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‘There are no better writers than Patricia A. McKillip’

Stephen R. Donaldson



	‘Rich and regal’
	New York Times




‘This magical moonlit fantasy has dignity and romance, heart-stopping suspense, adventure, richness of concept and language’
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Introduction

Back in the day, Patricia McKillip and I used to party.

In the late 1970s, a fan group under the guidance of Jonathan Bacon at Johnson County Community College in Overland Park, Kansas used to put on a science fiction convention every April called FoolCon. JCCC benefitted from being located in the second most prosperous county in the United States (after Marin County in California) and the fan group had a lovely great budget to work with. And work with it they did – besides Patricia McKillip, guests included Stephen R. Donaldson, Anne McCaffrey, John Kessel, Robert Asprin, Lynne Abbey, C.L. Moore, Robert Bloch, and Wilson ‘Bob’ Tucker, as well as locals like Lee Killough and Robin Bailey, and artists like Tim Kirk, Michael Whelan and Thomas Blackshear.

The above is not a list of guests stretching over a period of several years – most of them were present at any given time. Somewhere in my files are a couple of framed photos of guests from different conventions and there are no fewer than thirty people in each. In the days before the World Wide Web and social media, science fiction and fantasy fandom was already a network, and it was already abuzz about Patricia McKillip.

The woman I first met at these weekend get-togethers was friendly, warm and funny in that quiet, self-possessed way of a person who does not have to raise her voice to make herself heard. She was already a writer of stature, having won the first ever World Fantasy Award in 1975 for this very novel, The Forgotten Beasts of Eld, which just happens to feature as its main character a woman who is also someone who does not have to turn the volume all the way to eleven to make her presence felt.

You might think from the title that this is a book about magical, mythical creatures doing magical, mythical things in a realm where magic and myths are real and people are at the mercy of sorcerers and Destiny and the like. Well, there is a bestiary of fabulous creatures, beautifully and vividly delineated, and, like Sybel, the woman who is their guardian, they will stay with you long after the last page.

But this is not a novel about a magical zookeeper. This is a story about power – what it is to have it, what it is to use it, and what it is to discover that no matter how much you have or how strong it is, there is always something that has power over you.

The Beasts of the title are magnificent entities and it is Sybel’s inherited gift that she can not only call them but bind them to herself in love and service. She is descended from a long line of Beast guardians and this is what her rather insular life has always been about. It suits her to live far away from the concerns of the rest of the world, untouched by conflicts or any other sort of strife . . . that is, until one day, when the world comes to her front door, unbidden, uninvited, and unwanted, and forces her to take responsibility for a creature completely unlike any of the others in her care: another human being.

Sybel is apprehensive and even bewildered at the prospect of looking after an infant boy and seeks help from an old woman living nearby. Whether or not you are a parent yourself, I’m sure you’ll be able to relate to Sybel’s feelings. Of course, she grows to love the boy, named Tamlorn, who is the son of a king according to the man Coren who brought him to her. Sybel resolves to keep Tamlorn safe not just from those who would kill him for political reasons but also from the entire world where human beings are routinely used as pawns in deadly games.

As any parent will tell you, this doesn’t work forever. If the outside world finds you once, it will find you again and when it gives you something, you can be pretty sure that it’s going to demand that you give it back. What happens then is not up to you or the world. Sybel finds she can only accept whatever Tamlorn decides to do, even if it means he will leave her. The only action she can take is to send one of the Beasts, Ter Falcon, with him, to watch over him for her and protect him.

This is not the end of the story; it’s not even half the story (and trust me – as the mother of a son, I know what I’m talking about). There is a great deal more, not only about power but about perceptions as well. What we search for is not always plainly recognisable even when we know (or think we know) exactly what it is. In some cases, power is not enough – there are some things that require us to become worthy of them before we have the privilege of seeing them for what they are.

And you thought this was a high fantasy story about magical creatures in a mythical realm.

Well, of course it is, and there is plenty of action and excitement. No one in this book just sits around thinking Very Deep and Weighty Thoughts or making Great Pronouncements. This is an adventure in the very best tradition of the genre but it ain’t mental chewing gum. You’re going to meet some amazing characters and find yourself in some fascinating situations. When you come out the other side, you’ll be amazed at how Patricia McKillip was able to pack into two hundred pages what some other writers need three or more books to say (not including sequels).

But don’t worry – Patricia McKillip has written lots more novels and stories and they are all worth reading. In fact, I encourage you to discover – or rediscover – a writer who is easily the equal of just about any other, more well-known fantasists, all of whom would agree with every word I’ve said. Patricia McKillip is not only loved by her readers but highly respected by her colleagues. Mutual respect is not rare in our genre – we are tribal in nature and this field was a network before most people knew what a network was. But remember: Patricia McKillip won the first World Fantasy Award, which is given by a jury, for her third published novel. You gotta be pretty damned good to do that.

If you weren’t aware of that fact until now, I’m not surprised. Even after all these years, Patricia McKillip is still a quiet, self-possessed person who does not have to raise her voice to make herself heard. Her work speaks for her; you will not find her blogging endlessly about the latest controversy or the state of the art and the only Patricia McKillip web page I know of at this writing is unofficial, maintained by a fan and unaffiliated with the lady herself. If you want to find out more about Patricia and her work, I recommend a visit to The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (www.sf-encyclopedia.com), which is brought to you by the same people who have provided this wonderful new edition.

It’s been quite a while since the last time Patricia McKillip and I partied. Time marches on and I’m not in Kansas anymore (forgive me; I’ve been trying to work that into something for years). While I have missed her charming company, I’m so glad she keeps on producing these wonderful books and stories. She is one of the writers that I have told students they would do well to emulate – more work, less noise about the work – and one of my own favourite authors.

Pat Cadigan
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