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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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My mother and I emerged from the tumult of rich smells; the dark narrow alleys of Naxos market, into bright sunlight. We saw the crowd of refugees and recoiled in horror. Just for a moment both of us were convinced that half the population of Serifos had arrived, destitute, while we were trading (and spying a little, on the side). We’d only been away four days, but war had broken out. These were the survivors, which meant that everyone we loved was dead or enslaved, it was all over—


A second look reassured us. Those people clogging up the busy waterfront had come a long way; they didn’t even look like islanders. We grinned at each other ruefully, sharing the shock and the guilty relief. Oh, good, not us this time. Some other poor victims of hateful injustice, divine displeasure or a pirate raid.


Moumi and I had been making this trip together, twice a shipping season, since I was a little boy. I had loved the whole thing, in those days. The market stalls where I got spoiled rotten. The quiet times when I would sit under a tree or by a fountain, and think; while Moumi talked to merchants, and other, shifty-looking people. Everything was different now that I was nearly grown. I understood what was going on at home, and that knowledge had opened my eyes to the state my whole world was in.


‘The trouble is,’ said Moumi, ‘too many refugees have been dumped on the Naxians, and it’s mostly the worst off. The ones who have nothing: no relatives who will take them in, no trades. Oh, I hope the town doesn’t turn the soldiers on them.’


Naxos isn’t the richest of the islands we call the ‘Turning Islands’; which is ‘Kyklades’ in Greek. It isn’t the one with most sea-route connections, either, that’s Paros; but it’s the biggest. Penniless refugees tended to end up here as a last resort, on the grounds there was always room for a few more. We were blocking the alley. We led the mules along the colonnade and stopped by a drinking fountain to regroup. We had laden animals: one of them—dear Brainy—liable to panic in a noisy crowd. We shifted Music to the back and Brainy to the middle place (which he usually didn’t like), beside a group of men who were muttering about Trojans and Achaeans.


Troy ruled the far-distant east end of the Middle Sea. The Achaeans had taken over on the Greek Mainland, which lay to the north of us; a little too close for comfort. These two Great Powers (or bully gangs, depending on your point of view) were in a continual state of undeclared war, always picking on each others’ so-called allies. The men thought one or other of them was responsible for the new influx, but they couldn’t decide which. I asked a Naxian matriarch, who was standing there frowning darkly at the scene; accompanied by servant boys and a heavy hand-cart full of oil jars.


‘Excuse me, ma’am. Do you know who they are?’


The lady looked us over, noting our colouring: Moumi’s hair, coming out from under her scarf in ringlets of pure gold. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, between the lines of Egyptian-style kohl. ‘You’re Achaeans, aren’t you?’


‘Not anymore,’ said my mother, without taking offence. ‘We were invited to leave, by the king of our former country, shortly after my son was born. We were castaways ourselves once, that’s why we feel sympathy for their plight.’


My mother looks like a teenager, strangers often take her for my sister. But when she feels like it she can take on the hauteur of an Argolide princess; because that’s what she used to be. Also, we had three fine-looking mules in tow: which made us respectable even if we weren’t Naxian. The lady changed her tone. ‘They’re not from the Turning Islands, madam. No one can understand the language they speak. The sailors say they’re from the south, Libya or somewhere like that. Apparently there’s been a quake and tidal wave, it wiped out a whole coast.’


A shiver went through me. A big quake is a fearful portent—but it wasn’t fear I felt, not exactly fear. ‘Was there a Supernatural involved?’ I blurted. ‘Who was it?’


The woman took a second look, and her eyes widened: she’d recognised us. ‘It’s none of my business,’ she muttered at last, fearful and wary. ‘Excuse me, my lady, er, young sir. I must get to the dock.’ She hustled her boys and her cart away.


