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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.






 

 

 There was a crooked man,

Who walked a crooked mile.

He found a crooked sixpence

Against a crooked stile.

 

He bought a crooked cat

Which caught a crooked mouse;

And they all lived together

In a little crooked house.

 

—TRADITIONAL

 

 


 

Prologue:

 

The Monster War

 

When King Ambrose of Chivial decided to banish black magic and stop the sale of curses and other such evils, some sorcerers retaliated by trying to kill him. Giant dogs came climbing in his windows; half-human catlike things ambushed him in the forest. Fortunately, he was well protected by the finest swordsmen in the world, the Blades of the Royal Guard, and also by the White Sisters, who were known as “sniffers” because they had the ability to detect magic. While the Guard and the Sisters defended the King, Sir Snake and a group of other daredevils, former guardsmen, attempted to track down the traitors.

By the summer of 368, the Guard was desperate for more Blades to replace those who had been slain in the war. The swordsman school of Ironhall was running boys through their training faster than ever and still could not keep up with the demand.

The book Sir Stalwart told how King Ambrose went there in Eighthmoon and recruited the four most senior candidates, binding them to absolute loyalty in the ancient magical ritual that included a sword stroke through the heart. The next most senior boy, Stalwart, was the best fencer in the school at the time, but everyone agreed he looked far too young to be dressed up as a guardsman. Instead of being bound, therefore, he was secretly enlisted in the Guard and assigned to help Snake. The youngest Blade of all became one of the “Old Blades,” but to avoid alerting the traitors’ spies, a story was spread that he had run away from Ironhall.

Wart and Sister Emerald, most junior of the White Sisters, uncovered a nest of sorcerers at a place called Quagmarsh. King Ambrose was so impressed by their success that he began referring to the pair of them as, “the King’s Daggers.”
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Murder in the Court

 

It began with a murder. Stalwart saw it happen. He was watching a formal court reception, a grand state function held only three or four times a year. That was the last place anyone would expect to see such a gruesome crime.

The day’s pomp had been staged in honor of the new ambassador from Isilond. King Ambrose had set out to impress him with spectacle and splendor, sparing no expense—drum rolls and trumpeters and heralds wearing gaudy tabards. Every ambassador in the diplomatic corps was there, as were scores of great lords and ladies, bejeweled and decked out in finery. They had all been escorted in from the gates of Nocare Palace by glittering honor guards of the Household Yeomen in silver-bright breastplates and plumed helmets. At the doors of the reception hall they had observed White Sisters in their snowy robes and high pointed hats—no one would sneak any evil magic into the King’s presence while the Sisters were on duty. The inside of the hall was patrolled by Blades of the Royal Guard, the world’s finest swordsmen.

And yet a murder!

After welcoming the new ambassador, the King began handing out honors and appointments. The first man the heralds called forward was Sir Snake. In recognition of his triumph over the traitors at Quagmarsh, he was being promoted from member to officer in the Order of the White Star, the greatest order of chivalry in the realm. It was an honor very few Blades had ever achieved. As he knelt to receive the diamond-studded brooch from the King, the assembled courtiers clapped and cheered.

Hidden away by himself on a screened balcony, Stalwart kept his hands in his armpits. He should have been down there as well, and he had let Snake talk him out of it. It was he who had made Snake’s triumph at Quagmarsh possible! The King had been so impressed by that exploit that he had appointed Stalwart to the White Star, although he was at least ten years younger than anyone else who had ever been so honored. And stupid Stalwart had let Snake talk him out of public recognition for the time being. His undercover work for the Old Blades was too important to give up so soon, Snake had insisted, so why not just accept the star this evening during a private supper with the King? He could watch from this private box, seeing without being seen, hidden away like a shameful secret.

He had seen the King often enough at Ironhall, although never wearing his crown and swathed in a robe so massive that it needed four pages to carry its train. Ambrose was a huge man, towering over everyone else as he stood in front of his throne. At his back, with swords drawn, stood the newest Blades, who only two weeks ago had been Stalwart’s classmates at Ironhall: Sir Rufus, Sir Orvil, Sir Panther, and Sir Dragon. They looked very smart in their blue and silver livery. He kept imagining the expressions on their faces if they heard his name proclaimed and saw him strutting forward before the entire court, honored as no man of his age had ever been honored.

Sigh!

And tomorrow he would ride off to a paltry little town called Horselea to investigate rumors of black magic there. In spite of all Snake’s efforts to make it seem dangerous and exciting, this sounded like a very dull mission, not the sort of thing to challenge an eager young swordsman. He could not help wondering if Snake just did not know what to do with his young helper now and was sending him off to horrible Horselea to age a few years.

Sigh again!

