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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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Prologue

Once, long ago, the land had been different. The towers of light marched across its little hills and valleys, almost without a break. Trees of light stood outside every door and lined every road. There did not need to be any night: it could be daytime always. In those days the human world was served by the strange unnatural tools the scholars of the new land called “machines” and ordinary people knew as “makers”. One maker would do the work of a hundred hands, but greatest of all were the Daymakers, the centres from which power flowed to all the lesser kind.

Then daytime passed and nighttime came. That is to say, night and day continued in their succession as always, but the country now called Inland was remade: and in the new world the shadowy nighttime power that people have always called “magic” replaced the power of the machines. The new magic was rooted in an agreement they called the Covenant: the bond of cooperation, of giving and taking, between all things, living and non-living. Little children in tiny village schools learned to “say the Covenant”, to remind them always of the truth that they must live by: The Covenant is in the mind and heart of every individual who lives by free will in What Is and with What Is … And as long as this free-willed consent to the nature of things was maintained, the unconscious world was obedient to its human caretakers.

Each small community called itself a “meeting” of the Covenant. Every so often the meeting would gather under the direction of a woman talented in magic, and trained to use her mind as the channel and connection between the wills and hearts of her people, and the physical world. Together they would decide on the magical shifts and holdings they needed to bring about. The covener was the centre of a community’s life. She was the only one entitled to kill a warm-blooded animal for food, and the one who would be called on to bless the harvest, or decide on land use, or judge how far it was proper to change the natural pattern of the weather. The “land of the towers of light” had been rich and crowded, teeming with people and their works. Inland was young and poor, a place struggling to live and grow out of the ruins of the past. Resources that the past had squandered were in short supply, and there was not enough magic yet to repair all the damage. But the Inlanders’ fields were fertile, the weather was kindly, their animals healthy and docile; the tools of their craft obedient and cunning.

Inlanders were mainly content with their lot. They looked on the lost time, with its glittering towers and its wealth of shining metal, not with envy but with fear and disgust. Whenever some strange survival was discovered it was destroyed with horror. But there still remained the Daymakers, the centres of power. At Hillen, the school of magic and the centre of the land, the thirteen members of Hillen Coven, guardians of all Inland, believed they knew the location of every remaining ancient powerhouse. But these women, skilled and talented as they were, dared not touch the great makers. They knew that the hatred and fear they felt would infect their work of destruction, generating only more evil.

Then came Zanne of Garth. The child of a simple country covener, she astonished everyone with her natural talent and her effortless control of Covenant magic. But the prodigy had a fatal flaw. Her first teacher, who loved her, called her “a child of Day”. It was all too true. Zanne secretly loved the old times and longed to see the world as it had been, with its countless miracles, and most of all those glorious creatures of singing metal, the makers. It should have been impossible. A child who loved machines could not be talented in natural magic. But Zanne was different. She saw beneath the forms, to where the “alien” makers and the natural world were one, and there, in that deepest truth, she found her magic.

At the end of her training at the Covenant school, Zanne set out on a quest to find the great Daymaker of the outlands, the old powerhouse that had served her native Mid-Inland. She meant to use her magic to waken it again, in defiance of her teacher and all the people. But there were things that Zanne the self-indulgent child had failed to understand about magic and the nature of Inland. She learned the truth about herself and her world at a cruel cost, and instead of wakening the Daymaker, though she loved it she killed it, with the same humble words her mother would have used to slaughter a sheep for a country feast day: Sister, don’t blame me. I will die too, and be eaten … There was no way back to the towers of light. The only way was forward, to a different beauty, a different accomplishment. Zanne accepted this truth and accepted the work she seemed to have been born for—to give a good and natural death to the great undead relics that haunted her world. But however Inlanders disapproved or called her crazy, she would never give up her love, or her awed wonder, before the perilous marvels of the past.




Chapter One: The Beginning

Zanne slept on the bare mountainside. It was early summer and the night was quite warm. The hard rock with its thin quilt of turf and flowers had been an uncomfortable couch when she lay down, but now it seemed as soft as a feather bed. She dreamed that she was sinking into the rock. The centre of her being was pulled inward, as if she were diving into a deep blue pool. Down, down into the mountain. She began to feel herself coming apart, breaking into a stream of bright fragments, flowing through the solid stone …

A shadow crossed the moon. A wild creature howled desolately.

Zanne woke sweating, gasping in fear. She grabbed her staff in one hand, and her pack in the other, and stared around her. There was nothing to be seen, only the moonlight and the bleak, steep slopes rising all around the little hollow where she had made her camp.

She dropped the staff and rubbed her eyes. She must have been having a bad dream to wake up in such a panic, but she couldn’t remember it. The cry she had heard still seemed to linger: but after all this was wilderness. It would be odd if there weren’t any strange noises on a night like this. Hunters or hunted—under the Covenant they were no threat to a human traveller.