Our story was old news, but it had been spread all over the place by tale-tellers, and people tend to remember gossip about the god-touched. We still got that spooked reaction occasionally. I didn’t like it, but sometimes—I have to admit—it was my own fault. At moments of stress I tend to forget that normal people don’t talk about the Achaean Divinities as if they’re some ordinary kind of trouble-making Big Shots—


‘Don’t do that, Perseus,’ said my mother (whose name was Danae, of the shower of gold: the famous imprisoned princess who had once been visited by the chief of the Achaean Gods, my father).


‘Sorry. I didn’t think.’


I saw that the nymph of the fountain, barely visible in the sunlight, was watching me. I wondered what that fragile creature made of our tragedies and disasters, and all the human bustle that had grown up around her timeless little world—


Meanwhile my mortal mother, who could not see the spirit of the water, had forged off on her own with the mules, into the churning crowd. I hurried to catch up.


The lady with the cart of oil was heading for the Paros jetty, where the regular ferry was already in dock. Our ship, the mighty Blue Star Afroditi, was still far out on the dark sea. Port Authority tugs could be seen guiding her in, their smart oars flashing in the sunlight. The Naxos Militia were in amongst the crowd, trying to get the refugees to move on. They had a right, I suppose, but the refugees had nowhere to go. Some of them had set up little camps, oblivious of people trying to get by: as if they thought they could settle down and live on the waterfront. It was a mess. Scuffles were breaking out. Armoured men were grappling with unarmed men and women, pathetic belongings were flying about, children were screaming.


The Holy Sisters had arrived, I could see their grey robes moving towards the trouble: but how much good could they do? The militia disgusted me, they made me think of the so-called king of Serifos and his brutal followers. Yet I could understand their frustration, and I had no answers. Me, I just wanted to fling everything I possessed at the miserable folk, and run away—


I got up front and grabbed Dolly’s bridle. Moumi dropped back to keep the rearguard, by Music’s glossy dark rump. Brainy pressed close to Dolly, our sensible old grey, his ears back and his big teeth bared. We reached the gates of the splendid harbour mole. We were allowed to pass through, and got waved over to the mule line. Everything was suddenly quiet and ordered again: but I was ready to spit, between fury and shame at my own helplessness.


Moumi started unloading. I began to help, not sure why she was doing this. Bundles of vegetables, wax-sealed jars of honey and kitron liqueur, sacks of pulses, speciality oils and spices.


‘Coin would be better,’ she said. ‘But we haven’t enough.’


We tried to avoid taking coin for our trade-goods. With all due respect, if you ask for an assay on the spot it can cause offence. And even if the coin is pure, and weighs what it’s supposed to weigh, the metals market changes so fast. You can never be sure what silver or copper is going to be worth, a shipping season down the line. If we were paid in money we spent it at once on the kind of fancy sundries a taverna can always use: napkins, scented soap, exotic produce.


‘Better for what?’


‘I’m going to give half a mule-load to the Holy Sisters,’ said Moumi, refastening Brainy’s pack strap with a brisk tug. ‘They can trade it for food, shelter, whatever those people need. I’ve been running over the figures in my head. We can afford it.’


That’s one of the reasons why I love my mother. She never puts on airs about it, like some smug charitable ladies: but she makes up her mind fast, and she does the right thing while I’m floundering. ‘What’ll Dicty say?’


Moumi grinned at me. We both knew that the boss wouldn’t say a thing, except to wonder if she should have given more. ‘Generosity is good advertising,’ she quoted.


‘It impresses people,’ I agreed, also quoting the boss. ‘An open hand makes you look successful, and that’s always good for business.’


‘I’ll get a receipt. The nuns will tell the refugees who we are, and where we live. They’ll know where to come if they can ever pay us back.’


We sorted out half a load of easily tradeable goods, and Moumi set off. She took Dolly, who could be trusted. Brainy looked after them in disbelief, and looked at me with a horrified expression in his big eyes, like we’re never going to see them again! He’s a scaredy cat, poor Brainy. I never knew a brighter mule, but he has too much imagination.


