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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.


      




Foreword


(The Story as Told in Book One: Black Unicorn)


Sixteen-year-old Tanaquil, the red-haired daughter of the red-haired sorceress Jaive, lives with her mother in a fortress in the desert. Tanaquil wants to leave. Her mother’s spells cause constant havoc, and besides, Jaive has little time for her. Tanaquil has never even been able to find out who her father was.


Around the fortress live desert animals called peeves, which, due to spillages of Jaive’s magic, have learned to talk. One of these peeves unearths a collection of beautiful bones, which Tanaquil—who has no apparent talent for sorcery, but can mend things—fixes together. She discovers these form the skeleton of a unicorn. One night the unicorn puts on flesh and comes alive, a black beast with a glimmering, starry horn. It leads Tanaquil—and the peeve—away into the desert.


Alternately helped and hindered by the unicorn, Tanaquil crosses the desert and reaches a large exotic city by the sea. Here she meets Lizra, the daughter of the city’s ruler, and next the ruler himself, the cold, difficult Prince Zorander, and his evil counselor Gasb. Tanaquil learns that Zorander is her father, and Lizra, therefore, her half-sister.


The city has a legend of a fabulous unicorn, and during a procession to celebrate this beast, the real unicorn appears, disrupting everything and attacking Prince Zorander. It steals from him two white fossils.


Tanaquil has realized that the unicorn is a creature of another world, finer than her own. It wishes only to return there, and she can help it by mending the sorcerous gate-between-worlds, which she has found in the cliffs beside the sea. Tanaquil mends the gate, using the fossils as keys, and the unicorn goes through. But the peeve follows it, and so Tanaquil must follow too.


The unicorn’s world is the Perfect World, putting Tanaquil’s to shame. Everything there is beautiful, balanced, peaceful, good. To her horror Tanaquil sees that her mere presence can wound this perfection, and so she prepares to leave. Before she does so, the unicorn touches her, and the peeve, with its starry horn.


Back in her own world, Tanaquil destroys the gate and keeps the fossils to safeguard the unicorn’s country. When Gasb presently attempts to have her killed, Tanaquil learns that the unicorn has made both her and the peeve safe from physical danger—they are invulnerable.


She must now face up to the fact that she is, with her incredible knack of mending, in her own way a sorceress. And the peeve is her familiar.


Gasb has been murdered, and Zorander has become sickly and weak after the unicorn’s assault. Lizra declares that she must stay with her father. Tanaquil, however, sets out with the peeve, on her travels, to see her own world, of which she knows so little. She sends a letter to her mother, promising that she will come back …





PART ONE








I



Tanaquil’s mind was on higher things: the three flights of stairs that still lay ahead of her. She, along with the others, had already climbed four flights. Four was more than enough. Especially after all the coins they had had to leave at the door.


Lady Mallow leaned on Lord Ulp, gasping.


The rest of the nobles panted, and, where they had breath, complained.


The only one who had had no trouble with the endless stairs was the peeve, which had sprinted up each flight, tugging at the leash, and nearly pulling Tanaquil over. Various people had been tripped up by the peeve, and presently Tanaquil heard a penetrating plummy male voice announce, “Why has this woman’s animal been let in, when we were told all our servants must be left down-stairs.” Nobody replied, except for the peeve, which said, “Rrrh.” It usually obeyed Tanaquil and remembered not to speak in front of strangers.


Lady Mallow now said, “The magician inflicts this climb out of malice.”


“You would come,” said Lord Ulp.


They went on, painfully, up the fifth stair.


In their hands the lighted candles they had been given by the coin-collecting black-robed attendants below flickered and smoked. No other lights burned in the stone house of Worabex.


“Thank the God we didn’t bring your mother,” panted Ulp, as they got on to the sixth flight.


“She would have refused to come up,” said Lady Mallow. “Tanaquil, dear, are you managing?”


“Yes, thanks.”


“And the dear animal?”


The dear animal chose this moment to rush ahead again and Tanaquil, with a curse and an apology, was dragged past Ulp and Mallow, past a corpulent old noble with a stick—which he waved—and so into the breathless lead.


“Peeve—stop it—sit!”


“Things!” hoarsely squealed the peeve, forgetting it was supposed to be a dog, speechless and normal.


Tanaquil had no breath to protest further. She thought of letting go the leash—as she had thought of letting it go so many times through the last year, on her travels. The day, for example, when the peeve chased a small rhinoceros through the market of North City, or when it decided the puppets of the puppet show (in a large town called Glop) were really rats. But, now as then, she did not dare. There might be anything at the top of the stairs. Worabex was supposedly a great magician, and that was why Lord Ulp and Lady Mallow had brought her here. Perhaps the peeve, born in the house of a sorceress, had missed the smells of magic.


