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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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It wasn’t much of a track. Probably because no one had been brave enough to walk along it for a good while. Often it faded away almost to nothing, lost in the moor’s coarse grass. And the heavy clouds and thin drizzle didn’t make it any easier to see, especially with the afternoon light starting to fade.


I felt uneasy, but then uneasiness – with worry and alarm and fear and the rest of that gang – had been with me for a long time. Especially over the last two weeks or so. I’d pretty much learned to live with them.


Besides, my companion was striding on ahead, swinging her sturdy hiker’s staff, as if the track was a paved road and as if she had never heard the word ‘tired’. So I tramped steadily along behind her.


We didn’t talk as we walked, which had become normal. We each tended to be lost in our own dark thoughts, as well as keeping a watchful lookout around us. But then Julia and I had never had much to say to each other.


She was the partner of a man who’d been a real friend of mine – a good man – and someone who was now lost … perhaps dead. Along with two others, also close friends – the only ones I’d ever had. So Julia and I had been thrown together, two sad survivors. I hadn’t known her well before – and now it felt as if I’d never known her at all.


She looked the same, still thin, pale, faded-blonde Julia. But all her nervous, edgy timidity had simply vanished, as if she had thrown it off like an old coat.


The new Julia had a steely glint in her blue eyes and a determined set to her chin.


This Julia was fearless, and tough.


So clearly there’d always been more to her and, to my shame, I hadn’t noticed.


Hadn’t bothered to look.


But I was paying close attention to the new Julia. Without her I would have been lost and desolate, ready to do something totally insane and get myself killed. With her I had a purpose, a reason to stay alive as long as I could.


She had brought us from the city to that bleak wet moor, where she was looking for someone: a powerful person who might tell us how to find someone even more powerful, who might in turn help us locate the place that was our real goal – a place of unimaginable dangers.


And if all that wasn’t enough, Julia and I both knew, as we walked on, that somewhere nearby something terrifying was looking for us.


That morning, when the sun was still pushing late-spring warmth through the massing clouds, we’d been in a small, cosy village talking to a small, cosy woman.


She was in charge of the post office, and Julia had gone to her to ask directions to an even smaller village.


‘But we’re not driving,’ Julia had explained. ‘We came here by coach.’


‘Ooh,’ the small woman said. ‘On holiday, are you? You and your son?’


I’d been taken for Julia’s son before, since we set out together, despite her lank blonde hair and my thick black hair. At other times, because I have the sort of lean, chiselled face that can look older than it is, people who weren’t looking too closely had thought I was her boyfriend.


In fact, Julia was somewhere in her mid-thirties and I was only fourteen.


But then … I’d been fourteen for years.


‘Yeah, that’s right …’ Julia said vaguely, ‘… a holiday.’


The small woman frowned, not sure what to make of us. We were both in worn shirts and jeans, with scruffy backpacks, travelling by coach … Not normal tourists.


‘There’s no bus to where you want to go,’ she said at last. ‘And it’s a terrible long way round by road. Miles and miles.’


‘Isn’t there a shorter way over the moor?’ Julia asked. ‘Some kind of path?’


I twitched. Not long before, my four friends and I, including Julia, had spent some time on an otherworldly ‘Path’ – a path of untold horrors. And I didn’t care for the word now.


The small woman shook her head. ‘It’s not a good path. And you don’t want to be on the moor if the weather closes in.’


‘Can you tell us where the path is?’ Julia asked, ignoring the woman’s concerns.


The small woman looked distinctly worried. ‘I don’t know, dear. No one ever walks that way now. There’s … um … it can be dangerous …’


‘Dangerous how?’ Julia asked.


‘It’s hard to say.’ The woman twisted her hands. ‘Strange things …’


‘Like what?’ Julia said in a no-nonsense tone.


Hearing the edge in her voice, the small woman clearly decided not to argue any further – if we wanted to face bad weather and ‘strange things’ on the moor, it was our business. She wasn’t going to make herself look even more silly and superstitious by trying to stop us. So from her doorway she pointed us to the gate that would take us on to the footpath, winding across a field and out into the small sea of grass and scrub brush.


We’d been walking for only ten minutes when the first spits of drizzle began.


We’d been walking for only half an hour when we heard the howling.


Julia didn’t stop, just took a firmer grip on her staff and looked carefully at the empty moorland all around us. And I looked as well – while reaching for the knife sheathed at my hip. The always-sharp, unbreakable knife that only magical people could see.


The blade glowed bright silver, but I’d expected that. It turns golden when evil magic is nearby, but the howling had sounded fairly far away.