So there I was alone on the dock with the mules, two laden pack-saddles and a half-load that would be Dolly’s when she came back. Music let out two or three of his cracking great honks, (it’s not for nothing he’s called Music), tipped up his nearside back hoof and drifted off into a trance on three legs. Brainy calmed down and relaxed, with his chin on Music’s backside. I had some preserved figs in my wallet, and a couple of olive-bread rolls. I propped myself against a pack-saddle, chewing, and checked out the action.


Like her sister ship the Dimitra, the ship that had brought us to Naxos, Afroditi plied the whole western line. She was coming back from Fira now; the island which had once been the queen of the Kyklades, a fabulous city-state, but was now a ruined stump of land where nobody could live. She’d touched at Milos, the obsidian island, where the cutting-edge black glass comes from. She’d be going all the way to the Mainland after she dropped us at Serifos. She had plenty of custom today: islanders and foreigners, couriers and merchants; maybe from as far away as Kriti or Eygpt.


The drivers and foot-passengers were in the covered arcade. The sun was going down, behind Great Mother’s sanctuary isle across the harbour channel, but it was still hot enough to bother people. The Port Authority police, in their spruce white uniforms, were watching the tugs or else had taken shelter in the big open customs shed. Only muleboys and teamsters’ lads were hanging around the vehicle lines. Among them I could see a gang I didn’t care to meet, and I had a feeling they were talking about me.


I decided to go for a stroll. There was a girl walking on her own along the edge of the dock. She’d caught my eye, so I headed in that direction. She was tall and slim, and had a distinguished look. I thought she might be a Phoenician, for the highly intellectual reason that she was wearing a red dress. The word for Phoenician in our language means ‘the Red People’. No one really knows why. It’s not as if they’re red, as if they’d been painted; they’re more a baked brick-colour. But this girl’s skin was dark, a clear, vivid darkness like polished obsidian.


She didn’t notice me, so I kept on looking. She had very good hair. It fell down her back in closely curling black ringlets, not tied up but held off her face with combs. Under her red dress she was wearing trousers gathered at the ankle, a style we call ‘Skythian’, though nobody I know has ever seen a Skythian. The dress was fastened on both shoulders; which I liked. The girls on our island leave one shoulder and breast bare, unless they’re doing heavy work. They think this is stylish, to me it looks half-cooked. The two brooches her a nice cleavage. She stopped and stared into the clear water of the harbour, pushing a pair of yellow bracelets up and down her arms, lost in thought.


I stopped at a polite distance, just close enough for conversation. ‘There’s supposed to be big octopus in there, they come out hunting about now; d’you see any?’


‘No.’


‘Are you waiting for the Afroditi?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you going far? Is the rest of your party in the arcade?’


She looked up, at last. She looked at me very directly, with sombre eyes: letting me know she had too much on her mind to care about my lame chat-up lines.


‘I’m travelling alone. Thank you.’


I was startled. Every shipping season well-off young people travelled for fun around the Middle Sea, looking for adventure: girls as well as boys. I envied them, and knew that could never be me. But she didn’t look like one of those carefree kids, and who travels alone? It isn’t healthy these days, no matter who you are.


The next thing she said surprised me even more.


‘I’ve been watching you. The lady you were with: I saw her taking a mule-load to the Holy Sisters. What was that for?’


‘It’s for the refugees,’ I said. ‘The victims of the Libyan earthquake.’


‘That’s what I thought.’ Her eyes were black and very sad. Was she travelling to a funeral, maybe? ‘It was good of you and the lady, is she your sister?’


‘She’s my mother. We’re in the taverna business, we were over here picking up supplies.’ I was embarrassed, I didn’t want us to sound like do-gooders. ‘Generosity is great advertising, an open hand makes you look successful.’


Not a smile. I wanted to say I was not trying to pick her up … Don’t be stupid, I told myself. Back off, make your retreat. But while my attention had been on this beautiful girl, the layabouts I didn’t want to meet had followed me.


