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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.







PROLOGUE


In the depths of space, far from any star, the sphere floated in blackness. With no nearby reference point, it would have been hard for any outside observer to determine its size, or whether it was moving. Such an observer would, however, have noted the twelve smooth bulges, symmetrically placed about the surface of the sphere, and the network of lines connecting them. Along one of the lines a vehicle moved, seemingly with painful slowness. At another point on the sphere, far from any bulge or track, a machine seemed to be busy about some incomprehensible task. But, of course, there was no intelligent being around to notice any of this, far from any star.




ONE


Elyse woke from the dream slowly, with heavy lidded eyes that were reluctant to open, even though she knew she was awake. Her tongue felt thick in her dry mouth. Her neck ached. When the dreams came upon her, she seemed to waken more tired than when she had fallen into bed, if that were possible. And it was worse when the dream made no sense, just as this one had made no sense.


When she dreamed of the great ships, or the bird-men, or other strange people going about their incomprehensible tasks, at least she had the anchor of their obvious peopleness to cling on to. A dream about people, no matter how strange, and whatever strange business they were about, was at least in part related to the comforting familiarity of everyday life. But to dream of metal spiders, crawling about over a metal egg, floating in a black sea, surely carried the stamp of madness.


This dream, recur though it might, she would never reveal to anybody. But the others? How much could she, dare she, reveal to the Elders?


Her gift, if it were a gift and not a curse, was known to them already, thanks to her childish indiscretions. Now, on the threshold of womanhood, she knew better how to guard her tongue. But discretion had come too late to prevent the curiosity of the Elders from being roused, to prevent her being brought here, to the Halls, spared the heavy labour of the fields but treated no better than a serving-girl while being watched as closely as if she were, indeed, imprisoned. The Elders knew she had a Talent, but they did not know if it was for good or ill. And until they decided, Elyse would have no freedom.


Suddenly, breaking out of the spell cast by the dream, she sat up in bed, shrugging off the thin cover that was all she needed during the warm season, and hugged her knees, gazing out past the rough logs of the wall, through the window, at the hills beyond. Although nearly eighteen summers old, Elyse still had the figure of a young girl, her chest almost as flat as that of a boy. Her black hair scarcely reached to her shoulders; the dark eyes, wide in the face that, in spite of its freckles, was pale from the long hours she now spent indoors, were focused on nothing at all, as she pictured in her mind not the real hills outside the window but the ones where she had run as a child, freely, before the suspicion of her Talent grew into a certainty and she was sent by her parents into the care of the Elders.


If they decided that her Talent was not in the interests of the people, then before another summer came, she would be married. Bedded by a man chosen for her by the Elders from a bloodline rich, as far as any were, in Talents – but probably someone she would never meet before the wedding ceremony. She felt a fluttery queasiness in the pit of her stomach at the thought, like the scared but pleasurable feeling when she had, long ago, climbed to the top of a high tree where the light branches, swaying in the breeze, threatened to throw her to the ground at any minute. The prospect excited her physically even though she recoiled from it with her mind. For then, with her Talent gone, she would be free to leave the Halls, and return to the fields and hills outside. But free only to be the companion of a farmer, to help him tend the fields, to bear children who, if they were girls, would be particularly carefully watched for any signs of burgeoning Talent.


And if the Elders approved of her Talent? If they found a way to turn it to advantage? Why, then she would become an Elder herself, one of the rulers of the people, a prospect as exciting mentally as the prospect of being paired with a man affected her body. But as an Elder, she would be for ever a prisoner of the Halls, obedient to their forms and customs, using her Talent for the good of all, kept locked away like a precious work of art, and never to feel the touch of a man – never, indeed, to be alone with a man.


The one certainty in the road mapped out for her when she entered the Halls at the age of fourteen was that, one way or the other, she would never be free to travel the Land alone, to run where she liked across the hills, accountable to nobody but herself. And that, of course, was the one thing that Elyse craved above all else.