On the last flight, in any case, Tanaquil lost her balance, and the leash ran out of her hand.


“Come back!”


Useless, of course.


In the candle-fluttering dimness of the hot summer twilight, Tanaquil watched the peeve shoot up twenty final stairs and vanish in at a large, dark, vaulted doorway.


There followed a loud crash, a bang, a sound like china plates falling, and then a flash of white that lit up everything in a weird and uninformative way.


Next moment the peeve hurtled out again. It leaped at Tanaquil, and clung to her leg, clawing at her only good dress. “Mistake,” said the peeve.


“Oh, hell,” said Tanaquil.


Behind her, one of the ladies tut-tutted. At the moment it was thought very unlucky to swear.


Everyone waited. Then, from within the shadowy door, a voice boomed out.


“Which of you owns the animal?”


“I do,” said Tanaquil. “I’m sorry.”


“It must be tied up.”


“Don’t want,” said the peeve.


“Too bad, I’m afraid.”


Tanaquil tied the peeve to the banister rail, which was carved to resemble a rearing serpent. The peeve, fortunately, did not notice. It hissed and spuffed under its breath.


The other people who had come to visit the great magician Worabex had now reached the last landing. They assembled, puffing and uneasy.


“You may enter,” the voice boomed. “All but the animal.”


The peeve sat down dejectedly. Moving so much in the human world, it had almost learned when No meant No.


As the group of nobles trod cautiously in at the doorway, a soft light bloomed.


Tanaquil, the last to enter, darted a glance around. There were certainly strange things in the vast chamber, but she could see no actual damage. Perhaps the peeve had breached a spell—which was probably much worse.


The walls ascended into a vast dome, and in this dome hung a black crocodile on a brass chain, slowly circling there in a mysterious air current. One of its legs twitched. A lady squeaked.


“There is nothing to fear,” said the voice. It was smug, Tanaquil thought. They were meant to be terrified.


Worabex himself was not visible, but among the groups of tall black chests, machineries, and implements of iron and silver suspended from the ceiling was a large oval mirror. Into this an enormous mouth abruptly loomed. It was greenish, with long yellow teeth. It caused more squeaks and exclamations. Tanaquil was not impressed. Her own mother had been prone to such manifestations, although to some extent Jaive had grown out of them. Not Worabex, apparently.


“Welcome,” said the green mouth, “to my sorcerium. There is no need to be afraid, provided you do as I recommend. What did you wish to see?”


The fat old noble with the stick lurched forward. “Do you have something to deal with the enemy? With the Mad Empress Veriam, who devours children and destroys the land?”


“Oh, the war,” said the mouth. “The matter has been put to me. I have listened.”


“Goody,” muttered Tanaquil. The magician, as she had known he would, irritated her extremely. Was that why she had come? To prove to herself how irritating magicians were?


One of the walls behind the engines briefly dissolved. Blue and glycerine, a dragon uncoiled itself in a cave of fires. Or seemed to.


Two of the noble ladies attempted to faint. The dragon winked out.


The fat old noble said, tetchy, “Is that your answer, Worabex?”


The mouth also vanished from the mirror. For a startling moment it was ordinary glass, and Tanaquil saw her own self reflected there. She had not glimpsed herself for months, save in the warped copper mirrors Lady Mallow favored—she had sadly explained this reflection was kinder as you got older. Now Tanaquil saw a girl of seventeen, slim and strong, in her best dress, which was based on a “country” style, and not boned at the waist. The material was a nice brown, embroidered with iris color, and with a broad, beaded light red sash that matched her hair. The peeve had clawed a hole about three inches above the left ankle.


Tanaquil shook her head, and from her ears swung the two white earrings she always wore.


Then that image too was gone. Instead of the mirror, the magician Worabex had arrived. He was of unamazing appearance, rather bald, and with a thin mouth that was not green. He wore a black robe with gold snakes on the sleeves. These sleeves seemed to annoy him slightly. He had obviously put the garment on to impress his audience.


“You doubt me,” said Worabex. It was neither a question nor a statement.


The old fat noble said, leaning on his stick, “I asked what weapons you had created for tackling the Empress-Enemy. The woman who makes war on us.”


Worabex said, “After all, she doesn’t really want to make war. She only wants to conquer the land.” The fat noble offered a noise. Worabex said, “Obviously, it’s possible to stop any war. But five minutes later, the war, or another war, would start again. Human nature needs to be changed. That is the key.”


The fat old noble swore, inventively, and the ladies let out quacks of distress. Another lady “fainted.”