‘Hey, Perseus. Hey, Big Boy!’


The chief miscreant was right there, strutting, fists in his belt. The rest of them, brainless muleboys and shiftless ox-cart juniors, were bunched behind him.


‘Tell your tasty new tart, let’s hear it. Is the yeller-haired ‘lady’ your mother, or your sister?’ He smacked his lips. ‘Or what …?’


It is my fate to be unusually big and strong for my age—well, for any age, to be honest. I was hardly shaving, but I looked like a challenge to the muscle-worshipping idiots of this world. This one was a prize specimen. I’d met him before, but managed to get away without having to thump him. He wasn’t a Serifiote, or he’d have known better. He was from Paros. Leather straps round his biceps, his bullet head shaved nearly to the skin, Trojan style, a sick, scared and greedy look on his pasty face … He was too old for his company, nothing like my equal, and just dying to take on the god-touched.


‘Blah, blah,’ I said, ‘Yackity-yack. Go ahead and talk, it doesn’t bother me.’


Then he said something else about Moumi, involving our so-called king, that I could not ignore as childish filth. The rest of them sniggered. I glanced around, to make sure the stranger had made herself scarce. She was still there, her black eyes snapping.


‘I’ll hold your tunic,’ she said. ‘Take it off.’


She was right, it was a good tunic and it would get wrecked. So I stripped, and went for the foul-mouthed toad. All the fury and shame in me, over those poor people on the waterfront, came boiling to my fists. I used it coldly. A couple of his friends decided to pitch in; which was their mistake. They talk about me, but they never learn.


The hangers-on picked the losers up and hauled them away. I dressed again and sat on a bollard, mopping the light sweat I’d worked up. ‘Will they be back?’ said the girl in the red dress. ‘Shall I fetch the port police?’


‘No, it’s all right. I’m sorry you had to see that, but now at least they won’t bother me on the ship. Guys I’ve knocked down tend to avoid me for a while.’ I looked at her, mugging apology. ‘I’m not proud of it.’


She laughed, really laughed, and it was like the sun coming out. Her clear-cut face was suddenly radiant. ‘Yes you are,’ she said.


I fell in love, at that moment. Was it because she laughed at me, because she saw through me? I don’t know. It was like lightning, and it had struck us both. I saw the same jolt in her eyes, it blazed in the air between us.


‘What’s your name?’ I demanded, urgently, as if I had a right.


‘Oh.’ She stared, and shook her head. ‘Call me, Kore.’


Now Kore is a Greek word, and it just means girl. It wouldn’t have been so strange if we’d been speaking the language of the islands, which is Minoan. But I knew Mainland Greek, of course—we all do—and she was a foreigner so I’d assumed she didn’t know our language. We were speaking Greek.


‘Your name is Girl?’ I said, bewildered. I saw her embarassment and felt like an oaf. She didn’t want to know me; I was wrong about the lightning. It was time to quit. I tried to do it gracefully.


All right, er, Girl. I’m Perseus, as you may have gathered. I’m from Serifos, from Dicty’s taverna. If you’re ever passing—’


There was a sudden frantic blowing of conches and shrilling of whistles. Afroditi was at the dock, the Port Authority police were marshalling the heavy vehicles. Huge ox cars, managed with daring and style, drawn by four and six pairs of massive, fiery beasts (you may think an ox is placid, but not these animals), came thundering down the breakwater and crashed up the great gangplank. It was a sight I loved, this mad, dangerous, and totally unneccessary race: but the noise was tremendous, the rush of their passing overwhelming. When I looked around; when I could speak, she was gone.


