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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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Trom’s Boar


From Pine Walk you could see most of the valley.


On a very clear morning, they said, you could even see Death’s Place.


But not if you were wise.


Most days, and today, there was a soft blush of haze at the horizon, and the forest came out of the haze like another, darker, patch of hazing. Nearer, the land fell in mile-wide, broad green steps, towards the valley floor. The highest step of all, however, rose at the back of Pine Walk. This was The Paling, the granite cliff that circled around the valley, virtually unbroken south and west, but chopped up into squat mountains in the north. No one had ever crossed The Paling.


The forest itself closed the eastern end of the valley, and beyond the forest, reputedly, lay a country dry as thirst, a desert. But nobody went that way, either. Because a river ran through the forest, south to north, and on the eastern side of the river.…


Being wise, you didn’t ponder on what was on the other side of the river, just as you would never quite look in that direction.


For sure it was no hour for thoughts of Crow’s People.


The sky was a pale and perfect blue. The grass of the Steps was green and the trees a deeper green. Here and there, tracks and sheep trails showed through, and even now a huddle of sheep was billowing down one of them like a curdled cloud. Against the straight black stalks of the pines of Pine Walk, the cook smoke was going up from the hut-houses nearly as straight.


It was fine hunting weather, which was as it should be. For today was the day of the boar hunt. Trom’s hunting; Trom, the King of Pine Walk. It would be Trom’s boar, when they took one, from the forest west of the river.


Shon, son of Naul, stood at the brink of the natural terrace, Pine Walk behind him. At his side, his slim fierce dog, waiting, leaned on Shon’s long legs. Shon’s hair and the dog’s were almost exactly matched, the same light tawny brown. But Shon’s eyes were the cool jewel-like blue that sometimes appeared among the people of the valley – though now he did not seem to be seeing anything with them in the world around him.


‘Hulla, Shon!’ someone shouted, and the dog lifted its ears. ‘Dreaming of the boar?’


Shon turned.


‘Or, just dreaming?’ Lort added, banteringly.


Lort, tanned and brown-haired as Shon was, but not blue-eyed, moved forward through the grass.


‘Dreamer,’ said Lort.


‘I was dreaming of a peaceful spot where buzz-flies can’t find me.’


‘Oh, were you so?’


With a shout they sprang together and plunged headlong and fighting into the grass. The dog, aware this was game not earnest, jumped and barked eagerly at the edge of the battle. Presently the young men flung apart as abruptly as they had joined.


‘Now I’ve a cracked rib to go hunting with,’ said Lort.


‘Who would want you on the hunt?’ replied Shon.


‘Who would want you?’


‘Not the boar, certainly.’


‘It’s a wonderful thing, the way the savage beasts fear Shon.’


‘And more wonderful how they fear Lort not at all.’


A dull booming noise filled the air. It was made by pounding with a rock on the hollow boulder at the centre of Trom’s Huttage, and was a signal of gathering. The young men bounded to their feet and strode back among the pines, the dog leaping alongside.


Shon and Lort were of an age, seventeen summers. Lort was maybe an inch the taller. Both were clad alike, in the leather leggings and slip-shoes common to the men of the valley, and thin sleeveless woollen shirts. The shirts had been dyed by the women in various abstract patterns, Shon’s dull mauves and sharp ambers from mulberries and walnut juice, Lort’s mixed yellows from wild saffron. In their leather belts they carried knives of brown metal, worn only by Kingsmen of a huttage: its warriors. Shon and Lort had each been Kingsmen to Trom six seasons, and friends longer than that – a friendship they displayed by a constant stream of insults and challenges, which was the usual manner.


‘I remember the hunting last summer,’ said Lort as they came up through the lanes of the hut-houses towards the signal boulder. ‘I remember hearing Shon beg the boar to stay in its covert and not hurt him.’


‘I wonder how you heard that,’ said Shon sweetly, ‘after you’d run so far away.’


