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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

It wasn’t much of a track. Probably because no one had been brave enough to walk along it for a good while. Often it faded away almost to nothing, lost in the moor’s coarse grass. And the heavy clouds and thin drizzle didn’t make it any easier to see, especially with the afternoon light starting to fade.

I felt uneasy, but then uneasiness – with worry and alarm and fear and the rest of that gang – had been with me for a long time. Especially over the last two weeks or so. I’d pretty much learned to live with them.

Besides, my companion was striding on ahead, swinging her sturdy hiker’s staff, as if the track was a paved road and as if she had never heard the word ‘tired’. So I tramped steadily along behind her.

We didn’t talk as we walked, which had become normal. We each tended to be lost in our own dark thoughts, as well as keeping a watchful lookout around us. But then Julia and I had never had much to say to each other.

She was the partner of a man who’d been a real friend of mine – a good man – and someone who was now lost … perhaps dead. Along with two others, also close friends – the only ones I’d ever had. So Julia and I had been thrown together, two sad survivors. I hadn’t known her well before – and now it felt as if I’d never known her at all.

She looked the same, still thin, pale, faded-blonde Julia. But all her nervous, edgy timidity had simply vanished, as if she had thrown it off like an old coat.

The new Julia had a steely glint in her blue eyes and a determined set to her chin.

This Julia was fearless, and tough.

So clearly there’d always been more to her and, to my shame, I hadn’t noticed.

Hadn’t bothered to look.

But I was paying close attention to the new Julia. Without her I would have been lost and desolate, ready to do something totally insane and get myself killed. With her I had a purpose, a reason to stay alive as long as I could.

She had brought us from the city to that bleak wet moor, where she was looking for someone: a powerful person who might tell us how to find someone even more powerful, who might in turn help us locate the place that was our real goal – a place of unimaginable dangers.

And if all that wasn’t enough, Julia and I both knew, as we walked on, that somewhere nearby something terrifying was looking for us.

That morning, when the sun was still pushing late-spring warmth through the massing clouds, we’d been in a small, cosy village talking to a small, cosy woman.

She was in charge of the post office, and Julia had gone to her to ask directions to an even smaller village.

‘But we’re not driving,’ Julia had explained. ‘We came here by coach.’

‘Ooh,’ the small woman said. ‘On holiday, are you? You and your son?’

I’d been taken for Julia’s son before, since we set out together, despite her lank blonde hair and my thick black hair. At other times, because I have the sort of lean, chiselled face that can look older than it is, people who weren’t looking too closely had thought I was her boyfriend.

In fact, Julia was somewhere in her mid-thirties and I was only fourteen.

But then … I’d been fourteen for years.

‘Yeah, that’s right …’ Julia said vaguely, ‘… a holiday.’

The small woman frowned, not sure what to make of us. We were both in worn shirts and jeans, with scruffy backpacks, travelling by coach … Not normal tourists.

‘There’s no bus to where you want to go,’ she said at last. ‘And it’s a terrible long way round by road. Miles and miles.’

‘Isn’t there a shorter way over the moor?’ Julia asked. ‘Some kind of path?’

I twitched. Not long before, my four friends and I, including Julia, had spent some time on an otherworldly ‘Path’ – a path of untold horrors. And I didn’t care for the word now.

The small woman shook her head. ‘It’s not a good path. And you don’t want to be on the moor if the weather closes in.’

‘Can you tell us where the path is?’ Julia asked, ignoring the woman’s concerns.

The small woman looked distinctly worried. ‘I don’t know, dear. No one ever walks that way now. There’s … um … it can be dangerous …’

‘Dangerous how?’ Julia asked.

‘It’s hard to say.’ The woman twisted her hands. ‘Strange things …’

‘Like what?’ Julia said in a no-nonsense tone.

Hearing the edge in her voice, the small woman clearly decided not to argue any further – if we wanted to face bad weather and ‘strange things’ on the moor, it was our business. She wasn’t going to make herself look even more silly and superstitious by trying to stop us. So from her doorway she pointed us to the gate that would take us on to the footpath, winding across a field and out into the small sea of grass and scrub brush.

We’d been walking for only ten minutes when the first spits of drizzle began.

We’d been walking for only half an hour when we heard the howling.

Julia didn’t stop, just took a firmer grip on her staff and looked carefully at the empty moorland all around us. And I looked as well – while reaching for the knife sheathed at my hip. The always-sharp, unbreakable knife that only magical people could see.

The blade glowed bright silver, but I’d expected that. It turns golden when evil magic is nearby, but the howling had sounded fairly far away.

‘Strange things …’ I muttered. ‘A farmer’s dog? Or something hunting?’

‘We haven’t been hunted so far,’ Julia said. ‘It might be a sort of warning.’ She went on, without further explanation, so I shrugged and followed. There was no point wasting energy worrying. Whatever had done the howling would probably show itself soon enough.

But as time passed and the drizzle faded and we kept walking along the barely visible path, we heard no more howls and saw nothing but wet grass and bushes.

Until at last, in that dim late afternoon, the path – getting more and more hard to see – wound along the foot of a slight incline with a dense cluster of thorny bushes and small twisted trees at the top of the slope. And Julia stopped.

‘Up there,’ she murmured. ‘I’m sure that’s it.’

I stared up the slope. I saw no house there, not even a hut. Wondering if the someone that Julia was looking for was a wild man who lived in thickets, I glumly followed as she set off up the incline. At the same time I drew the knife again, glad to see that the blade was still silvery.

But for no real reason – perhaps a nudge of instinct or intuition – I kept it ready in my hand, just in case.

And just as well.

We were only a few strides from the edge of the thicket when the greenery just ahead of us rustled violently.

And from it burst two dark beasts like huge growling dogs, but with the thick fur, slanted green eyes and glittering fangs of giant wolves.
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