Her waggon cloak had sneaked away from under her, collecting in an awkward bundle behind her knees. Perhaps the discomfort had contributed to her dream. She picked it up and climbed to the rim of the hollow, stretching her arms and legs. The whole landscape was clearly visible under a white half-moon: not a house or a tree to be seen, only dim moorland sliced by sudden, inky valleys.

Zanne knew that this appearance was deceptive. There were homesteads hidden in every steep valley, and almost under her feet lay the largest settlement in the mountains. Still, she shivered a little even in the soft, summery air. This was an inhuman sort of country compared to the little green fields and woodlands she had known as a child. It was comforting to remember that it was still Inland. The people of these mountains lived by the power and under the protection of the Covenant, like Zanne herself. She could not really be a stranger here. Zanne sighed. She’d been born with a longing for adventure, but now that she had her wish she often longed to be home again, in her childhood village of Garth, never leave it.

“Of course, of course,” she muttered to herself, huddling her cloak around her. “And if you were in Garth, you’d long to be on the road.”

She went back to her bed, which was no more than a fairly flat piece of turf, and tried to thump her pack into a kinder sort of pillow. She was chilly now, but there was no fuel for what Inlanders called “wildfire” so she didn’t bother to get out her tinderbox. She would not make a fire by magic. She was too close to the settlements: any small shift or holding she made here might alter the balance carefully worked out by the covener of the mountain meeting.

Cold and wide awake, she sat up in the silvery dark, reflecting.

It was four years since Zanne had been made a covener; four years since she had destroyed the great Daymaker in the outlands. She had spent the time between partly at Hillen school, and at the college of Kor, continuing her studies in magic. The other part had been spent in desolate ruined places all around the margins of Inland, following up stories of surviving relics of the past and giving them good death. Now Hillen Coven had sent her to disarm another great maker.

The name of this country was Minith. Somewhere in these mountains a centre of power survived. The thirteen guardians at Hillen could not tell Zanne the exact location. For that she’d have to rely on local knowledge.

The mountain people were an independent lot. On some level, naturally, they were intimately part of the web of magic, giving their consent or refusal to any major shift or holding that was proposed by the meetings of all Inland. But on a day-to-day basis they had little to do with outsiders, apart from some necessary trade. That was their right. Inland was a country made up of many little lands, each holding firmly to its separate ways. Besides, it was from the mines of Minith that Inland got most of its precious small harvest of clean metal. And though some people believed that excessive use of metal was downright uncovenanted—because of the wicked makers of the past—life would be difficult without the stuff. The Minithers deserved respect. If they chose to take it in the form of isolation, nobody was going to argue. So it came about that even Hillen Coven could tell Zanne very little of what she would find here. All she had were some enigmatic warnings. Be diplomatic, she had been told. Walk carefully. Don’t make hasty judgements, and don’t tell everybody your business all at once.

Zanne laughed and shook her head. A few years ago she had been a schoolgirl in awe of Hillen Coven. Now those women were more like friends. They knew their emissary’s faults. It was their tact that made her chuckle: Zanne, please don’t start laying down the law in your usual manner. Try not to offend anyone, or to pick any fights. If that is possible!

Well, she would try not to get into any trouble this time. She had no inclination to lay down the law or pick fights. It would be a sad and lonely job, that was all: to kill the great, marvellous creature that must not be; that could only live in Inland as a sickness and a curse. She wondered what the maker would be like. She knew more than most scholars about the lost past by now, and she’d learned that the powerhouses could take many forms. For the first time she reached out, cautiously, deliberately studying this mountain land with her mind. Where are you? she asked, thinking of the great masses of stone, the unknown crags and peaks stretching all around: and then she remembered her dream, of diving into blue granite, like diving into a pool. It wasn’t a bad dream at all, she thought. How strange. I wonder why I woke so frightened.

She was settling to sleep again when she heard movement. Soft feet trotted around the rim of her hollow. Zanne sat up. The shadowy form was indistinct: a wolf or a wildcat. Something panted. It was not a pleasant sound, but Zanne was ashamed of her earlier panic. She reached into her pack and brought out a sweet biscuit.

“Hello cousin, wild cousin. Do you want to be friends?”

Another long, shuddering cry. The creature was gone.

She was glad she’d seen the four-legged shape and heard its breathing. Otherwise she’d have thought she’d been visited by a ghost. Zanne had met many kinds of wild beast, but never one that made such a miserable noise: like a human voice robbed of words, crying out in hopeless fear and pain … Oh, Zanne, stop being such a baby. Shut up and go to sleep. She pulled the cloak over her head and did her best to obey her own instructions. She would need to have her wits about her tomorrow for her first meeting with the Minithers.
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