The fat noble said, “I’ll be frank. I’m scared. At my age you don’t want all this trouble. Conquering hordes and so on. Make me young again. I’ll fight the Empress’s soldiers. I’ll be brave.”


“I could make you young, of course,” said Worabex.


“Humph. Being young isn’t so wonderful.” The fat noble considered. He said, “I recollect, being young hurt. So does old age. Just you get rid of the Warrior Empress.”


Tanaquil watched Worabex look round at all of them, and at last his black eyes came to rest on her. She gazed modestly down at her sandals.


“And you are the girl with the animal.”


“I tied it to the banister,” said Tanaquil quickly.


“Yes, but what do you think of all this?”


“It’s ever so lovely,” minced Tanaquil. “Awesome!”


The magician cleared his throat. “I meant, the war with the Empress.”


“I don’t know much about it,” said Tanaquil. “I’ve been traveling. I heard rumors. And then I got here and heard rather more. She’s conquered three or four countries and wants this one as well. Is that it?”


“You don’t seem anxious,” said Worabex.


“I am, in one way. I have—relatives who may live in one of the conquered zones.” Tanaquil wondered why she had said so much. Perhaps the abominably smug magician was practicing on her, loosening her tongue. She added in a flattering tweet, “But then, I’m only a woman. What would I know?”


The magician Worabex gave a laugh.


He said, “Usually, when people come to my house, I am expected to entertain them. However, I have enjoyed your performance. Maybe you would all like to see a swarm I’ve made?”


“A secret weapon,” declared another of the nobles.


“Conceivably,” amended Worabex.


Worabex raised his arm and a black curtain rose from an archway. Smooth, pale light came up beyond, showing a bizarre sort of indoor zoo. Tanaquil recalled her mother’s collection of mice and cats, whom she used regularly to turn into other things, or whom she would “improve,” adding long ears or tails, odd colors, and so on. The animals had seemed happily indifferent, but Tanaquil thought the procedure wrong.


The beasts in the magician’s enclosure were of this sort, too. A large turquoise dog sat on some cushions, gnawing a bone—Tanaquil was glad the peeve had been left outside. Dangerous-looking fanged carp swam in a tank, and in another place small red lions, about the size of squirrels, were playing with a ball.


Worabex indicated a golden shutter let into the wall. He spoke a word, and the shutter flew up. There behind, in a big glass orb, some striped things were flying busily about. They buzzed.


The nobles peered.


There was an air of disappointment and disbelief.


“You are contemptuous of us, Worabex!”


Intrigued despite herself, Tanaquil craned to see.


She burst into a sharp, loud laugh.


“Oh, good,” said Worabex. “I have amused you in turn.”


“Flying mice,” said Tanaquil.


“Somewhat more. Only somewhat, naturally.”


In the orb, the ten or so creatures settled on a potted bush and began to preen themselves. They were certainly mice, each with large wings like those of a giant dragonfly. Their fur was black, with broad yellow stripes.


“A crossbreed,” said Worabex.


Lady Mallow went forward and stroked the glass. “How lovely. Would we be able to purchase a couple?”


“You must understand,” said Worabex, “that although I charge an entrance fee to my house, I sell nothing. Besides, I’m not sure you would really want these beasts in your home.”


Just then, one of the animals flew up again and lashed out, with its long mouse tail, at the side of the orb where Mallow’s fingers were. Mallow gave a small scream. Something dripped nastily down the inside of the glass.


“I call them,” said Worabex, “mousps. They are a mixture of mouse and wasp, and have a sting in the tail.”


There was some murmuring.


Tanaquil thought, The silly mixed with the vicious. Is that what Worabex is too?


Before she had time for further reflection, beyond the two chambers, in the direction of the stairs, came a peculiar scrabbling and worrying sound, followed suddenly by an enormous thump and crack.


Tanaquil turned in time to see a bundle of fur and splinters erupting into the sorcerium. It was the peeve tangled up in its leash, kicking and biting and fighting the serpent carving from the banister.


The magician looked surprised. Everyone else shouted. Including Tanaquil, who also ran forward.


The battling peeve, however, had already cannoned into one of the sorcerous machineries, which surged into wild life, sending out green rays and chugging. “Bite! Bite!” snarled the peeve, rolling now into a cabinet, which rocked. The doors flew open and some books flew out, literally flew on broad wings.


The nobles ducked in alarm as the flock of books dived over, and Worabex said, “I give you ten seconds to catch your animal, young woman.”


Tanaquil flung herself on the peeve and was pulled into a hanging disk of bronze which gave off a twanging tone and emitted a hail of hard red lights. From the corner of her eye, she saw the turquoise dog rising interestedly.


