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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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PART ONE

Gathering of Talents


1

Death in the Wellwood

Jarral Gullen slid noiselessly forward through the brush. Gripping his spear firmly, he fixed his gaze on his quarry, feeding unaware in the sunlit glade. One more silent step forward … then one more….

But an unseen briar, snagging his bare ankle, brought Jarral’s game abruptly to a halt. “Ow!” he said, stumbling sideways. Three twigs snapped under his feet and a sapling threshed as he fell against it. His prey, a small, tufty-tailed rodent, swept up a tree with a volley of chittering abuse as Jarral’s spear clattered harmlessly against a lower branch.

Jarral stepped out of the thicket, glanced up at the foliage where the little animal had disappeared, then gazed round at the great trees of the Wellwood, the forest that gave his village its name. The trees and shrubs still displayed the freshness of their early summer greening. Even the glade’s carpeting of coarse grass was glowing with new green, dotted here and there with tiny wildflowers bright as jewels.

Jarral ambled across the glade to retrieve his weapon—a thin, slightly crooked stick that was a spear only in his imagination. Idly he used it to prod a small anthill, then squatted to watch the insects scurry. He was just twelve years old, an ordinary boy from the tiny forest village. He was of average height and weight for his age, with plain brown hair and brown eyes and a plain, cheerful face, simply dressed in shirt, short trousers, and sturdy shoes.

He glanced around the glade again. The day was wearing on towards mid-afternoon, and the overcast sky had begun to darken slightly as heavier clouds moved above the forest, bringing the murky threat of a thunderstorm. That did not trouble Jarral, for the weather was very often gloomy, with frequent swirls of storm clouds and mutters of thunder. In that land, sunlit days tended to be rare. But with the humid heaviness of the air, Jarral decided that what he wanted was a cool drink from the great spring-fed well on the fringe of the forest, around which clustered the villagers’ cottages.

He set off at an easy jog toward the well. After his drink he supposed he should go and see if his cousins had any chores for him. He did not feel at all like doing chores, but he knew that his life would be a little more pleasant if he offered to do so, now and then.

The cousins—a quiet, elderly man and wife—had actually been cousins to Jarral’s parents, who had died when he was an infant. The cousins had taken the boy in and had looked after him as well as they could. They were a stolid pair with no children of their own. They filled their days with what seemed to be endless, plodding labor that was rarely lightened by affection or amusement. Because of them, and because there were no other children of Jarral’s age in the tiny village, he had got quite used to his own company and to the games of his own invention, in which he played the parts of warriors and heroes.

So, as he jogged through the shadow-patterns of the Wellwood and heard strange, faint noises in the distance, his imagination began at once to dream up a game, or a story, that might fit around those noises.

Then he stopped. A breeze had brought some of the sounds more clearly to his ears. They came from the direction of the village, now less than a mile away. The half-invented game faded from his mind as uneasiness wrapped around him with a sudden chill.

The noises sounded like screams—the ragged screams of people gripped by unimaginable agony and terror.

He began to move forward again, tense and nervous, straining to hear more. Ahead, the land sloped steeply upwards towards a long, flat ridge that extended far into the distant forest depths. On much of the ridge an expanse of evergreens grew, leaving the ground free from dense brush. Jarral started up the slope, peering worriedly at the trees ahead. Then again he halted with a jolt, his heart leaping in a rush of panic.

Something had moved out from behind a tree near the top of the ridge. Something, or someone, huge and looming …

Then recognition filled Jarral’s eyes. He half-raised a hand. “Archer!” he called, his voice cracking with relief.

The figure moved smoothly down the slope towards him, still huge but no longer threatening. Archer was a giant—twice Jarral’s twelve-year-old height, half as tall again as the tallest man in the village. Archer was sun-browned and powerfully built, with arm muscles like cables from drawing the mighty bow that was slung across the broad shoulders.

But Archer also had a kindly face, bright grey eyes, dark brown curls, and a female shape within her jerkin and breeches of doeskin and her low, soft boots.

Archer had been visiting the village now and then for some years. She was a wandering hunter, with a huge bow that few men could draw—and with an uncanny skill that no man could match. During her visits she had always been especially kind to Jarral, claiming a fellowship since she had been raised an orphan, too, in her homeland far to the east. She had become one of Jarral’s dearest friends. He had even begun to dream that one day she might take him with her on her travels.

