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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.







PART ONE
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The Slave


Dekteon opened his eyes. He saw upward, through his own red hair, a red-burning autumn wood, and beyond that a cold red sunrise. He was lying on his side. He had slept in this position, and now he ached with stiffness. His immediate thought was for the dogs. He listened, heard nothing. It was disturbing. The last thing he remembered was being under the stone slab, in the rank darkness, the dogs belling overhead … and yet, he was above ground now, in this wood, which he did not recall entering, and the sun was rising.


Dekteon slowly stood up, rubbing life back into limbs and body. The day was frosty, very still. No birds sang.


The noise, when it came, was sharp and unnerving through the trees. A cart appeared suddenly, drawn by a roan horse. There was something odd about the cart – its shape, something. Dekteon could not be sure. A hooded man drove the cart, hunched over the reins. Dekteon thought the man had not seen him, but the cart drew to a halt. There was something about the horse, too. It was stocky, broader in the chest and heavier in the head than any horse Dekteon had seen before. Its legs –


“Come,” the man in the hood called abruptly. He could only be speaking to Dekteon. A white glimpse of face showed in the hood, turned towards him. “Come, hurry and get in.”


Dekteon was afraid. Could his master have sent this man to find him? No. If the dogs had not caught him on the hills, this one man would be no good at it, even with his peculiar cart and the peculiar horse. He looked like a foreigner, and he spoke in a stilted over-precise way. And yet, most curiously, there was something familiar about him.


“Come,” the foreign man called again. “Hurry.”


Dekteon assumed a boldness he did not feel.


“I don’t know you. What do you want with me?”


“You are stayed for. My master wishes you to hurry.”


“Who is your master?” Dekteon demanded. His throat was dry. “Is it Lord Fren of By-the-Lake?”


“No. Hurry. You are stayed for.”


The horse shook its head. Beads flashed on the bridle. Its feet were unshod, not horse’s feet at all, but more like the pads of a bear.


A shiver rattled up Dekteon’s spine. Definitely not one of the horses of Lord Fren.


“You have no other place to go to,” the pale man said.


That was true enough.


Dekteon swallowed. His back gnawed in the cold from Lord Fren’s final beating, and when he moved the raw scars tore like cloth. Out here, with no food or shelter, he would not last long.


“All right, I’ll come with you. But if you mean me any harm I’ll kill you. I’m an escaped slave – you know as much, don’t you? So I’ve nothing to lose.”


The words seemed ominous to Dekteon, even as he hauled himself up into the cart behind the hooded man.


There was a thick pelt on the floor of the cart, and a packet of cold meat and a stoppered jar of drink, as if waiting for him. Dekteon looked at these things suspiciously, but he was starved, had been two days with emptiness in his belly. Soon he ate the meat, and drank from the jar. There appeared nothing unusual about the jar, or the vinegary flat ale it contained.


Dekteon lay back on the pelt, his hand on the bit of filed metal in his belt that served as a knife. He determined not to sleep. He wondered muzzily where the hooded man was taking him.


Dekteon would end badly, he had always known it. The old slave in the Shore House at By-the-Lake, had warned him often and often. But Dekteon was young and strong, and he had red hair, a red dark as baked terracotta clay. Hard, maybe, to be a slave with such hair, even when you were born to slavery.


Still, the hair had made a handy tag for his masters to remember him by, more convenient than his given name. He had been in three households, and named “Red” in each. “Red! Fetch the logs, and move more swiftly, you lazy devil.” “Red, you have not oiled this strap sufficiently.” “Get me that red dog. He’s due a whipping.”


Dekteon had been a slave-woman’s child; slaves were not permitted any form of marriage, and he had never known his father. He had dwelt ten years in a prosperous southern household, a mansion. The Hall had been very large, with a great central chimney. Silk gleamed on the walls. He had glimpsed this from the doorway but never entered. The slaves’ quarters were mean, and their possessions few. The lord had a garden with black-green trees cut into grotesque shapes, and a round pool with golden fish in it. When he was eight, Dekteon had caught one of these fish. That had been the occasion of his first whipping. He had been made dog boy, looking after the lord’s hounds, but when he was ten, this lord had begun feuding with another. Presently the mansion was sacked and the slaves randomly carried off. His mother had been taken in another direction. He never saw her again.