There was certainly plenty of Land to travel, for those with the inclination and the freedom to do so. From the Halls, set back from the shore by the side of the Little River, you could ride for four days in either direction, eastward to the Great River or west, to where the mountains came down to the sea, and never leave the dominion of the Elders. Inland, the region of settled farms and coppiced woodlands extended all the way to the White Mountains, where gentle hills shaded into the sheer, unclimbable cliffs, shrouded in the cloud that gave them their name, that reached up to unimaginable mysteries beyond. And both to east and to west, beyond the Great River and the coastal mountains, there were further settlements, accessible only by the small vessels that plied the coastal waters. These owed nominal allegiance to the Elders, but were rumoured to be the homes of wild Talents and strange, barbaric practices. Beyond them lay the wilderness itself; but even so adventurous a spirit as Elyse recoiled from the thought of ever going that far.


The outer villages, though. She could day-dream if nothing else, of finding a home there, concealing her Talent, and leading a normal life. Or even, if the stories were true, of using her Talent, an important person in a small community, not just one very junior Elder among many, free from the forms and customs of the Halls. That was the most exciting prospect of all both to mind and body – even if it was the least likely to come to fruition, and even if she still had no idea, after four years of Dreaming, of what use her Talent might be to anybody at all, if it was indeed a true Talent.


But neither Dreaming nor day-dreaming could keep her from her duties as a probationer in the Halls. And the great bell, tolled by the sister probationer on duty by the water-clock, said that it was already the seventh hour. Hurriedly, Elyse slid off the bed and washed the remaining sleep out of her eyes. Slipping out of her nightdress, she pulled on undergarments, and then the ankle-length, high-necked blue gown with white collar and cuffs. It would be over-warm in the summer heat, but modesty was more important than comfort in the Halls. It would never do for any man to be excited by the sight of even a probationary Elder. Though Elyse thought, not for the first time, as she ran her hands down her slim body to smooth the gown into place, that there was precious little chance of any man even noticing that she was more than a child, except for her height. She ran her fingers through her hair, not bothering with a comb, and hurried from the room. Kitchen duty first – waiting at table on the Elders, clearing away, washing up, and only then would she be allowed her own morning meal. No time to lose.


Sitting at the rough table in the kitchen hall, she watched the dying embers of the cooking fire as she mechanically shovelled the last of the porridge from the wooden bowl into her mouth. The thin coil of grey smoke, rising from the bed of the fire, seemed to take on the shapes of her dreams, puffing out like the fat sails of the ships of her imagination. Automatically, she pushed a stray strand of hair out of her eyes with her free hand, while the hand holding the spoon stopped moving. Perhaps it was just imagination. Or perhaps not. Just how the Elders expressed their own Talents was a carefully guarded secret. Each probationer had to find her own path to the truth. But there were stories of sisters who could shape clouds to their will, or who made the branches of living trees move to their whim. Would it be so strange if her Talent, gaining strength from her dreams, were now to be manifested in the control of fire smoke? And did it mean she was ready at last to be Tested?


She would never be ready to be Tested. Pulling her eyes away from the fire and its smoke, Elyse looked about her. Lifting the spoon to her lips, she licked the last traces of porridge from its surface. At least the food was plentiful here, and good, if plain. The Elders said that too much pandering to the weakness of the body made it soft, and thereby weakened the spirit. But no Talent could function properly if the body it chose to occupy was not healthy and strong.


Only the two youngest probationers were at the table with her. They treated Elyse, the oldest probationer, with almost as much deference as they gave the Elders, and had made no attempt to interrupt her reverie, whispering quietly to each other as they completed their simple meal. There were only six probationers in all; soon, one way or the other, there would be only five. Nobody could become an Elder before the age of sixteen; nobody could stay a probationer beyond the age of eighteen. Time was closing in on Elyse. She could feel the change coming over her, the power of her Talent growing within. A Talent to control smoke; to see visions not just in her dreams, but in the coils of writhing grey given up by the living wood in its fiery death throes. But would she be able to control those visions? And would they be able to tell her of things of value to the people? Or would she still only see strange lands, strange ships, and even stranger metal eggs and spiders?


Karyn, slightly the elder of the two children on the opposite side of the table, glanced up at Elyse, half smiled, then ducked her head as if concentrating on her now empty bowl. Elyse smiled in return, remembering when she had been like them, new to the Halls, nervous but excited, wondering what it would be like to be an Elder, still not sure whether or not she really was the bearer of a Talent herself.