The reception that should have been the greatest moment of his life proceeded without him, dribbling down in boredom through awards, titles, and appointments to mere acknowledgments. Peers presented stripling sons and new wives to the King. Very subtly, people were fidgeting. Even Ambrose seemed to be hurrying things along, as if hungry for the roast boar, stuffed peacock, and other delights of the state banquet that was to follow.

The herald was close to the end of the list now. In a voice like a trumpet he proclaimed, “Lord Digby of Chase, Warden of the King’s Forests, knight in the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades, most humbly craves Your Majesty’s gracious leave to return to court.”

Digby had visited Ironhall a year or two back, and thus was one of the very few people in the hall, other than Blades, whom Stalwart recognized. He began his advance to the steps of the throne. His petition was a mere formality, because he was one of the King’s personal friends. Having just returned from a brief absence, he was required by protocol to pay his respects to His Majesty at a public function. In fact he had supped with the King the previous evening and reported on his travels at that time. So it should have all been over in a few seconds. He made the first of the three low bows required. He took two more steps.

He dropped dead.

All the White Sisters standing around the hall screamed in unison. Heralds rushed forward to help the stricken man. One of them leaped up in horror with blood on his hands. Lord Digby had been stabbed through the heart. There had been no one near him; there was no weapon in sight.

It was only a wild guess, but Stalwart was instantly certain that he would not be riding to Horselea after all. He was going to be needed.
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His Majesty’s Displeasure

 

King Ambrose of Chivial was not merely very large, he was often very loud as well. Royally enraged by the murder of his friend, he canceled the banquet, sent the distinguished guests away, and summoned the Privy Council. Its members needed time to assemble, and he was not accustomed to waiting for anyone. He strode up and down his council chamber, roaring like a thunderstorm, while those councillors who had been foolish enough to be prompt stood back against the walls, staying out of his way.

Kings have few real friends, so Ambrose’s grief was genuine. He raved that he had been grossly insulted in his own throne room and Chivial would be the laughingstock of all Eurania. Although he would never admit it, he had received a severe shock, because obviously the evil sorcery had really been directed at him. Digby had died by mistake.

“Disgraced! Shamed! Sorcery most foul!” Like a gigantic bluebottle circling a kitchen, the King came to a sudden and unheralded halt. He was in front of Commander Bandit, who stood at his post in front of the door. “Why did the Guard not prevent this outrage?”

Swordsmen must be nimble, so no Blade was ever very large; Sir Bandit had to bend his head back to meet the royal glare. He said calmly, “If Your Majesty believes that the Guard is at fault, then I humbly beg leave to surrender my commission to Your Majesty.”

The King seemed to swell even more. His already inflamed face turned a deeper shade of purple. “You are responsible for our safety!”

Bandit was popular with his guardsmen because he never lost his temper. Nor would he allow them to be unfairly blamed. “With all respect, sire, your Blades cannot defend you against sorcery unless it is identified for them. That responsibility rests with the Sisters.”

Ambrose flashed a look around the room to confirm what he already knew. “And where is Mother Superior?”

“Her Excellency was absent from court, Your Grace, and had only just returned to the palace when she was informed of the incident and Your Majesty’s summons. I believe she wished to ascertain—”

A tap on the door made even the imperturbable Bandit look relieved. “With Your Grace’s permission…”

The King moved just enough to let him peer out and then admit the lady in question. Mother Superior was a national monument, who had been around court longer than anyone could remember—tall, imperious, unsmiling, and relentlessly efficient. Her white robes were invariably spotless and uncreased, and the high hennin that all White Sisters wore seemed to brush the lintel of the tall doorway. Finding herself trapped between the paneled wall and the King’s angry glare, she dropped without hesitation into a curtsey that almost poked that white conical hat right in his piggy little eyes. Ambrose perforce backed up.

“Well, Mother?” he bellowed. “Who brought such sorcery into the hall? Why did your women not give warning? They were guarding the doors. What do I pay you for, if not protection, eh? Explain your failure!”

Rising, she inspected his rage with matronly disapproval, as if it were a child’s tantrum. “The Sisters failed to give warning because the sorcery was not brought into the hall, sire.”

“A courtier is struck down on the steps of the throne by an invisible assassin and you claim there was no sorcery present?”

She raised her chin. “With respect, sire, there was no invisible assassin. I have spoken with the Prioress and most of the Sisters who were present. They are adamant that there was no sorcery present until the instant Lord Digby died.”

“How can that be? What sort of magic works like that?”

She met the royal glare with one of her own. “I do not know what sort of magic, sire! None of the Sisters has ever met anything quite like it. They detected no death elementals. Air and fire, they think. And love! A large measure of love.”

“Love?” roared the King. “A spell drops a man dead and you say it is made of love?”

Even the formidable Mother Superior flinched before that enormous bellow. “So they claim.”

“And it kills when it is not there? Instantaneously? From a distance? What sort of magic does that?”