He served his new master till he was seventeen. At thirteen, he had been branded. They thrust a piece of rag between your teeth to stop you biting your tongue when the iron touched you, also to muffle the cries. Dekteon had stood in a line of boys at the smithy forge. Each had their mouths stuffed with rag. The white-hot iron sizzled. Each screamed, and the rag fell out. Dekteon had willed himself not to scream, but he had. It was like another person shouting out, using his voice. The brand was in the shape of two small wings with a bar across them, a typical Lakeland slave-brand, meaning This bird cannot fly. When he was seventeen, his master had lost him in a wager on a chariot race. He went to Lord Fren, at the Shore House in By-the-Lake.


Dekteon was born and bred a slave; he knew what was expected of him and what was not, but somehow he had never quite learned, as a slave should. He had tended horses and dogs, felled wood, gone wolf-hunting, run long distances. He was strong and became stronger, being much in the open air. The other slaves grumbled among themselves, slunk about and squabbled in dark corners, trembled or fawned when the masters came near. Dekteon would let the master call two or three times before he ran to him. When he respectfully bowed, he made much of it, almost a pantomime. Inside himself, unvoiced and virtually unrecognised, an anger was building. And this anger showed itself in idiot bravado. He stole from the lord’s kitchen, and his orchard; poached his woods, tickled fish from his streams. He would ride Lord Fren’s black stallion in the stable-yard, and one day Lord Fren caught him at it. Dekteon was beaten. A slave got used to beatings, though this was one of the worst. Next morning, Fren, coming in an ill mood from a quarrel with his First Wife, stuck one too many spurs in the stallion and it threw him in the mud. Dekteon was blamed. He had harmed the horse, bewitched it. The old slave, apparently careless of his own safety, came to warn Dekteon that another beating was in store. Dekteon realised that another beating would be too much. Even his resilient body had taken enough of the rod for the time being. He panicked. He hid in the hay barn, a stupid, unimaginative thing to do. Soon Fren’s pompous steward found him. Then Dekteon did the ultimate stupid thing: he fought the steward’s men, knocked out the steward’s teeth; somehow a lamp overturned and the barn was set ablaze. At length, Dekteon was felled from behind. A little later, he got the second beating.


Afterwards, when he was lying feverish and sick from it in the out-house where kindling was stored, the old slave had crept in to him again. Dekteon had never learned the old man’s name, or his duties. He did not even eat with the other slaves, nor share their haphazard pursuits. Sometimes Dekteon would not see him for days, yet he always seemed to want to help if there was trouble. Or, at least, offer his rather irritating advice. Now, however, he was truly practical. He had brought water in a cup, but Fren’s bully, guarding the door, had jostled him so most of the water was spilled. As Dekteon gulped what was left, the old slave told him Fren’s plan. The disobedient red dog was to be sold to the copper mines.


It was a death sentence, but one which would bring his master cash. For a strong slave was worth a lot to the mines. He might last all of two years there, before the unspeakable conditions killed him.


Dekteon lay in the filthy straw, his eyes wide and unseeing. He no longer felt his pain or illness, only absolute despair, which was worse than either.


The old slave leaned over him, and put a chunk of bread into his jacket, and sliced through his rope bindings with a spike of sharp filed iron. Dekteon was amazed. It revived him. He stared at the old man who said quietly, “They think you’re too weak to get away now, and you are, but you must try. Only one man at the door, and dark soon, and dinner. Make for the Round Hill, and over.”


“But – ” Dekteon said. “Where can I go?”


The old slave looked strange, almost clever. His eyes glimmered.


“Follow the uplands. Three, four hills, a night’s journey. There is a ring of stones, sunken, an old place. Nearby, a river. Cross. Other side is wild land, many outlaws – safe. When I was young,” the old slave chanted, “two or three ran from this house and went that way, and Fren’s father never caught them.”