Trom’s Kingsmen were gathering swiftly at the boulder. The women moved to and fro bringing baked bread cakes, deer-meat, fruit and the fermented herbal ale. It was always a fine breakfast before a hunt. Trom himself sat on the boulder now. He was a youthful king, healthy and strong, but with a tendency to sneer. His eldest son stood at his side; poor Pel who was only twelve, and too young as yet to go boar hunting.


Kye, the Sayer, sat by Trom on a sheepskin rug. Boar teeth polished and strung in necklets, gave evidence of many previous successful hunts. But though Kye was his father, Lort did not approach him; Kye was the Sayer, Pine Walk’s magician, and intermediary between themselves and the gods of the valley. So Lort simply nodded politely as was proper, and stood to eat with Shon, by Naul and Shon’s elder brother, Jof.


Jof was nineteen. He looked precisely like Naul: stocky, and with an astonishingly thick blackish-brown beard. He was wooing Trom’s daughter, Irra, which meant he intended to shine today in order to impress Trom — Irra was already impressed. Shon did not much resemble his brother and father, nor his mother, Ati. Jof and Shon were generally very courteous when they spoke to each other, a sure sign of the basic dislike between them.


Now Ati was there, her fawn hair piled on her head and skewered by metal pins with roughly fashioned heads like lumpy birds. She had a woven basket full of the little apricots that grew on Naul’s hut-house wall. She had brought enough for Lort too. Lort’s mother had died ten winters back. Ati, however, loving Shon the best of her two sons, loved Lort second best as Shon’s friend.


‘You don’t deserve such a mother,’ said Lort.


‘That’s true,’ said Shon.


Ati giggled like a girl, adoringly pleased with them both.


Jof and Naul were discussing last year’s hunt, ignoring Shon, Lort and Ati as one, even ignoring the apricots as they crammed them through their beards into their mouths. Definitely ignoring Irra, who was slinking about near Trom in a new-dyed woollen dress pinned on the shoulder by a brooch of white metal.


All the metal, brown, white and red, came to Pine Walk by way of barter. Trom’s sheep provided wool, skins and meat to be exchanged for pins, knives, brooches, rings and spearheads from Cave Town, a day’s journey to the north-east, and for clay pots and polished stones from Yatbridge, by the river tributary, half a day’s journey to the south.


Shon had been to Yatbridge two summers ago, but never to Cave Town. Generally Pine Walk men dealt with the Cave Towners at a common camp midway between the huttages, for Cave Town, being eastward, was reckoned rather too near to the wrong side of the forest. And in fact, caution had been shown to be advisable. Just last spring there was an incident in Cave Town.


Shon was thinking about this, for the lumpy brown metal birds in his mother’s hair had reminded him. There had been a red metal leaf pin that had come from Cave Town. Shon had honed for himself a good secondary knife of flint, but seeing the pin, meant to barter the knife with Trom to get the leaf for Ati. But some men from Pine Walk had stayed behind an extra day in the common camp, and when they returned home they brought news that during the night a boy of the Cave Towners had been Taken. He had been hunted down and would be killed that dusk, but even so the barter from Cave Town must be suspect. Possibly the Taken boy had touched pieces of it, or even helped make them; they had no way of knowing. So the goods were buried at a particular spot under The Paling, and Kye the Sayer spent a night there, watching and reciting the protective rituals. When the items were dug out again in the morning, the leaf pin had been lost.


Shon started, for Jof had struck him jovially on the shoulder.


‘Hulla, my brother,’ said Jof, through beard and apricot. ‘A word with you.’


They walked a little way aside into the enclosure of the pines. Above, the stream bubbled busily, and there was the clink of a pot being filled there.


‘This boar,’ said Jof. ‘I mean to have him myself, and present the bristles and tusks to Trom. If there’s more than one boar, I’d like the pair of them. Because of Irra, you see. The others will hold off and let me. I’ve given them gifts. What about you and Lort?’


‘I don’t want any gift, brother,’ said Shon quietly.


‘Gift? I merely wish you to keep back when I take him. You’re my kin, and Lort’s your friend. I’ve no need to gift you two boys.’


‘Have you not?’


‘No, I haven’t. Now, will you do as I ask?’