The sun had gone down, the stars began to glow. My mother was talking to friends. Something remarkable had happened. Our pal Taki the shipping magnate, owner of the Blue Star line, was on board. He’d taken pity on the most hopeless of the refugees, the ones the Naxians refused to keep, and allowed them on board. Taki was not known for his kind heart! People were saying that the Holy Sisters must have threatened him with divine vengeance: like all sailors he was terribly superstitious. I was on the upper deck, on my own. I listened to the boom-swish, boom-swish of the oars, the crack of canvas taking the breeze. I felt the timbers beneath me taking life; from the ocean that gave the Goddess Afroditi herself birth. The girl who had changed my life forever was on board this ship, but I was a tongue-tied fool: I didn’t dare to look for her. A little wooden crate went bobbing by, far below on the choppy dark waves. I shuddered and backed away, stumbling.


‘Not got your sealegs yet, Perseus?’


It was the girl in the red dress, holding a shawl around her head and shoulders against the cool of the evening. I noticed she wasn’t wearing her bracelets anymore.


‘It’s nothing. Just something I saw in the water.’ I knew I was looking sick. I leaned on the side again, and she came to stand beside me, her elbow almost touching mine. Her nearness made my throat close up, my head started to spin.


She looked down. ‘A wooden box?’


‘Anything small, floating, makes me queasy if I’m not expecting it. I don’t really remember why. It’s because of something a long time ago.’


She looked at me, I looked at her. The feeling between us was so real I could hardly breathe.


‘I’ve been talking to your mother.’


‘Oh.’


‘I need a job, I need somewhere to stay, in the islands. She thinks I can work at your taverna. I’m very grateful for the chance.’


‘That’s good,’ I croaked.


‘I was S’bw’r …’ she said, abruptly, in Minoan. Something that hardly sounded like a word, that I couldn’t try to pronounce. ‘It’s my temple name. I can’t use it. I can’t use my real Greek name either, at the moment. Will “Kore” do, on the islands?


I felt incredibly privileged. I knew what a ‘temple’ name meant in Eygpt and the East. It was a special thing, rarely shared with anyone. I knew what she was trying to say: she trusted me; she felt the fire too, but she had her secrets … as I had mine. I nodded, choked by the fire in my blood. ‘Kore will be fine.’


And she left me.


My mother and I slept in our blankets under the stars, with the rest of the commercial travellers and deck passengers. The cabin class slept below in airless dens. The staterooms, usually reserved for the filthy rich, were given over to refugees. I didn’t know where Kore was. By dawn we’d cleared Paros; where we wouldn’t be stopping on this trip. I went to check the mules. Dolly and Music were good travellers, they were bored but comfortable. Brainy was convinced he was going to feed the fishes this time, but I managed to cheer him up.


When I came back Moumi was talking to Taki, and the Afroditi’s first officer. I joined them in time to hear that it was a wealthy cabin passenger who’d convinced him to get all charitable. ‘As the young lady said, it’s good to be known as generous,’ explained Taki. ‘It’s excellent advertising.’


Nobody was talking about the earthquake itself: that would have been a very ill-omened topic. Moumi and I winked at each other, the first officer gave a cough he hid behind his hand. ‘How did she persuade you?’ said my mother. ‘Come on, fess up.’


Taki looked smug ‘Well, gold did come into it. My personal generosity, plus a fair weight of well-worked gold, extremely pure.’


I remembered Kore’s bracelets. They’d struck me as very Egyptian, very flash, maybe gold leaf on wood. Solid gold on her arms? And looking for work in our taverna? What kind of mystery was this? Moumi shook her head at me, just barely. I understood I should keep my mouth shut; but I didn’t need to be told that.


‘Oh, Taki,’ sighed my mother. She glanced wryly at the Blue Star Marines, in full armour, who were sharing the foredeck with us. They were necessary. Every ship that put to sea these days had to be ready to meet pirates, or worse. ‘Do you really need more treasure? You should have got her to pay you in water.’


Two generations before I was born the island of Fira had exploded in a gigantic volcanic eruption. It must have been like the end of the world. No one alive now could remember that day, but the old people, the ones who’d heard tales from actual survivors, said our world would never recover from the Great Disaster. The winds were not the same, the wells had dried. That was the real reason why there was no more peace or plenty for the islands of the Middle Sea.