In his fever, Dekteon was stimulated by the wild notion of escape. Presently, the old man put the iron in Dekteon’s belt and went away.


Even here, Dekteon could smell the roast meat from the Hall, and the smoke of new-lit lamps. Someone brought food for Dekteon’s guard. As he was eating it, Dekteon slunk out of the door behind him, a log from the wood-store in his hand. He smashed the log on the guard’s head, then propped him against the door of the out-house, as if he were asleep. Dekteon had been afraid to use the improvised iron knife. He had never killed a man. No one was about in the yard, and there was a place in the wall he knew of, where he could get through. He had perhaps an hour, two if he were lucky, before the guard roused or was discovered.


The fever made Dekteon buoyant at first.


He ran, under the star-freckled sky, tasting hope.


All night he ran, or stumbled, over hills, along overgrown tracks. But somehow he had lost the meal of bread, and when the sun rose, he knew himself sick and shattered, as if the light revealed it to him.


Everything became a blur of hurt and chill heat, through which he shambled doggedly onward. He did not see the ring of stones till noon, and by then he had distinguished hounds giving tongue behind him. He was to be hunted down, and maybe torn in pieces.


Then he reached the stones. They were lopsided, ugly. They had a make-shift look, leaning there against the grim blowing sky of autumn, yet probably they had been there centuries or more. From the slope, crazy with fear, Dekteon had looked back and seen twenty dogs racing small as ants up the landscape towards him, men on horses riding after. He heard the shouts and baying clear as fate in the air.


He ran among the stones. He could not make out a river anywhere, near or far. Something tripped him and he crashed down. It was a great granite slab, shaggy with moss, half pushed up from the earth at the centre of the stone ring.


A foolish thought came to Dekteon. If he lifted the slab aside, there would be an area beneath which would conceal him. Ludicrous. How could he know such a thing? Besides, how could he summon the strength to move the stone?


The noise of the dogs got louder. Dekteon set his hands on the granite slab and began frantically – insanely – trying to shift it. And somehow, insanely, he found the strength, and the stone began to alter its position.


Now he could see into a narrow black hole beneath, just wide enough to contain a man. Shuddering with fatigue and terror, Dekteon jumped down into this blackness – which might have been the entry to some bottomless abyss, but luckily was not. His feet hit a floor instantly. The hole was about six feet deep. He reached and wrestled with the slab above. And the slab seemed to return easily, obligingly, into its former site, covering him.


Within the black was profound silence. The belling of the dogs came faintly, as if from a vast distance.


Dekteon felt dizzy. He slumped against the side of the blackness and shut his eyes.


He woke in a red wood at sunrise, to a cart, and a horse with the feet of a bear.


Dekteon started up in the cart. Had he fallen asleep? Fool, he must not; yet he had. The wood had thinned. The sun was older, already past the noon zenith, an opaque yellow. It was growing misty.


The hooded man was still driving, still hunched forward. The bizarre horse padded softly on. Dekteon’s sore back burned. He winced, and leaned forward to the driver.


“You never said where we were going.”


“To my master,” the man said at once.


“Who is that?”


“My master’s name is Zaister.”


Dekteon tried to order his wits.


“Why does he want me? How did you know where to find me?”


“You were expected.”


Could it be, Dekteon wondered, that he had somehow discovered and crossed the river after all, while he was delirious, and now he was in outlaw country, being taken to some petty chieftain? Best to keep quiet for the moment, if so. Certainly, the hooded man did not seem familiar any more. Dekteon had better see how the land lay before he asked anything else. And he would not sleep again.


The mist was getting thicker. The russet horse faded into it; the stands of trees vanished.


The wheels of the cart made a dull grinding, the beaded bridle chinked; there was no other sound.


They went on like this, in the mist, with no word spoken and no landmark, presumably for a couple of hours. For some reason he could not fathom, the mist alarmed Dekteon. Perhaps because it seemed a natural symbol of his own confusion. But then, as suddenly as it had seemed to accumulate, the mist began to disperse, unwinding in long scarves from about the cart.


They bounced over a slope, and down the other side. They were on a paved track. How had the hooded man identified the track, let alone kept to it in the mist?


