastened exile back on Earth and there seeks solace in poverty and repentance.

However, life goes on and in New-Wessex the god-king is sorely missed. To his abandoned and oppressed children, the return of Blades ‘Null-Bane’ remains their only hope …

The Downs-Lord Triptych offers three connected scenes of a baroque Empire in the making, dovetailing to create a portrait of eventful centuries. Here is an exotic saga of transformation and a hymn to the exuberance of unfettered life.





THE PROLOGUE’S PROLOGUE

or

FOREWARNED IS FOREARMED

Theophilus Oglethorpe (1650-1702), soldier, cavalier, Jacobite, duellist, MP, coiner of that truism ‘Dead men tell no tales’ and all-round English icon, lived and died in the circumstances described in my The Royal Changeling (Earthlight 1998). His misplaced – in every sense – memorial looks down upon the interior of St James’s, Piccadilly, whilst the dust and bones that bore him were relocated by German high explosive in 1940 so that they gild, even if only at the molecular level, the very air we breathe. Doubtless, the real he is safely in Paradise, looking down upon us now. My mind’s open as to whether he’s laughing himself sick or just plain sick.

However, back on earth, his family tree marched on to great things; one sprig of it being his second son, confusingly also named Theophilus (1682-?). His march took him to Parliament (MP for Haslemere 1708-10) and then exile, to India and China and Sicily – and even stranger places …

Turn the page in that same intrepid spirit and you may follow him …
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PROLOGUE

‘Pennies for a poor man, sir?’

‘Get a job, damn y’ eyes!’

And there Captain Theophilus Oglethorpe (jnr.) would have left it, their divergent life-paths intersecting never to cross again. But then he realised the beggar had spoken in English. In Capri, indeed in all eighteenth-century Italy, that was rare enough to command attention. The sparkling blue sea, the crumbling headlong path down to the piazza and dinner still beckoned but they could wait. He backtracked.

‘Say again, sirrah.’

Joanna, his mistress of the moment, frowned unbecomingly. She did not understand her lover’s moderation towards street-scum. A true native of seething Naples, she no longer even saw them.

Conversely, Oglethorpe deplored that lack of charity, waving her on with his swordstick. In his English-naive opinion, seventeen-year-olds should retain some of the innocence of youth. Fine legs and skilful lips wouldn’t save her from displacement if she didn’t sweeten soon. Her sister was poised, waiting in the wings. Her tongue could tie a knot in a cherry stalk: he’d seen her do it.

‘Come, come, my man. I heard you plain. Speak English once more.’

The appalling figure considered the request. He was not as humble as a broken oldster by the wayside ought to be. His grime and rags and wrinkles should have engendered servility. Finally, the toothless mouth cracked.

‘Very well. How do you do, sir? Could you possibly spare a coin or two?’

Theophilus was so amazed that a hand was on its way to his pocketbook before he knew it. Just to hear the exquisite mother tongue spoken so far from home deserved reward alone – but to encounter its cultured version was veritable rain in the desert.

‘Here.’ He showered piastres and pennies mixed, down into the proffered hat. Thanks were nodded but not spoken.

Oglethorpe stirred the dust with his stick. Motes rose briefly, glorified to significance by the Caprisi sun.

‘And so, my man, how came you here – and why?’

It was the least of requests. He was willing to waste a minute or two – and tighten the pout on Joanna’s face. There might be a story therein to sprinkle zest on the waiting flagons of wine. It didn’t arrive.

‘I might ask you the same question,’ came the sole reply.

Back home, the Oglethorpes were renowned for their tempers, for duels and falls from grace. It was through just such, and Jacobite opinions spoken boldly without thought for cost, that Theophilus now trod the path of exile, from Surrey home to France and then China and Sicily – and finally sybarite Capri. The easy south had relaxed him somewhat. He’d acquired a patina of the Mediterranean life-cycle outlook, learnt the easy-going resigned shrug, and draped both over the sharp get-things-done angles of an Anglo-Saxon upbringing. People liked him better, even as they became wary of his new charm. To themselves the locals recalled a medieval proverb: ‘Inglese Italianato è un Diavolo incarnato’ – ‘An Italianised Englishman is a Devil incarnate’.

Now, his native nature reasserted itself, an unsuspected sea-monster rearing from the suave waters. Oglethorpe’s whole universe telescoped down until it was exclusively outrage.

Joanna came hurtling back, a silk centre to a dust storm. She didn’t want to lose this fountain of generosity just yet. Murder was still murder – even on Capri.

Her shapely boot connected with the beggar.

‘Speak, dog. Answer the Inglese Lord!’

That did the trick, proving her tough wisdom nicely. The old man was broken: abject. He’d learnt her language right enough.

He looked up into Oglethorpe’s face, silently surrendering his story. He was read: he was understood. His eyes held all the sadness there ever was.

Theophilus had seen the like before. In Canton he’d observed a forger boiled alive. Before the cauldron even grew tepid the felon had peered out upon the world like that. The Englishman had hoped to reach life’s end without witnessing it again.

‘Actually, I’m not sure I want to h …’ Oglethorpe’s words were involuntary, instinct overridden and foreign to his nature. Accordingly, Joanna didn’t recognise or acknowledge his fear. She booted again – and the deed was done. Speech poured forth: there was no point in protest, no lid to fit the box.

The consoling fragrance of the wayside flowers was lost: overshadowed; the sun shone less bright. Theophilus steeled himself.

‘I have fallen far,’ said the beggar, humbly; fearful of another blow – from any direction. ‘I am the first of a long line of kings …’

Oglethorpe frowned – thinking he might as well get in that mode.

‘The last in the line, surely?’ he corrected.

For an instant there was backbone in the beggar, but it was fleeting, like a stillbirth’s soul. Whilst it still lived he spoke.

‘What I have said, I have said,’ he told them firmly.
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