Taki laughed. Very rich people, I’ve noticed, are often great optimists. The fat of their wealth cushions them from rational fear. ‘Don’t be silly, Danae. How can we run out of water?’ He spread his muscular arms, and his fine copper armlets glinted ruddy as flame in the sun. ‘The sea is all around, the fountain of life and joy! The mighty sun draws up the salt water and it falls again as sweet rain, forever and ever. The Great Disaster was a long time ago. Probably it wasn’t so bad, and soon there’ll be no one alive to moan about “all the changes”, which will be a good thing! Life is what you make it! If there’s really a drought, you landlubbers just have to figure out which Supernatural you’ve annoyed. Sacrifice a few pretty young people; that’ll fix it.’


Nice. Human sacrifice was Taki’s idea of an efficient, modern solution.









2


To Andromeda’s dismay, (she was the girl in the red dress) the earthquake victims all chose to disembark at Serifos. She understood a few words of their language, she’d heard them talking about it. Either their hearts failed them, at the thought of a longer journey to nowhere; or they were afraid to stay on board when their benefactors were leaving the ship. They knew about the generous offering that had been made on Naxos waterfront. She hoped they didn’t know exactly how their fares had been paid; she’d asked Taki for discretion.


The great ship Afroditi was too big for the island’s harbour. Flat-bottomed lighters came out to collect passengers, animals and freight.


Andromeda drew her shawl over her face as she descended into the crowded boat—although she did not think she could be recognised.


The waterfront was very small, quiet and strange to her eyes. Naxos had been familiar compared with this. She asked the lady with the golden hair where the refugees would go? She was angry with herself because she’d given all her gold to the shipping magnate, which had surely been unecessary; and now she had nothing more to give. She did not know how to haggle; she was so ignorant of real life.


‘The sisters will look after them, for now. I’ll get someone to take them to the Enclosure.’ The noble lady saw that Andromeda didn’t understand. ‘The Great Mother’s Enclosure is our temple,’ she explained, in a friendly tone. ‘Our only temple, we don’t worship the Achaean Divinities in Seatown.’


‘They will be granted sanctuary,’ said Andromeda, carefully, in Minoan.


The lady smiled. ‘You speak our language, Kore?’


‘Yes. A little.’


The waterfront was lined with shady tamarisks and planes. Under the sweeping plumes of one great tamarisk a boy took the laden mules and led them off. Andromeda followed lady Danae and her tall son through a wicket gate. At the back of a terrace set with tables and chairs, more tables stood in a well-proportioned room; decorated with faded murals. There was a counter down one side and stone hearth in the centre, where a red fire glowed on this summer’s day. Meat was roasting on spits turned by an urchin: who leapt up crying, ‘Papa Dicty, Papa Dicty! Here they are!’


A small, spare man with a seamed face like a walnut came out of the recesses beyond the hearth, wiping his hands on a white linen apron. He had a fringe of grey hair around his bald head, but he did not move like an old man. He embraced the lady, calling her, my daughter.


Perseus did not kneel, which shocked Andromeda a little—because in spite of the apron Papa Dicty was obviously the master. But he bowed very low; and then he too was embraced. She heard a murmur pass between the three of them: the lady and her son, and the older man … all well enough? All well enough … It sounded strangely, in this quiet haven, like the password of an armed camp.


‘And who is this young lady?’ asked Papa Dicty: looking at her with great attention, and speaking Greek. She knelt, pushing the shawl back, and faced him unflinching: though she felt as if he knew exactly what she was, and what she’d done.


‘This is ‘Kore’,’ said the lady. ‘We met in Naxos. She’s travelling to see the world, but she would like to earn her keep. We need someone else for the dining room, since Nika left. I’m hoping she’ll stay with us for the season.’


‘Good,’ said the master. ‘Very good. On your feet, my dear. Come back into the kitchen, we’ll do the interview there, I’m at work that can’t be left.’