His dream was about to come true—though not in a way that Jarral could ever have imagined, or wished for.

His grin of greeting faded when he saw the look on Archer’s usually cheerful face. A pain-filled darkness shadowed her broad brow, and anger flashed from her eyes and leaped in the clenched muscles of her jaw. For a moment Jarral thought that he had done something wrong. But then he saw that the giant woman’s anger was not aimed at him. The village, he thought fearfully. She has come from the village.

“Archer, what’s happening?” he asked.

Archer shook her head. “Horrible things, Jarral. Things I can hardly make myself speak about.” Her grey eyes searched his, in a gaze that mingled sorrow and fury and deep distress. “You are young, Jarral, but you must be brave. What I must tell you will be the worst thing that you have known in your life.”

Jarral stared, wide-eyed with fear.

Archer’s mouth twisted. “The village has been destroyed, Jarral. Everyone is dead—except you. The cottages, the gardens, the barns and fields—all has been crushed and burned. There is nothing left.”

The clouds above the forest rumbled with deep thunder as Archer spoke. Jarral had begun to shiver, seeing mental images of his cousins, his friends, the village as he knew it. Tears filled his eyes and a terrible coldness spread through him. Again his voice cracked slightly as he spoke. “Who … who did it? Why would anyone do that?”

Archer shook her head again. “I do not know why. But I know that the Prince Mephtik did it. Or ordered it to be done by his soldiers and his … creatures.”

“Prince Mephtik?” Jarral had heard the name only once or twice before. Villagers mentioned it in nervous murmurs, if at all, and Jarral had known that it was a subject to be avoided.

“Mephtik, called the Poisoner,” Archer said. “The ruler of all these lands, this whole eastern domain.”

Jarral’s trembling grew worse as tears blurred his vision. “Why would a prince destroy the village and … and kill everyone? What did we do?”

Archer laid a strong brown hand on his shoulder. “I do not know, Jarral. He is the Poisoner, a man of terrible cruelty and evil. He does many monstrous things that seem to have no meaning.”

Jarral’s tears finally spilled over. “What’s going to happen to me?” he wailed.

“You will come with me,” Archer said gently.

Jarral sobbed, then leaned forward against the towering figure. Archer put an arm around his shoulders, kindly and comforting, as Jarral wept out his loss and bewilderment and fear. But in a moment, as the thunder growled again, Archer gripped his shoulders and stepped back.

“We cannot mourn properly now,” she said. “The Poisoner’s servants are still in the Wellwood. We must get away, swiftly.”

“Can we go and … look at the village?” Jarral asked.

“No,” Archer said quickly. “There is nothing left to see, except horror. Remember it as you last saw it….”

Her voice broke off as she stiffened, then dropped into a low crouch, dragging Jarral down beside her. “Be still!” she hissed.

Panic clutched at Jarral again. “What—what—?” he stammered.

“Soldiers,” Archer said. “There.”

Jarral’s gaze followed her pointing finger, but even straining his eyes he could see no one. He was not surprised, for he had long known about Archer’s astonishing keenness of eye over vast distances. But a second later he could just glimpse a movement, much farther along the ridge-top. It was a vague shape that looked like a horse and rider. And the rider seemed to be clad in a weird, mottled green.

“Do the soldiers wear green?” Jarral asked.

As Archer nodded, an eerie sound came to their ears. Not distant thunder, this time, but a strange combination of a breathy hiss and a rapid, rustling patter, like the paws of two or three dogs galloping through the forest.

The sound turned Archer pale beneath her tan. She unslung her bow and drew from her quiver an arrow nearly as long as Jarral was tall. She gripped both so tensely that her arm muscles leaped and knotted.

“There is something besides soldiers on that ridge, Jarral,” she murmured. “So now we must run, as fast as we can. You must keep going, deep into the forest, without looking back, without stopping. No matter what I do, or what you hear, keep running until you can run no more—and then walk or crawl if you must. But do not stop. Do you understand?”

Jarral was rigid with fright. On the distant ridge he saw another flicker of the mottled green of a soldier’s uniform, then another. And beyond them, briefly visible in an open area, he seemed to see a weirdly shaped shadow, dark and low-slung, moving in what was surely an impossible way….

A sob escaped his lips as he whirled and fled into the depths of the Wellwood, terror flinging him forward at a headlong speed, with Archer in a long-legged gallop just behind him.
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