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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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INTRODUCTION by Graham Sleight

One way of understanding how fantasy works is that they’re stories where meaning is unusually close to the surface. Names, for instance, are often significant – particularly true names, which may be concealed because of the power they carry. Landscapes may reflect the forces and magic that have worked on them. Even the weather or the behaviour of animals can be understood as bearing meaning.

All the above is, I’d argue, true for The Riddle-Master’s Game: it’s about discovering what the world truly means. This was Patricia A. McKillip’s first fantasy series for adults, published as The Riddle-Master of Hed (1976), Heir of Sea and Fire (1977), and Harpist in the Wind (1979). It certainly helped to establish her reputation as one of the most knowledgeable and thoughtful authors of her generation. McKillip has since had a career spanning both SF and fantasy, her other works including The Sorceress and the Signet (1991), Ombria in Shadow (2002), The Bell at Sealey Head (2008) and the recent collection Wonders of the Invisible World (2012). She received the World Fantasy Award for Life Achievement in 2008.

McKillip outlines some of her own interests and concerns in the introduction she provides to this volume: the importance of myth and poetry and the influence of Tolkien, for instance. But what’s striking is how much all these sources are integrated into the finished work to create a coherent whole. The world in which the novels are set is divided into a number of territories; their rulers have a kind of heightened perception of what is going on in their domains, known as the ‘land-rule’. It’s described by one of the characters in Heir of Sea and Fire:


‘Eilard was out in the fields when it happened. He said he felt that suddenly everything – the leaves and animals, the rivers, the seedlings – everything suddenly made sense. He knew what they were and why they did what they did. He tried to explain it to me. I said everything must have made sense before, most things anyway, but he said it was different. He could see everything very clearly, and what he couldn’t see he felt.’



If rule of a land carries a kind of true sight, then it’s surely important that so much of the book is concerned with riddles. Riddles can both conceal and reveal meaning, and being able to decode them is no small gift – but it can also be dangerous. Early on in the trilogy, one character reflects that he has a choice about whether he should enter into this labyrinth: ‘An impossible web of riddles was being woven about his name; he had wrenched himself from it once; he had only to lift his hand to touch it, become ensnared in it again.’ What understanding riddles brings, in this world, is more than knowledge. Or rather, knowledge embodies the fact that here, ‘The language of truth is the language of power – truth of name, truth of essence.’ Truth can, when discovered, be used as a means of controlling the world.

In the same way, I don’t think it’s an accident that so much of the magic used in the trilogy is shape-changing magic. Shape-changing conceals the true nature of things, and makes it more difficult to trust the evidence of one’s own senses. It can also conceal true identities – sometimes for good, sometimes not. It’s opposed, in this story, to love: love as a way of revealing your true self to another person.

Each of the three volumes here can be read on its own merits. In the first volume, we meet Morgon, prince of the backwater land of Hed. He seems fated to meet the princess Raederle, on whom the second volume focuses. (It’s worth noting that this change of viewpoint is an artful solution to the common problem of fantasy trilogies, where the middle volume often involves a lot of trudging to get to the point where the final volume can start.) By the third volume, their stories are intertwined, and a larger set of questions has come into view. Who and where is the semi-mythical ‘High One’, who holds sway over all the land-rulers? But each individual volume is carefully paced. There’s a huge contrast, for instance, between the light-hearted domestic scenes that open the first volume and the formal strangeness that ends it.

Part of this is due to McKillip’s careful use of her mythical sources. Celtic origins are obviously behind the names, but also underlie the prominence of music – especially the music of the harp. Harps themselves are objects of great significance throughout the story. Their history, and that of the culture they come from, is impressed on them like the shield of Achilles in The Iliad. Those who own them protect and cherish them; the breaking of a harp is an act of great significance. The music they create is widely revered. So, for instance, it matters a great deal that the trilogy opens with Morgon meeting the High One’s harpist.

As I’ve suggested, the journey Morgon and Raederle go on is about how to understand the world fully. But there’s then a further question: what does it mean to use that knowledge ethically? How have those who’ve come before them chosen to exercise their power? That’s not intended to make this sound like a dry or academic narrative, because it’s not. The vividness of the world and McKillip’s care for characterisation only serve to accentuate the seriousness of the questions she asks. There are many strange and extraordinary moments in these books and, like Morgon and Raederle, readers have the exhilarating job of working out what should be believed in.

Graham Sleight


INTRODUCTION

Long ago, when I was very young, and the science fiction and fantasy section of the typical bookstore was about the same length as from my nose to my thumb, I discovered Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. Even now, just typing those words onto my computer screen makes a magic spell across time. I remember traveling in those distant lands in the company of hobbits and heroes, the way you remember a journey to a foreign country when you were a child. Then the world was entirely new; there were no comparisons between then and now, between what might have been and what is. Everything was possible; everything was unfamiliar; everything seemed powerful in its strangeness, its potential, its past, its language. I want to write that, I thought, as passionately as anyone else my age and of my generation who had been scribbling fairy tales and Ruritanian romances for years, and who had read everything from Hamlet to The City and the Pillar, and who had never run across anything like that trilogy in her reading life. I only knew that I wanted to go back to the place where I had been in those books, to that land, that richness, that mystery, that story.

Some twelve years, thousands of pages and many versions later, I finished the Riddle-Master trilogy. Even after so many years, I can find small jewels of inspiration mined from Tolkien’s novels: the riddling, the underground waters and caves, the sense of destiny, prophecy inherent in the myth of the return of the king. Of course those little tinkerings with mallet and pick led me, through those twelve years, to some major mining projects, much shoveling and boring into myths and early poetry, epics and eddas, into the fascinating fool’s gold of The White Goddess, into the rich and strangely unmined possibilities for female heroes, which glittered with color and a wealth of tales for the taking. What I found in Tolkien inspired me to learn; what I learned I put into The Riddle-Master of Hed, Heir of Sea and Fire, and Harpist in the Wind.

I can’t say, though I’ve been asked, that the Riddle-Master trilogy was the work I’ve cherished most, or that it is closest to my heart. It certainly was then; but this is not then, this is now. It is, and will always be, closest to my childhood’s heart, the heart of whoever that young woman was who wrote those novels. She taught me magic, and the love of storytelling, which are two things that do not die unless you let them. Beyond that, I won’t speak for her. She chose this story, which I could not write now any more than I could wear her improbable clothes. But now and then I still catch glimpses of that land that once she traveled, across hundreds of miles of binder paper, and I think, as if it were a true country: I have been there. I remember.


Dedication

for CAROLE 
the first eleven chapters

OEBPS/images/9781473205703.jpg
" McKILLI P
The Riddle-NMaster
of Hed

THE RIDDLE-MASTER’S GAME: BOOK 1





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





OEBPS/images/map.jpg