‘Strange things …’ I muttered. ‘A farmer’s dog? Or something hunting?’


‘We haven’t been hunted so far,’ Julia said. ‘It might be a sort of warning.’ She went on, without further explanation, so I shrugged and followed. There was no point wasting energy worrying. Whatever had done the howling would probably show itself soon enough.


But as time passed and the drizzle faded and we kept walking along the barely visible path, we heard no more howls and saw nothing but wet grass and bushes.


Until at last, in that dim late afternoon, the path – getting more and more hard to see – wound along the foot of a slight incline with a dense cluster of thorny bushes and small twisted trees at the top of the slope. And Julia stopped.


‘Up there,’ she murmured. ‘I’m sure that’s it.’


I stared up the slope. I saw no house there, not even a hut. Wondering if the someone that Julia was looking for was a wild man who lived in thickets, I glumly followed as she set off up the incline. At the same time I drew the knife again, glad to see that the blade was still silvery.


But for no real reason – perhaps a nudge of instinct or intuition – I kept it ready in my hand, just in case.


And just as well.


We were only a few strides from the edge of the thicket when the greenery just ahead of us rustled violently.


And from it burst two dark beasts like huge growling dogs, but with the thick fur, slanted green eyes and glittering fangs of giant wolves.
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I drifted to my left, trying to draw both of them away from Julia. But they smoothly separated and leaped at us. I had a glimpse of Julia swinging her staff but then going down under the weight of the wolf. In the same instant I slashed at the one attacking me, making it swerve away.


Then I turned and dived at the one snarling at Julia’s throat.


Somehow, flat on her back on the grass, she was using her stout stick to block its jaws. I drove the knife at its neck, but it twisted away so that the blade left only a shallow gash, and in that moment the second wolf landed on my back.


I gasped as its fangs sank into my shoulder, tearing at the flesh. But I managed to hang on to the knife, stabbing blindly behind me, hearing the yelp as the blade went home. At the same time Julia, still on the ground, crashed the staff into the face of the other wolf, producing a second yelp.


And then a man’s voice spoke a sharp word in a language I couldn’t understand but had often heard. And the wolves were pulled away as if by invisible elastic cords.


As the man’s dark shape loomed out of the thicket, and Julia got panting to her feet, leaning on her staff, I glanced at the knife again to confirm the amazing fact.


The blade was smeared and dripping with wolf-blood. But, beneath that redness, it glowed its normal silver.


The man seemed fairly young, in his twenties perhaps, wearing a black raincoat, dark trousers and shiny boots. He had a pale, strong-boned face, thick, dark shoulder-length hair and eyes the colour of the rain. And though he had called his wolves off, his glower didn’t look friendly.


I’d seen his eyes widen slightly at the sight of the knife, so I knew he was magical.


Then he proved it, moving a hand above each of his wolves, making the wounds I’d given them disappear.


‘What do you want here?’ he snapped. ‘This is private property.’


‘Put up a sign,’ I growled.


‘You must be very anxious to stay hidden,’ Julia said. ‘With such sentries.’


The man’s glower darkened even more. ‘They wouldn’t have attacked if you had fled, as most intruders do. Most Powerless ones anyway, as I know you two are …’


He stopped, his eyes widening again, as he noticed that the gory damage to my shoulder was quietly repairing itself, as always.


Julia gave him a thin smile. ‘I believe you’re Ethan Wells, and we need to talk to you. My name’s Julia McBride, and I live with someone you know, Paddy Gorman. And this –’ she indicated me – ‘is Nick Walker.’


The man, Ethan, nodded jerkily. ‘Even here I’ve heard of the Changeless Boy. And of course I know Paddy. I suppose he must have told you about my place. But I still want to know what you’re doing here.’


‘We’re here,’ Julia said, ‘to ask you to help us find your old teacher, Paddy’s uncle Alderon–’


‘No chance,’ Ethan broke in harshly.


‘Because,’ Julia went on, her voice steely, ‘Paddy has been taken, along with two others who are also close to us. And Alderon is the only mage I know of who might be able to help us, and help them.’


Ethan stared at her for a moment, his pale eyes glinting. ‘Come in then, and tell me about it. But I promise nothing.’ He turned to the wolves, who had never taken their eyes off us. ‘Watch with care. If anything comes that is not human, kill it.’


It wouldn’t have been fun pushing through the thicket’s wet thorn-bushes, but the branches all helpfully swayed aside as we followed Ethan through them. In the heart of the thicket we came to the thick trunk of a big, old, half-dead tree – and I jumped when it suddenly turned into a tall, narrow door. Just a door, standing there with nothing but brush on either side.