A valley opened ahead and to both sides, clear to its edges and rimmed with a soft blaze of trees. There was a town in the valley, but as they went further, Dekteon saw it was deserted and in ruins. The roofs had fallen, though the stone walls yet stood. Between the houses, wild sheep were grazing on the brown grass. They had matted curling black fleece and wide eyes. They glared at the cart as it went by, without running away. At the north-western end of the valley was a bluish hill capped by earthworks. Not much remained of the lord’s stronghold that had stood there: four look-out towers, a wall, the dilapidated mansion itself. The cart followed the track straight through the valley, up the hill and the earthworks, and in the gate-less gateway. An avenue of weather-pocked statuary led to the mansion door, lions without heads and winged dogs with lichen growing from their jaws.


The cart stopped by the doorway. A slender tree was growing from an ancient well in the yard.


The hooded man got down from the box.


“Come,” he said to Dekteon, just as he had before. “Hurry.”


In about two hours, from the look of it, the sun would set again. Westering, it struck inside that hood. The man’s face was really extraordinarily white. Not unhealthy, simply colourless. The eyes, too, were curiously bright, almost phosphorescent in the hood’s shadow.


Dekteon left the cart, reluctantly. He was unsure what would happen next. “Come,” White-Face repeated. “Follow me. You are stayed for.”


He went in at the doorway where once there had been a door, now gone. Dekteon glanced around. Now might be the last chance to make a break. No other outlaws were about, no other strangers with luminous eyes.


Something made him look up.


A bird hung in the sky above him, black on broad wings, motionless. It seemed to be watching him. A ridiculous fancy, yet one he could not dismiss. Dekteon shrugged, a fatalistic gesture that did not hearten him. He followed White-Face in at the Hall door.


If it was an outlaw hold, it was a weird one. With no outlaws. With nobody. Except, of course, for White-Face, and the invisible master, Zaister.


Dekteon had caught himself considering if it would be more enjoyable being the slave of Zaister than the slave of Fren. But then, Zaister had not bought him, did not even claim him. In fact, in the oddest way, Dekteon was being treated as a guest.


The Great Hall of the ancient house was a wreck. At the northern end the rounded flank of another tower swelled into the mansion. The wooden door to the tower was present, and shut, though it had no visible lock. Stairs led down into a shambles of kitchen. The spits, the ovens, everything was crumbling, and somehow unfinished-looking. The chimney above the central hearth must obviously be clotted with rubble, rubbish and soot, and no fire had been lit beneath. However, a bronze brazier stood nearby. Soon White-Face had ministered to it and coals glowed, giving off a luxurious pulsing heat. There was something peculiar about the brazier, too. What was it?


White-Face produced meat and a loaf from bins, and another ration of the sour ale, setting them on a table. Dekteon, unable to think of anything more sensible to do, began to eat.


“Blood on your clothes,” stated White-Face.


“I was beaten,” Dekteon mumbled, surprised it should be mentioned. Next second he was more surprised. His jacket and shirt had been ripped off his back. Startled, Dekteon leapt up. White-Face waved him down. He went to yet another bin and produced a crock of glaucous stuff. “For healing,” he calmly said.


Dekteon sat uneasily and let White-Face smear the medicine on his weals. Awesomely, the pain vanished immediately.


“I thought,” Dekteon said, “I was to hurry.”


“There is time now, before sunset. Plenty of time now.”


“What happens at sunset, then? Is that when I meet – your master?” Dekteon was glad that he had stopped himself saying “our master”.


White-Face did not answer. Instead he said, “I will bring fresh clothing. You will put it on.”


“All right.”


White-Face went out again.


Dekteon, despite himself, revelled in the warmth, the food, the termination of his pain. He finished the meat and rubbed the grease up from the plate with the last of his bread. He up-ended the cup of ale into his mouth to get every drop. As a slave, you learned to be thorough. Even comfort you learned to take where you could.


