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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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1

The cracked mirror stopped me in my tracks.

It reminded me of the mirror I saw on the night when the ordinary desperate life I was living came to an end. When I was … changed.

People say that a broken mirror is bad luck, but they’re wrong. Luck, good or bad, isn’t something you can bring on or keep away. It just happens, whatever you do, like rainfall or nightfall. It’s a part of life.

Part of my life, anyway.

But this mirror, in a dirty shop window, turned out to be good luck. When I stopped to look, it showed a twitch of movement on the street behind me. A dark shape, pulling back into shadow.

Without turning I took out the knife. The October afternoon gloom was making the blade glimmer a little, but in its usual silvery way, not golden. So the shape behind me could just be an ordinary person, nothing to do with me at all.

But it was more likely to be something else, just not close enough to make the knife react.

I thought about circling around and coming up behind it, but that would be risky until I knew more about it. As all wild animals and street kids know, when in doubt it’s usually better to run.

I put the knife away, yanked open the shop door and stepped in. I’d been in that place before, because it sold old books and other bits and pieces to do with magic and the supernatural and so on. It was also dingy, dusty and cluttered, on a slow downward slide to being just another junk shop.

‘What d’you want, boy?’ The owner was bulky, tough-looking and loud-voiced, and didn’t see me as likely to buy anything. ‘I’m closing!’

‘Good,’ I said, slamming the door behind me and turning the key in the lock.

‘Here!’ the owner growled. ‘What’s your game? Get out!’

He came at me, beefy hands reaching. But for all his noise his bulk was mostly loose fat, and he moved in slow-mo. I swerved around his lunge, leaving a foot trailing, and when he tripped I added a push that sent him headlong into a free-standing bookcase.

He and the shelves crashed to the floor, books and curses flying everywhere, and I leaped past the tattered curtain across the doorway at the back of the shop. It led to a back room holding more heaps of books and fortune-telling junk, along with a chair and a kettle and a tiny TV. It also had a window, which didn’t squeak too loudly when I forced it open.

Slipping through, I dropped down into a small, badly paved area with dustbins that didn’t smell much worse than the shop had. It was one of many fenced-off areas – they couldn’t be called gardens – behind that row of shops and crumbling old houses. I slid through a handy hole in a fence, hopped over the next.

Behind me I heard a crash of breaking glass. I wondered if the shop owner would have the sense to stay out of the way.

Several more fences brought me to a spot with a few straggly bushes. I used their cover to take a quick look back, just in time to see whatever it was come up on to a fence some distance behind me. A smooth movement, but not springy like an athlete or a cat. More like slithery.

I didn’t look at it directly, since it might have felt my eyes on it. Even ordinary people can tell when they’re being watched. But I saw its long crouching shape, all in black, on the fence. I felt a faint edge of the chill that such creatures always bring with them. And I noticed the oval eyes that seemed to glow faintly in the twilight as it stared around, searching.

Right, I thought. No question now what it was. But there’d be better places to face it than littered yards behind houses, at night – if I was going to have to face it at all. So when it moved again I moved too, finding another gap in another half-collapsed fence. And leaping away just in time, as a mouthful of long sharp teeth clashed where my leg had been.

It was a big heavy-shouldered dog, trained to attack without barking or even growling. Luckily, it was held by a sturdy rope that kept its teeth away from me.

Edging sideways, I drew the knife again, which was starting to glow gold now that the dark slithery shape was closer.

Then I whisked around behind the dog, sliced through the rope and was over the next fence before the dog realized it was free.

One more fence, then a higher wall of old weather-worn brick. I’d got good at climbing over the years, and old brick offers lots of fingerholds and toeholds. So I was up and over in a flash.

Somewhere behind me I heard a gargling shriek of pain and fury. ‘Good dog,’ I whispered.

A narrow passage between two houses showed the way to a street, and I sprinted flat out with the knife lighting my way. So I still had the knife in my hand when I burst out on to the street, busy with people and cars and lights coming on.

And two big policemen in my way.

But of course they didn’t – couldn’t – see the knife.

‘What’s the rush, sonny?’ one asked.

‘Getting home,’ I said, sheathing the knife. ‘I’m late.’

‘Where’s home?’ the other asked.

I gave them a non-existent address, along with a wide-eyed, anxious, innocent look.

‘What were you doing in there?’ the second one growled, nodding towards the dark passageway.

‘I thought it might be a short cut,’ I said. ‘But it wasn’t.’

The first one grunted. ‘Let’s have a look at you, then.’

I’d had the standard stop-and-search more times than I could count. It was because I look like the kind of kid who might be carrying drugs or burglar tools or some sort of weapon. But they’ve never found anything. I didn’t usually carry much at all, except a bit of cash when I had some. And the knife.

One of the cops actually pushed its sheath aside as he was prodding around my waist, but didn’t notice a thing. And since my pockets were empty, they finally sent me on my way with a suspicious glower.

They would have seen what was stalking me, though, if it had got past the dog. So maybe their presence helped to hold it back. Anyway, I saw no sign of it behind me, and the knife’s gleam was pure silver again as I ran all the way home.

I’d been staying in a small two-storey house on one of the city’s back streets where shabby houses huddle together in terraces. Usually with broken furniture or leaking bags of rubbish decorating the pavement. But when you live more or less in the shadows, on the wrong side of whatever line there is, you don’t much care what your home looks like.

If where you live has a roof and walls, you call that a blessing. And if you’re safe there, it’s perfect.

With the front door firmly closed behind me, I stood in the hall for a moment, enjoying the relief, glancing at the old cloudy mirror in the hall. I always knew I wasn’t going to see even the tiniest hint of a change. But I always hoped …

The image was the same as ever. A lean dark-eyed youth in frayed jeans and a faded jacket. With black hair that needed cutting and a cheekbony face that sometimes let me get away with pretending to be eighteen.

But I wasn’t. I was fourteen.

I’d been fourteen for years.
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