“The Sisters can only determine the presence of elemental spirits, Your Majesty, not analyze the compulsions laid on them. That is the job of the College.”

With a snarl of fury, King Ambrose swung around to survey the assembled councillors. The Lord High Admiral was there, the Lord Chamberlain, several dukes, the Earl Marshal…but not the head of the Royal College of Conjury. Inevitably, the royal eye sought out the crimson robes and gold chain of Lord Chancellor Roland. “Where is Grand Wizard, Chancellor? He was at the investiture.”

As Sir Durendal, Lord Roland had been the most famous Blade of them all, commander of the Guard before Bandit. He bowed calmly. “Sire, the learned adept is deeply concerned about Your Grace’s safety in the face of this unprecedented threat. He wished to consult urgently with the entire faculty, so I gave him leave—” He was cut off by a royal bellow. Everyone knew that Grand Wizard was a mild-tempered scholar who became flustered when the King shouted at him, whereas Lord Roland accepted that his duties sometimes included acting as royal punching bag. Like now, for instance.

“Bah! He dared not face us, you mean! Does he have the faintest idea how that evil was worked?”

“I suspect not, Your Grace. But the sooner he can set the College to work the better.”

“Snake!” The royal anger turned on Lord Roland’s companion. As thin as his namesake, Snake was dandily dressed in a green velvet jerkin, cloth-of-gold britches, silk hose, furtrimmed robe, and osprey-plumed hat. He made a leg with a fencer’s fluid grace. “Sire?”

“That!” The King poked a meaty finger at him.

Snake looked down. “Oh, that.”

“Yes! That!” Ambrose had dropped his voice to a low growl. He was much more dangerous when he was quiet than when he was shouting. The that in question was the glittering six-pointed star he had hung around Snake’s neck not two hours ago. “I gave you that because you told me you had wiped out the traitor sorcerers who keep trying to kill me. It would seem that you lied.”

Snake would never have made such a claim, but he did not deny the accusation. He just quirked his eyebrows as if puzzled. His features were narrow and bony, like the rest of him; he had an extraordinarily arrogant nose and a thin, disdainful mustache. “It would seem we missed a few, sire.”

“And what are you doing about them now?”

“I consulted with Grand Wizard as he was leaving, and he agreed that action at a distance like that is a highly original, if not unique, application of magic. He is also of the opinion, Your Grace, that the range of such an enchantment must be limited, and therefore the spell must have been cast from somewhere very close to the palace—probably within Grandon itself or its suburbs.”

Everyone knew that Ambrose detested being lectured, but Snake blithely continued and was not struck down by any royal thunderclaps. The King listened, scowling intently.

“Of course Your Majesty is aware that powerful spells tend to leave traces on the octogram where they were cast, at least for a short while. I therefore suggested to Mother Superior that the Sisters who were present in the hall at the time of the crime, and who should therefore be able to recognize the, er, smell of the murderous enchantment, be sent to inspect every known octogram within an hour’s coach ride of the palace. Fortunately, we had already compiled such a list, so this program is now under way. I sent Old Blades along to defend the good ladies. A dozen carriages are even now making the rounds, and they will visit every elementary in or near the capital.”

That was incredibly fast work, and could not be faulted.

“Bah! Anyone can make an octogram with a piece of chalk and a reasonably clean floor.”

Snake bowed again. “Your Majesty’s expertise is legendary.”

The King’s glare turned even darker. “So why would the traitors not have created a new octogram, one you don’t know about?”

“Of course they may have done so, sire. However, Grand Wizard did point out that great time and effort are required to season a new octogram before it will work predictably. He suggested we begin by inspecting the known sites.”

“Harumph! But you have no idea who was behind this foul attempt on our life?”

Snake pursed his lips, as if he had somehow tugged the ends of that arrogant mustache. “Has Your Majesty considered the possibility that the attack was directed at the man it slew?”

The King’s mouth opened and shut a few times. His eyes seemed to shrink even smaller, retreating into their nests of blubber.

“I may be quite wrong, of course.” Snake obviously did not believe that. “But this is a new and very horrible sort of conjuration. Would the evil genius who could devise such a weapon be so clumsy as to mistake Digby for Your Grace?”

“Why,” Ambrose growled, even quieter, “would he be so perverse as to want to kill our Warden of Forests?” Only loyalty to his late friend would keep him from pointing out that Digby had been an amiable blockhead—a fine sportsman, but of no real importance.

Snake glanced around as if to see who was listening. Predictably, the entire Privy Council was hanging on every word. “Possibly because he knew something, sire? Something dangerous to the traitors?”

“Harumph! He spent the last month counting stags and partridges all over the realm. What could possibly be dangerous about that information?”

“Er, nothing, sire…. He mentioned nothing untoward last night?”