But when it opened, it showed us a flight of polished steps, leading down. And when we went down, we found ourselves in a small, elegant underground house.


Nice hideaway, I thought. Magically secret, guarded by giant wolves, with Ethan’s powers – fairly high-level, I thought – doing the housework and providing all the comforts. He even had a huge plasma TV.


But a hideaway meant that he was hiding from something. And I could guess what that might be. I also guessed that he was there on his own. He had that look – of someone who’d learned that loneliness is one of the prices you pay for safety. Along with non-stop, nerve-twisting watchfulness.


I’d learned that too, years before.


We settled in a cosy lounge with a warm fire burning without fuel. Ethan did us the favour of drying us off, magically, and mending my torn shirt. And I had a small lump in my throat, thinking of how often someone else had repaired me that way.


‘Now tell me what’s happened,’ he said at last, as we sipped cups of hot tea that had appeared from nowhere, ‘and why you’re seeking Alderon.’


Julia took a deep breath and began. But of course she started with the terrible, evil, violent happenings back in the late autumn and early winter.


For me, though, the story had its real beginnings years before – not long after I had actually turned fourteen.


At the time I’d been a street kid for a few years, alone and homeless ever since my mum finally drank herself to death. One night, looking for a place to sleep, I met a strange woman named Manta, all huge green eyes and red-gold hair. And I learned, the hard way, that magic was very real, and often horrifyingly evil.


Manta herself wasn’t evil – she used her magic for good. Evil magic was mostly found in a group of power-hungry sorcerers called the Cartel.


Years before, they had stolen Manta’s baby daughter – and, ever since, Manta had fought them and damaged them however she could.


So the Cartel had relentlessly hunted for her, aiming to kill her. And on the night I met her, one of their hunter-killers found her.


Despite her powers, Manta was forbidden to spill blood. So she made her escape – by pitting me against the Cartel’s monster.


To help me, she gave me the magical knife. But more than that, Manta used a secret and powerful spell to make me changeless.


Since then I’ve been exactly the same – not ageing, not growing, not ever falling ill, never having to cut my hair or nails. Even if I was seriously hurt, I was always soon restored, with no scars or after-effects.


Still, I could be killed, in all sorts of ways, as long as they were quick. And that night I nearly was, until luck and desperation and the knife helped me kill the Cartel hunter and save my own skin.


But from then on the Cartel sent demon stalkers after me. And I managed to deal with them all. Still with luck and desperation but also with some survival-skills experience hard won along the way.


And then, less than a year before Julia and I walked out on to that moor, my life changed again in nearly every way.
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The first step in that change was the truly amazing bit of luck when I met Paddy. He had a fair share of the psychic magic, mental powers like ESP, and he apparently decided that I needed help. So he took me home, and he and Julia made me feel part of a family for the first time in my lonely life.


Then that family got bigger, when we found April.


She was another lost kid, just fourteen, living rough – she was magical too, with a high level of the mental powers including ESP and psychokinesis (PK: moving things with the mind).


But she couldn’t use them properly. She had a strange barrier in her mind that was blocking her powers and, stranger still, she had a second mental barrier blocking her memory. She could remember the previous few months, but almost nothing before that except her first name and a few disjointed images.


Paddy tried to help her with her powers, and the four of us felt like a family together. But I was still being stalked and eventually the Cartel captured me – and captured April as well.


In fact she had been their prisoner before – as a small child. They had known she was unusually high-powered and they wanted to make her serve them. So she and I were tortured – until pain and terror and sheer fury shattered one of the blockages in April’s mind.


We were able to escape. But we paid a heavy price. Paddy and Julia were taken – sent to a terrible realm outside this reality. A Cartel private hell called the Downward Path. A place of swirling mists, where ghosts and demons lurked.


It took an old friend of Paddy’s, Sam, to help us track them down, and finally we had to enlist the help of a creepy mage called Bertrand to secure our escape. But just when we thought the worst was behind us we had to face the most terrifying challenge of all – a confrontation with the great Head. And face it we did, but once again at what cost? Our loved ones were taken from us but we had no idea where to, and we were forced to enlist the reluctant help of others if we had any chance of finding them and getting them back alive. And the first step of our search had brought us to that hidden house on the rainswept moor.


Ethan sat without moving while Julia told our story, with a few additions from me. His face paled.


‘If you fought the Cartel and escaped,’ he said, his voice shaking, ‘they must be searching for you! You could have led them here!’


‘We’ve seen no signs of any hunters,’ I said. ‘And believe me – I’d know.’


‘They think we’re dead,’ Julia added.