‘You could pay bride-price for Irra. Surely you don’t need the boar as well?’


‘It will save on the bride-price,’ said Jof. He beamed knowingly.


‘Lort and I,’ said Shon, ‘are seventeen, and have never yet been first spears on a boar. This summer we should be. I can’t speak for Lort, in any case.’


‘You won’t do it?’ demanded Jof, affronted.


‘Forgive me,’ said Shon coldly, and he turned and walked back to Lort.


‘What’s the matter now?’ said Lort. ‘Jealous of your brother?’


‘He wants the boar to himself,’ said Shon, looking only at the head of his tawny dog. Ati had gone away to Naul’s hut-house. Naul was sitting by Trom and Kye, discussing the wool-and-stem-weave boar nets, and the peeled wooden stakes. ‘He says he’s gifted the others to keep off, but he’s too careful of goods to have done that. We were nearly first spears last summer. He is afraid I’ll be before him in front of Trom.’


‘Oh well, let him have the boar,’ said Lort.


Shon raised eyes that were cold as his voice.


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘He only wants Irra because she’s Kingsdaughter. Besides, we’re due to be first this year. It’s the tradition. If I stay back, I’ll seem a coward.’


Lort enlarged his gaze.


‘Seem?’


Shon grinned and the ice went from his blue eyes. He punched at Lort lightly, a cat’s-paw blow aimed at the head and deliberately wide.


Ati smiled at them from the door of Naul’s hut-house, the empty basket in her hands.


It was an hour’s journey down the trackways of the Steps. They loped through pastures where the creamy sheep were grazing. The lean hunting dogs, trotting at the men’s heels, sniffed disdainfully and would barely glance at the docile sheep. Farther on were the crop-patches of Pine Walk, roughly fenced. Already some of the women were working there, weeding and late sowing. Lower still, the wild fruit trees grew, scattered with hut-houses where the pickers would stay over in autumn. About a mile beyond, the terraces levelled and the valley floor poured east towards the forest.


It took another hour to reach the outskirts of the forest.


By then it was already a hot green day. Trom’s men, spears slung on their backs, paused at the wood’s edge to swig the warm herbal ale from sheepskin bottles. Trom himself, thirstier than all of them, laughed and gulped, with his elder warriors around him. Trom would not be killing any boar. The King left such activities to the young men of his huttage. But he took note who was swift and who was cunning. And who hung back. Of course, this year he might suppose Jof would be swift with the boar. Though in name the beast was Trom’s, whoever slew it might keep tusks and bristles, or present them where he chose.


Soon, they went in under the steep blood-dark shadows of the trees.


Between hunts you forgot exactly what the forest felt like: its depth, its leafy scents. Leaving the huttage, Kye had spoken over them a protective magic, for even this western wood was not completely safe, and though its rich game drew men here to hunt and forage, always they went carefully. Sixty summers ago, no king would venture farther than the most westerly fringes of the trees. Crow was seen often in those days, or so the stories said. There had been ten huttages then, on the uplands north of the river tributary, and every season, the tales declared, some man or woman would be Taken. At length, only Yatbridge, Cave Town and Pine Walk were left. No one had been Taken in Yatbridge for eighty seasons, and Pine Walk had been clear of the evil for fifty. Only Cave Town remained prone to occasional disaster.…


Shon caught himself thinking of these things as they pushed through the knotted ferns and undergrowth of the forest. For a moment his skin crawled on his bones. What was the matter with him? The thoughts had started as he looked out from Pine Walk at sun-up. Crow and Crow Mork. Lort had dispelled those thoughts. But then again at the boulder breakfast, remembering the leaf pin and the Taken boy last spring.… Now the forest, which dyed their bodies with a transparent shade, seemed to breathe into his brain all kinds of half ideas and notions.


Yes. The forest had always had that effect on him. From his thirteenth summer when he had first come on a boar hunt. And it was not excitement which had caused the sensation. The deer-runs on the high-grassed heath had never been the same.