The kitchen was another old room, though the thatch and the beamed roof were new. Hams and bundles of herbs dangled, sunlight poured in from a yard where chickens scratched and another huge tamarisk stood. There were stovetops and ovens. The scrubbed counters were laden with fresh greens, pumpkins, cheeses, roots, vivid-coloured fruits.


In the midst of the room stood a marble-topped table. Papa Dicty returned to this and plunged his hands into a pillow of soft white dough, which he flung about as he spoke, in the most remarkable way. A girl with her hair tied in a linen cloth, who wore a yellow one-shoulder tunic with great smudges of flour all over it, was pushing clouts of the same dough into a metal device.


‘We’re making wheat ribbons,’ said the master. ‘One of our specialities, and my own invention. Only our hard grain, for which Serifos is famous, will do. The flour must be milled extra fine, then we add eggs and oil. The proportions are secret, of course. Anthe, please keep turning steadily! This is a kitchen, not a theatre show.’


‘All right, all right,’ said the girl with the device, frankly staring at Andromeda.


She was afraid that the questions must start now, and how could she lie to decent people? She had not prepared herself for this, she had no idea what story to tell them. But instead they started talking, in a mixture of Greek and the island language, about the offering lady Danae had made to the Holy Sisters of Naxos.


The master approved. ‘You have a receipt?’


‘Of course,’ said the lady, and showed him a tablet. ‘Sealed and dated, by the Holy Mother herself. The Africans will all know our name.’


‘Well that’s nice,’ said Anthe, rolling her eyes. ‘You could hang it up in the dining room.’


Andromeda was amazed at the girl’s insolence, yet there was something attractive about her. She was small and stocky, with strong eyebrows and a wide mouth. She kept on turning the handle as she spoke, without looking at the device, which was spilling sheaves of slim, dough-ribbons into a metal hopper.


‘We could use something humorous to lighten up those murky old wall-pictures.’


‘Anthe, I’ve told you a hundred times, I will not have my establishment cluttered with stuffed puffer fish, smoked mermaids, dirty old net wieghts, sea urchin shells, rude pictures, and worthless foreign money.’


‘Oh, excuse me! Of course, the valuable receipt must be buried in Great Mother’s Enclosure. Maybe we can use it to ransom ourselves, next time pirates come.’


Andromeda stared at the painted walls. She saw the dim shapes of court ladies in tiered gowns, bull-dancing maidens; a pleasure boat parade, life-like flights of swallows, a frieze of crocuses: all mouldering softly, patches of bare plaster showing where the paint had fallen away. They must date from before the Disaster. Was this a once a palace? she wondered. Was life here once as stern and formal as at home? A side of meat lay wrapped in muslin on a cold slab, the scent of pungent cooking herbs filled the air. A red hen trotted in from the yard: gave a squawk and ran out.


‘Well now, can you wait at table, my dear? Have you been trained at home?’


She started. Papa Dicty had divided his dough into smooth batons, ready for that ribbon-making device. His penetrating gaze was fixed on her again.


‘No, but I can learn. And I have been trained in other domestic arts. I can clean, sweep, dye cloth, spin and dye yarn, do laundry.’


‘That’s the spirit. Any special skills?’


‘I weave, a little.’


The master looked thoughtful. ‘You can’t sing, by any chance?’


‘N-no.’


‘Play a musical instrument? Regular music gives a place ambience.’


Anthe snorted. Her elbow jogged a bowl, which went crashing to the spotless stone-flagged floor, spilling a trickle of gooey yellow.


‘Anthe! Pay attention!’ Papa Dicty swooped on the broken pot, and smacked the girl gently on the head with it. ‘Don’t you know, every single time you break a pot, I have to buy a new one. The potter has to make a new one, and we add between us to this island’s mountainous, appalling burden of shattered crocks? We are drowning our Mother in rubbish! She will bite back, you know! There’ll be another Great Disaster, here on Serifos, and you’ll be the entire cause!’