Funny, that brazier. What was it? Like the cart, not quite right. And that horse – but perhaps the horse was only some domesticated beast exclusive to this particular area. A slave was as ignorant of geography and wildlife as he was of most things. Who was to say there were not herds of bear-footed horses in this district, and quite normal?


Dekteon’s hair crawled nervously. He knew at once he was being watched. Cautious, he rose, moving as if to warm himself at the brazier. Spinning suddenly about, he saw no one. The doorway of the kitchen was empty, the stairway beyond, empty, too. Dekteon went back up the stairs a little way, and stared at the wooden door in the rounded wall of the tower. It was shut. Besides, he would have heard footsteps on the stairs. Dekteon recollected the bird hanging in the sky.
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Full Moon


Dekteon went back into the kitchen and sat down. White-Face returned a minute later, as unostentatiously as he had gone.


White-Face had brought clothes, as he had said he would. Dekteon wondered if this were some joke. For one thing, the garments were very fine; for another, they were all red. Red shirt, red tunic, red breeches. Boots of red bull’s hide and a belt of the same with burnished bronze studs. There was embroidery on the tunic done in gold thread, a bizarre design of discs and antlered beasts like stags. Of course, a mighty lord might dress his slaves richly, but this Zaister would not be a mighty lord, not living here in this ruin. And Dekteon was not Zaister’s slave.


“Your master jests,” Dekteon said. He made no move to put on the clothes. White-Face’s own were unexotic: grey homespun trousers, a hooded tunic.


“Hurry,” White-Face said. “In half of one hour the sun will set.”


“It’s no matter to me,” Dekteon said, though his flesh crawled again. The sense of being spied-on had not lessened.


White-Face said, “Your garments are dirty and ragged. These garments are warm and pleasant. You would like to wear them.”


“Would I? No, I don’t think I would. I don’t think I like anything about them, or you, or your lord’s house.” Dekteon, losing his head, was growing heated. “As for your master, he doesn’t own me. I’m a runaway; no one owns me now. I’m – I’m free – ” Dekteon faltered, stunned by this astounding truth.


But a voice said from the doorway, “None of us is free.”


Dekteon jerked about, and what he saw shut his mouth.


“None of us,” the man said again. “King, lord, master, servant. We are all slaves to something. I am Zaister. And you, my friend, have drunk more ale than you’re used to.”


He was young this man, this Zaister, two or three years older than Dekteon, maybe. He was well-built, of Dekteon’s height, and summer-tanned as Dekteon was. His face was handsome and had the look on it a man’s face will get when he has been in pain a long while and knows the pain will only get worse. The effect of his face and his look was almost overpowering to Dekteon, the sense of colliding with another human life. But it was not only this. The man wore scarlet bordered with saffron. Across his shoulders was slung, almost negligently, a collar of red-gold. His hair was the same colour as the gold.


Dekteon had an impulse, one he had never had before, to accept Zaister as his lord. Dekteon’s first master and his second had been much alike, with their stupid faces, balding pates, pudgy hands. Fren had had a pot-belly and a soft pink mouth. If Zaister had been his master, Dekteon would have served him. It was that simple and that unnerving. Dekteon resented what he felt.


“You see,” Zaister said, “what I ask you to wear is no more lavish than my own gear.”


“What happens at sunset?” Dekteon asked. It was an effort.


Zaister’s eyes fixed on Dekteon. Masters never saw slaves. Even when they personally beat you, somehow, they never saw. Zaister saw, right through into the mind beyond the gaze. He knows he can make me obey him, Dekteon thought, make me obey without threat or blow, because I want to.


“At sunset,” Zaister said, “the night comes. You are to be my night-watchman. Until midnight is passed, at least.”


“If I refuse?” Dekteon said.


Zaister went on observing him intently. Quietly, Zaister said, “Why should you? Here you’ll receive food and shelter. No one seeks to return you to the house of your rightful owner. If you leave here, where would you go? Do you have a family or friends, an inheritance, land, some provision for your future? No. You have a hungry trek across hostile country. You have the certainty that few will dare aid you, that inevitably the slave-brand will be noticed, there on your left shoulder where I notice it now. And then it will be the mines for you, or more probably the end of a rope.”
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