And this year he was angry, which seemed to make it worse. He had woken angry this morning, come to that. He had woken guessing, somehow, what Jof was going to say to him.


Trom’s own three dogs, Naul’s pair and Stek’s, were being used to track. They scrambled lightly through the ferns, eager but not yet savage.


Lort was over to the right with Stek’s sons. Jof was leftwards, with the bulk of the men, following Naul, Trom and the dogs. Shon realized he himself had already manoeuvred into a clear central position from which to make a sudden sprint forward. And Lort had allowed him the room.


Presently, the dogs began to growl. A few yards on there were marks in the moist earth, and droppings. The trail led straight in at the mouth of a stand of oaks with young spruces between. Bushes grew thickly in most of the gaps, blocking off the green sunlight. But the torn bark of the trees gave sufficient evidence of the creature which had made its home there.


Shon’s brain left off its wandering. His belly tightened with the awareness of what came next, and what he meant to do. He had never been afraid or, if he had, had not interpreted his emotion as fear, and certainly he had never run from anything. No warrior of the huttages could afford to show or even accept fear in himself in a world where strength was survival.


Naul and Stek held the tracking dogs firmly, and every other man who had brought a hound kept him fast by the collar. That was hard work now, for they were plunging on the leash, yelping and snarling, mad to get at the boar. Jof and two other Kingsmen were setting one of the wool-and-stem-weave nets across the mouth of the covert, and staking it, leaving just the gap to let the dogs through.


Jof glanced over his shoulder. He noted Lort on the right, in the group with Stek’s sons. The other young men were forming left of the net. Jof stared full at Shon.


Shon waited a moment. Then he smiled and stepped aside towards Lort’s group, hauling his dog. Jof grinned. He nodded to Shon, with a flush of triumph and affection rising from his beard.


There were now six or seven men on either side of the net, and others spread out among the trees, their spears ready-poised, Trom negligently with them. Usually a boar was stopped before it got that far. A moment, all was still, but for the yapping of the dogs.


Then they let the dogs go.


Like arrows they shot themselves into the thicket. The yapping changed to a steady ominous baying noise, amid a crashing of twigs and ripping of grass.


Suddenly the covert seemed to explode. From the heart of the explosion burst the boar, the dogs flying off him like split timbers from a falling hut. He was young, and very big, and black as night. He dashed straight in the net, which checked him three heartbeats and no longer. Then the stakes uprooted or snapped.


Jof had been bounding forward, to meet the boar, but Jof was moving from the left. Shon had already vacated the righthand stance he had seemed to adopt. He was also expecting the boar to break the stakes – the droppings and tracks had indicated the beast’s size. Probably others had expected it too, but had not been inclined to anticipate.


As the boar rushed on, shawled in the net, Shon sprang forward.


The creature raised his snout, little eyes brimmed with murder. Without checking, he cast himself at Shon. There was the familiar instant that seemed to last forever, the instant of balance between the beast’s upcurved tusks and the man’s spear. Then the spear plunged in, and, with the boar pinned to it, a kind of horrible dance began.


The beast threw itself about, attempting to dislodge the spear, or Shon’s grasp on it. And each of these bodily throws almost succeeded in its aim. It was like catching solid thunder or a whirlwind. Shon was too light to anchor what he had impaled, and this he had understood. He had relied on Lort to pair with him, and it seemed now as if Lort wouldn’t. But then, with a yell, Lort darted in from the right. The second spear, as was often the case since there was more space to plan its passage, rammed home at an angle which met the heart.


The boar, feeling his death, gave a final furious convulsion and dropped on the turf.


Lort and Shon dragged their weapons free of the jet-black, lifeless barrel. Shon’s shaft splintered as it came out. Another moment and it would have broken, and the boar, turning, could have done to him what it had been doing to the torn trees thereabouts. But the whole event had not taken long, and had ended rapidly in a whirl of action, too fast for intervention.


Jof had not been swift, after all.


Outwitted, sullen, stupefied and red in the face, he glared at his brother with hatred. He had the weight to have secured and killed the boar alone. But patently not the speed or the brains to make it possible.
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