‘Well, Karyn. If you scrape much longer at that bowl, you’ll wear a hole in it. What duties do you have this morning, that keep you so long at the table?’


The child looked up again, and blushed. Her companion, Miryam, giggled.


‘Oh, please, Elyse … we have lessons, until the midday bell.’


‘Then perhaps you should hurry along to Sister Tutor, while there are still a few moments left before the bell.’ She reached across the table for their bowls and spoons. ‘I will attend to these.’


‘Yes, Elyse.’ The two small figures pushed back their bench, and hurried away, still giggling. Maybe she would have been more at home here, Elyse briefly thought, if she had entered with a companion her own age. But it hadn’t happened that way. There had only been four other girls, all much older than her, one of whom, once called Marretta, was now Sister Tutor. Her chosen name, like those of the other Elders, reflected her Talent. A gift for communication, for imparting knowledge; and maybe even wisdom; clearly, a Talent of great value to the people.


And little Karyn, what name would she take? It was easy for her to be so happy, who had such an obvious Talent so young. Since Karyn had been ten years old, her father’s farm had been the talk first of his village, then of the Eastern Settlements, and then of the whole people. The crops that little Karyn tended grew tall and straight, free from any blight; the animals she fed never took sick. Sister Green, that would suit her. And surely she would be taking her name as soon as she was of age, at sixteen summers. While Elyse, already nearly eighteen, still awaited a decision and a name. A useless Talent at best; a talent for seeing pictures in the grey of wood-smoke. Sister Grey, that would suit her, she thought bitterly, the smile vanishing from her lips. If not Mistress Grey.


She pushed her own bench back and picked up the utensils. Might as well get used to a life of chores and drudgery.
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It was unreasonably hot for the time of day. The sun beat straight down on Rantor’s head from the zenith with scarcely any protecting cloud layer, even though it would soon be night. Pausing in his purposeful march to the shipyard he pulled a large kerchief from the leather pouch on his belt and mopped first his forehead, then the back of his neck. Wadding the cloth in his right hand as he prepared to put it away, he glanced up at the four flag-poles on the high tower of the castle at the head of the bay. Sure enough, three of the poles were bare, while on the fourth a single flag flapped limply at half-mast in the unusually weak sea breeze. More than halfway through the fourth quarter; dark in less than two candles. And hardly a cloud overhead. Freak winds. Nothing to worry about, just one of those things. But where would a sailor be if he couldn’t depend on the sea breeze by day and the land breeze by night?


Rantor shivered at the thought, in spite of the heat. The reliable winds provided the only sure means of navigation around the Archipelago. Which was why it was worth following up any lead that might provide a means to navigate beyond the Archipelago, out in the broad ocean. Even a lead as half-baked as the mission he was now on. Once again, he stepped out briskly towards the yard, the small shadow cast by the almost unbearably bright pinpoint of light overhead flickering beneath him as he strode along.


It had begun several fivedays before with a summons from his Lord, Kyper, the most powerful man in the Three Islands, perhaps the most powerful in the entire Archipelago, though that was not to say that the concerted efforts of three or more of his rivals might not bring about his embarrassment. Which was the reason why much of Lord Kyper’s resources were devoted to ensuring that it never occurred to those rivals to work in union against him – and why most of the rest of those resources were spent in seeking ways to consolidate his own position. Since Kyper was no fool, that meant most of the inhabitants of the Three Islands were well cared for, and that their Lord’s justice, while swift, was also accurate. To be in the service of Kyper himself was as much as any mortal inhabitant of the Archipelago could hope for. But even the most loyal and trusted servant, the Navigator himself, still felt a frisson of fear at any sudden summons from the castle.


The greeting had, however, been cordial enough, with just the minimum of formality that protocol required in the presence of a third party. A stranger to Rantor, and an outlander as well by the cut of his clothes.


‘Well, Navigator.’ The Duke seemed pleased, and reinforced his greeting with a brotherly embrace, both hands gripping Rantor’s shoulders, not just the right as courtesy demanded. Kyper was still an impressive figure; fit, though slightly overweight, with just a touch of grey at the temples and speckling the black of his beard.