Monarchs were not accustomed to being questioned, and Snake’s presumption did not soothe the royal temper. The only answer was a head shake and a dangerous glare.

“It is unfortunate, sire, that I just returned to court myself last night and had no chance to speak with the late lord.”

“Indeed?” the King said with menace. “And what exactly would you have had to discuss with Lord Digby?”

Again Snake glanced around the room, then peered up hopefully at the King. “May I answer that question in private audience, sire?”

“You believe there are spies in our Privy Council?”

“Of course not, sire.” But the traitors must have eyes and ears at court. Rumors spread faster than bad smells. The palace swarmed with servants, all of whom knew enough to keep their ears open for any good scrap of news or gossip, and where to take it to turn it into gold. Ambrose knew as well as anyone that the more people who knew a secret, the greater the chance that everyone soon would.

With a sigh, Snake said, “Lord Digby was always eager to further Your Majesty’s interests. Before he left on his inspection of forests, he asked me if there was anything he might do to assist the Old Blades. I did mention one place he might look at if he was in the vicinity—”

“Oh, you did?” the King raged. “We recall giving strict orders that the Old Blades were to be old Blades and nothing but old Blades, that you were to recruit no one who was not a knight in the Order.”

That remark was met by an awkward pause, because of course Digby had indeed been a knight in the Loyal and Ancient Order of the King’s Blades, although he had been the same age as the King himself, so his youthful days of swaggering around in livery were twenty years in the past. Then Ambrose realized his mistake. The royal roar returned, fit to rattle the windows. “We expressly forbade Lord Digby to join the Old Blades!”

Snake did not say that he had never been told of that edict, although his eyebrows hinted it. “There was no question of joining, Your Grace, just a small and very harmless favor that he—”

“And what was the place he was to scout for you?”

“The name escapes me for the moment,” Snake said crossly, and did not flinch under his liege lord’s disbelieving scowl. “I shall put my best man to work on it right away.”

“Meaning who?” The King rarely bothered with details. Anger was making him meddlesome.

This time Snake balked openly. “I prefer not to mention the name here, sire. But Your Majesty will know who I mean when I refer to ‘the King’s Daggers.’”

“Stalwart?” roared the King, making Snake wince. “He’s only a child!”

“With respect, Your Grace, for this job he is the best man you have.”
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Posthaste

 

The storm had been building over Starkmoor for hours. It broke just before sunset, sweeping down in fury on the Blackwater valley, flaunting flames of lightning and drum rolls of thunder. It hurled apples from trees and flattened corn, as if to warn that summer was over at last. Long before it hit, though, Osbert had rounded up the horses from the meadow. By the time the rain and hail began thundering on the slates, he had them all combed and curried and comfortably bedded down in their stalls.

Obviously no travelers would be coming by on a night like this, but he could not just run for the house and take the rest of the evening off. Not yet. Thunder made horses restless. So he found a comfortable seat on a bale of straw in the covered saddling area outside the tack shed. From there he could see into most of the stalls that lined either side of the yard, and hear the remarks being whinnied back and forth. If there was any panic, he could move to stop it before it grew serious. He was contentedly munching an apple and marveling at the white haze of hail rebounding from every hard surface, when he heard an answering whinny from the lane.

In through the gate came three horses. Two of them bore bedraggled riders; the third was a well-laden sumpter. He scrambled to his feet and watched angrily as they splashed along the yard toward him.

Osbert Longberry ran the Blackwater post house as his father and grandfather had run it before him. He loved horses so dearly that he could imagine no better life. He made sure his charges ate well, even when he and his family did not. When a sickly or weary horse was brought in—one that any sensible hostler would trade out again as fast as possible—he would often keep it for weeks, until he had wormed it, pampered it, and nursed it back to health. A post-horse might be traded from house to house across the length and breadth of Chivial, but if one that had spent time at Blackwater ever came back, Osbert always remembered it.

The village lay only an hour’s ride from the King’s great school of Ironhall. Every few days some Blade or royal courier would go by on Crown business. They liked to have a fresh mount for the climb up Starkmoor, which was a steep trek. Coming back down was equally hard on a horse, so they would change mounts again on the way home. Osbert approved of the Blades; Ironhall taught them almost as much about horses as about swords, and they treated their mounts with almost as much respect. They spurned the common posting animals. The King boarded a string of royal horses with Osbert Longberry and came by every few months with his Royal Guard escort. His Majesty never failed to hail Osbert by name and wish him good chance.

These new arrivals were quality stock—he could tell that just by watching their approach, although the storm was naturally making them skittish. In Osbert’s opinion, any responsible rider would have taken shelter under trees or in the lee of a building until the worst of the weather had blown over—certainly until the hail ended. He would perhaps forgive a royal courier for treating a horse so, because his business might be urgent, with every hour counting. He could see that these two were mere boys, but old enough to know better.
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