Then the ten seconds were presumably up, for a terrible noiseless thunderclap passed over them all, leaving them stunned, so even the peeve uncurled and lay panting, staring about with huge yellow eyes. “Moon,” said the peeve undecidedly.


“Yes, it’s the moon. He’s thrown us out. Truly thrown us. Magically.”


One of the ladies really had fainted and was being bent over by another with a bottle of reviving salts. The rest of the company stood gaping on the bare and unpromising cliff, the mile-high top of which they now occupied.


The peeve sat up and pawed the carved serpent. “Killed it,” said the peeve virtuously, not expecting to be thanked.










II



It’s all right,” said Tanaquil. “Look, there’s the road down there. And I can make out the carriages and horses and the torches of your servants.”


“Just answer this,” said the old fat noble, “how do we get down?”


Tanaquil had no reply. She had already apologized for the peeve, wondering grimly as she did so if this was apology three million and six or three million and seven.


The lady who had fainted said to Lady Mallow shakily, “It’s a nice view, isn’t it? You can see such a long way.” And fainted again.


“Lost her mind from the shock,” said the fat noble, congratulatory.


“It wasn’t Lady Tanaquil’s fault,” said Lord Ulp. “Just that damnable rat-dog-thing of hers.”


The peeve said, “Not rat. Bite rat. Bit snake.”


Nobody heard.


Lady Mallow said, “I think Worabex behaved most unfairly.”


“Better not say so,” said Ulp. “God knows what’ll happen next.”


But nothing happened. And dimly below—perhaps the cliff was not quite a mile high—they saw the servants signaling with their torches and heard vague, encouraging shouts.


“Turned some fellow into a duck, I heard,” said the fat noble. He added, “Couldn’t make me young again though, could he?”


Tanaquil felt the impatience that sometimes came when she was with people so much older than herself. She supposed her mother, who had nearly always made her impatient, was the root cause of this feeling.


It was going back to see her mother, in order to keep her promise to her mother that she would go back, that had put Tanaquil, indirectly, into this position.


Tanaquil, who had seen a great deal in her year of travel, had managed so far to avoid the war zones of the rumored Empress called Veriam. Then she found herself coming out of the forests and onto a road that ran between great golden towering fields of wheat and corn. The camel, which she had kept despite the changes of terrain, was pleased with the fields and sometimes browsed on them. There seemed a superabundance. Then a small group of women appeared, working with scythes, and they shouted at the camel furiously.


One ran up and pointed at Tanaquil. “You filthy outlander. You keep that mucky great beast—is it a monster?—out of the wheat! Don’t we have misery enough. How can we reap all this alone, with our men all gone? And then, insult to injury, you let that walloping thing chew up the grain.”


So then Tanaquil had had to apologize for the camel, which had already withdrawn its disdainful face and stood like a king on the road. The peeve growled, and the woman had shrieked: “And what’s that? It’s an abomination—are you a spy for the wicked Empress-Enemy?” And then run off howling. All the other women menaced Tanaquil with their scythes, and she put the camel into a fast lope.


When they had escaped, and got back into the edges of the forest, she thought about the encounter. Obviously the missing men had been called up and gone to fight off the Empress.


It was strange in a way. The late summer was lush and beautiful. Birds sang cool as fountains in the woods, and the harvests were early and rich. But there were not enough hands to take them in, with the men gone … and soon enough, in a village, Tanaquil saw those men who had come back. The one-legged man and the blinded man, who had lost their limb and eyes in the war. Somehow, as in stories and songs, she expected wars to happen in time of drought or storm, armies trailing over pitiless snow, beneath the wind, or through withered fields. Not like this, with all the plenty wasted.


The day after, Tanaquil met Lord Ulp and Lady Mallow on the road. Their carriage wheel was off and the driver sat at the roadside, saying it was not his place to repair wheels. So Tanaquil mended the wheel, while Lady Mallow fell in love with the peeve, which began to act in an excessively soppy way, pretending to be just what Lady Mallow thought it, a lovely furry barrel of a pet, with a dainty pointed snout and fluffy tail. It kept saying, “Me, me,” but Lady Mallow thought this was a sort of doggy meow. Lord Ulp only asked if it had fleas.


Lady Mallow presently invited Tanaquil—or the peeve—to stay with them at their country villa. They had gone there, they said, to avoid the town, which the mad, wicked Empress Veriam might soon lay siege to.


From the talk, Tanaquil finally realized that the wicked Empress had come from the direction in which she was going. (Other information was sparse.) Had Tanaquil’s mother therefore been involved in the conquests and war? Had the city by the sea been swallowed up? If it had, was Lizra, her sister, a prisoner? Tanaquil even spared a thought for her princely father, Zorander. Had he died in battle? Did it mean anything to her if he had?
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