‘I have a new fool, as you can see.’ His left hand swept out to indicate the odd-looking figure, while his right hand slid naturally across Rantor’s shoulder. The stranger could have been left in no doubt that Rantor was the Duke’s most trusted aide and companion – which was certainly news to Rantor. But if this was the way my Lord Kyper wanted to play the scene, then so be it.


‘Indeed? He seems none too amusing to me.’


‘Ah, but this fool’s appearance is deceptive. He looks ordinary enough. But he has ambition: to sail to the edge of the world.’


Rantor looked more closely at the little man. A lunatic? There must be more to this story than that, or the Duke would not be taking this personal interest. Rantor had no illusions about his supposed friendship with Lord Kyper, but the Duke knew the value of a good Navigator, and wouldn’t waste time with idle jests.


The man was clearly nervous, but not overawed by his surroundings. He seemed determined enough in spite of his slight stoop and forward-tilted head. He looked sharply at the two of them, almost like a cat sizing up a rival.


‘My Lord’. He spoke softly but firmly, like a patient tutor with a difficult child.


‘I know that you like to jest. But your guest may not appreciate the joke. If this is your famous Navigator, please do not make him think that I am an idiot. I do not seek to find the edge of the world. I merely suggested that there must be an edge.’


Startled by the discourteous way in which the stranger treated the Duke as an equal, Rantor looked to Lord Kyper for guidance. The Duke half smiled, and raised an eyebrow. Clearly, madman or fool, the stranger was being given as much licence as an official jester. But – the edge of the world? There lay madness indeed, since every schoolboy knew that the world beyond the Archipelago was infinite and unchanging, a flat ocean that spread equally in all directions.


The Duke spoke, moving aside to a table as he did so. ‘This disrespectful outlander is called Hawk. Not for his physical attributes, you understand, but because, like a soaring bird, he sees further than the rest. I have evidence of his peculiar skills, or he would not be with us now.’ He turned to the stooping man. Yes, thought Rantor, his eye is more like that of an eagle or a hawk than a cat.


‘And this, my friend Hawk,’ the ironic emphasis on the word friend could not be mistaken, ‘is indeed Rantor, the greatest navigator in the Three Islands, and doubtless therefore the best in all the Archipelago. Convince him that there is more than madness in your schemes and my patronage is assured.’


Hawk’s manner changed, becoming politely more subservient as he turned his attentions to the Navigator. Rantor realized that this came hard to the small man, who clearly was not used to pretending subservience to anyone. He must care deeply about the need to enlist the Navigator in his cause; Rantor was more impressed by this than by the words themselves.


‘Navigator, I apologize for my rudeness. I come from a far island, and I am not used to civilized ways. Also I have spent a long time, and much effort, to reach the ear of the only man who can help me fulfil my dream.’ Did he mean the Duke? Or himself? Rantor pondered. The Duke was all powerful here. Yet if the Hawk wished to venture out into the wide ocean, even the Duke could not help him without the Navigator’s approval …


‘It is true, I believe – for very good reasons, I assure you – that our world is finite. But I also believe there is more to our world than an Archipelago.’


Ah! the Many Worlds heresy. That explained the interest of the Duke – and why there were no observers present at the meeting.


‘But surely, Hawk, we are taught that there is only one Archipelago, set by God in the midst of the eternal ocean. If our Lord were not so generously disposed to his guests, you could find yourself in some discomfort for voicing such heresies.’


The Duke smiled. ‘All are free to speak their mind in my domain, Navigator, as well you know.’ And the Duke’s domain extended, as Rantor also well knew, only as far as the rule of his arms and the loyalty of his followers. There were priests who ostensibly owed allegiance to the Duke, but who would undoubtedly take action against an outspoken heretic, especially an outlander. Even Lord Kyper lacked the power to change the laws on religious matters, in the face of a church which might be subservient in the administration of the Three Islands, but which extended its tentacles throughout the Archipelago, and didn’t lack for fanatical followers. It was a wonder this fellow had lived to find his way to the comparative freedom of the Duke’s realm.