‘It’s a miracle that you’re not,’ Ethan said, looking less anxious. ‘But Paddy and your other friends …’


‘They’re alive too,’ Julia said sharply. ‘I’m sure of it – and I’ll go on believing it until I’m proved wrong. So I want to try to find them.’


‘We,’ I muttered. ‘We want to.’


She gave me a quick, grim smile, which became a scowl as she saw Ethan shaking his head.


And that’s why you want to find Alderon?’ he said. ‘To ask his help?’


Julia nodded. ‘Paddy always said that his uncle Alderon is perhaps the most powerful mage in the country, the equal of the top level of the Cartel. And he told me once that Alderon has been magically studying the Cartel for many years, learning their secrets, on the principle of know your enemy. So we want him to help us find where our loved ones are – and to go there with us to rescue them.’




4


Ethan was still shaking his head. ‘I’m fairly sure that Alderon wouldn’t be able to help you. But I know for certain that I can’t help you. I simply don’t know where he is.’


Julia’s face flushed. ‘But you mu–’


‘Alderon is very old now,’ Ethan cut in with a sigh. ‘And a few months ago, while he was spying on the Cartel, one of his veiling protections failed. So the Cartel discovered his intrusion.’ He sighed again. ‘I warned him endlessly. The Cartel is a danger to all independent higher-level mages, which is why I have lived here, in hiding, for so long. Alderon was taking absurd risks–’


‘What happened?’ Julia broke in sharply.


‘Alderon finally went into hiding as well,’ he said, ‘cutting off all contact with friends and family to avoid endangering them. I’ve heard nothing from him since. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.’


Julia seemed to droop, her hope shattered, and maybe I did too. ‘Do you know where the Cartel headquarters is?’ I asked.


‘I haven’t a clue,’ Ethan said, ‘and I don’t want one. Anyway, you couldn’t go there on your own, the two of you. They’d kill you.’


That was so obvious it didn’t need a comment, but somehow it made Julia and me straighten up again. ‘Can you think of anyone who might help us?’ she asked.


‘Not really …’ He paused, peering at the indelible Mark of Changelessness on my throat. ‘I heard that you were made changeless by a secret spell known only to that witch … Manda?’


‘Manta,’ I said.


He nodded. ‘And she’s apparently been fighting the Cartel for years. So she might know, and might even be willing to go with you …’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I only ever saw her that once. She sent me a lot of vague dream-messages, after, but even those have stopped. The Cartel was furiously hunting her, and I think they got her.’


‘She might also be hiding,’ Ethan said. ‘Which would be sensible.’


‘Either way, she’s no use to us,’ I said. And nothing new there, I thought.


‘What will you do, then?’ he asked.


‘We’ll keep looking,’ Julia said. ‘Wherever and however we can. So – could you tell us at least where Alderon was living before he went into hiding? We might find some clue there, to where he’s gone.’


‘I doubt that,’ Ethan said. ‘He’d expect the Cartel to be looking.’


‘We’d look from a different viewpoint,’ Julia said, her voice steely again.


So Ethan gave in and told us the name of the village where the old mage had lived, and which house it had been.


He also begged us to take great care, and not to make ourselves too visible when we went to look around that place. And because by then twilight would be gathering outside, Ethan also decided that it wouldn’t be a good idea for us to leave – though he seemed less worried about us getting lost on the moor than about us straggling into a village in the middle of nowhere, late at night, looking for a place to stay, and making people wonder where we’d been.


So, a bit grudgingly, he gave us a fairly sparse and tasteless dinner, eaten mostly in wary silence, and put us up for the night. Julia got a spare room, I got the sofa in the lounge. And, as usual, I took a long while getting to sleep, struggling to keep from thinking about what might be happening to April and Sam and Paddy, if they were still alive.


Such thoughts were always painful and did me no good at all.


So I thought about magic and mages for a while. I wondered if fearful Ethan really thought his underground house and his wolves would save him if the Cartel came after him. I wondered about mysterious Alderon – if he was alive, if we could find him, if he was too old and feeble and frightened to be any use to anyone.


I even thought about bony Bertrand, the mage in skeleton form who had betrayed us to the Cartel when we got back to this world, hoping to get his body back.


And that got me thinking about his ex-wife – Manta.


But I wasn’t thinking about their marriage. And I didn’t let myself think about my firm belief that April was Manta’s daughter, stolen from her by the Cartel. That hardly mattered, when it was all too likely that I’d never see April again …


No, I was thinking about Manta’s powers, and her courage, and the battles she had fought against the Cartel for so long. There had been a time when I’d hated her for making me changeless, and so putting the demon stalkers on my trail. But I’d mostly got over that.
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