‘My Lord Kyper is indeed a generous host, as well as one possessed of a distinctive sense of humour. He is also aware, Navigator, that if there is any truth in these heresies, then somebody stands to benefit by it. I have no interest in wealth for myself. As a means to an end, of course, I appreciate its value. But my interest lies in finding out new things, questioning old beliefs, and investigating the world in which we live with an open mind. A Navigator such as yourself, whose fame has spread across the Archipelago, must surely share some of those feelings.’


‘Perhaps.’ He looked to the Duke for approval, and took his slight nod as encouragement to continue.


‘I have sailed out of sight of even the farthest islands, and I have seen floating branches and flying birds that might – I only say might – have come from beyond the Archipelago. But to go in search of other islands, other archipelagos, with no safe means of return,’ he shrugged, ‘is more than any competent Navigator would risk.’


‘But suppose there was no risk?’ Now they were getting to the point of the meeting. In spite of himself, Rantor felt a stirring of hope in his breast. It was every navigator’s dream, and although the chance of its being achieved was tiny the fruits of the success would be so sweet that any possibility had to be explored.


He was yet young, and he had achieved a great deal. As much as anyone in his profession could achieve. Navigator to the Duke Kyper. What more could he ask? And yet, a restlessness burned within him still, a longing for something – he knew not what. But something, to be sure, that could not be found in the Archipelago, for he had sailed the length and breadth of these islands and had yet to find the thing that would give him peace.


‘You have a way of navigating beyond the Archipelago?’ He made it a question, as desperate not to allow himself to be taken in by any false hopes as he was eager to find those hopes fulfilled. But the little man they called the Hawk had clearly been able to spot, immediately, the true response of the Navigator to even the hint of such an achievement.


It was his turn to smile. ‘A Navigator, indeed. We both want the same thing, if for different reasons. And we can both serve our noble Lord well, while following our own dreams. Yes, Navigator Rantor, I have a means to sail beyond the Archipelago, and find our way back again. How far we can sail, and what we might find, only God can say.’ The smile suggested that Hawk trusted more in the ability of himself and a human Navigator than in the whim of God. ‘But I am sure the journey will be worth while, and with our Lord’s permission I will explain.’


The Duke nodded. ‘With the understanding, Navigator, that none of this passes your lips outside these walls.’




TWO


Instead of sitting demurely on the hard wooden bench outside Sister Senior’s room, Elyse knelt, the wood painfully pressing on her thin knees, so that she could look out of the window, craning her neck to gaze at the grey clouds rolling overhead. Why was Sister Senior so interested in clouds?


The Testing had not been anything like she had expected. Sister Senior and her two companions had been far less terrifying than the ordeal Elyse had imagined. They had wanted her to pass the Test, to show that she had some Talent of use to the people. Well, of course they had. They wanted more Talents, to replace the elderly Sisters. The community in the Halls was small enough, anyone could see that. But anyone could also see that the Testing had to be severe, to ensure that only Sisters with genuinely valuable Talents stayed in the Halls. A useless Talent, no matter how interesting, was better sacrificed to the next generation, in the hope that the daughters of the failed probationer might prove of greater value to the people. After all, where else would the next generation of Talents come from?


So the Testing had to be severe. It had to be an ordeal, no matter how much Sister Senior might want to expand the sisterhood itself. Nothing that Elyse had heard had prepared her for the possibility that the Sisters might be not just eager, but almost desperate to find some hidden usefulness in her pathetic Talent. Of course, that had not been said, nor had they even hinted as much. But somehow, in the past few weeks, she had become a better judge of the inner thoughts that people usually tried to keep hidden. The Sisters were deeply worried about something. And it all seemed linked with their strange obsession with clouds.


They knew, as well as she did, that woodsmoke and clouds obeyed different rules. A Talent for drawing pictures – pictures that only she could see – out of woodsmoke was hardly likely to give her any control over clouds. But almost, in spite of the fiasco of her efforts to show any usefulness in her Talent, she might believe that the Sisters themselves would let her stay in the Halls, simply in the faint hope that she might develop some sort of cloud Talent out of her affinity with smoke.
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