‘It’s clay!’ protested Anthe. ‘It’ll just melt into the earth!’


‘Oh, certainly. In a few thousand years, for sure, maybe, when your bones and mine are dust. And now see! Those ribbons are crooked!’


‘And now I have egg on my headcloth, Sir! I didn’t deserve that!’


‘I’ll show you to your room,’ said Perseus. Andromeda realised that he had been watching her, and her cheeks grew hot. She looked for the lady: but lady Danae was talking to a handsome young man who’d come in from the dining room.


‘Don’t mind them,’ said Perseus, as she followed him into the yard. ‘The boss is training Anthe to be a cook, he says she’s very talented. But he has to put egg in her hair sometimes, to keep her in order.’ He led her up a flight of stone steps to a gallery lined with doors. ‘Guest rooms,’ he said. Another stair, wooden this time, took them to a flat roof, with an extra room standing in one corner like an upturned white box. He lifted the door-latch: she saw a small, clean and bare space. The walls were whitewashed, there was a bedframe, a window that looked out towards terraced hills, shutters to keep out wind and rain; a niche for a lamp.


‘This was Nika’s,’ he said. ‘Our head waitress, she left to get married.’


Andromeda nodded. She was wondering about the refugees. What kind of shelter did they have? What about all the other people who had fled? It struck her, horribly, that she was going to be ashamed and guilty now, forever.


‘I’ll bring you a mattress,’ said Perseus. ‘Bedlinen, a water pitcher, oh, and a lamp. Is there anything else I can do?’


She wanted to cry out, I don’t deserve this! She set down her bundle and stared at this immeasurable gift. A room of her own, no attendants, no staring eyes, a place where she could be herself.


‘It’s not much, I know,’ said the tall boy with the chestnut hair, a little stiffly. ‘I’m only glad the cat hasn’t left any fish-entrails up here, to add to the glory of the scene.’


Down in the yard someone was singing and crashing things about. A woman’s voice could be heard, loud and furious, she seemed to be berating a kitchenmaid.


Andromeda remembered that she was Kore, travelling to see the world, and ordinary hired-girls probably had rooms of their own all the time. She tried to recover. ‘The master is your grandfather? He called the lady Danae, “daughter.”’


‘Not by birth. It’s a long story. My mother was on her own, with a baby, in … in bad circumstances. Dicty took us in. We’ve been with him ever since.’


‘I’m sorry. I apologise for touching on a painful subject.’


He smiled. ‘You speak our language very beautifully. Don’t be sorry, we’ve been very happy. Serifos is a good place, we have a happy life.’


‘I’m sure I’ll be happy here too.’


She was lying. They were both lying, as it happened, though Andromeda would not understand that until later. But they were brave lies, and brave lies, strangely enough, have a habit of becoming the truth.


The taverna had a busy night, and it started early. I took a quick bathe in the wellhouse and went straight to work, in my usual place at the front of the house—seating people, explaining specials, pointing out the delights of the regular dishes (depicted in full colour on the menu board above the bar). Anthe and the boss were in the kitchen, making their under-cooks fly. Palikari, our dashing cocktail waiter and my best friend, ran the bar and the waiting staff. Moumi was everywhere, making sure there were fresh towels and scented water to wash people’s feet and hands, supervising the juniors, chatting easily with our customers; both the friends and those who were not our friends at all.


The tale-tellers had arrived in force, eager to get the latest from Naxos, and the big world beyond. They’d spotted the refugees on their way to the Enclosure: they wanted to know all about the ‘Libyan earthquake’. The reports we gave them would be carried to every street corner in Seatown, and every village on the island. We were happy to provide this service, because it put us in charge of the news, (though Pali sometimes muttered that information is gold, and we should make them pay). I hardly had time to think about my beautiful stranger, though I had to duck and dive to avoid gossiping about her. Anything’s an event to tale-tellers. I told them they’d meet our stylish new waitress tomorrow, and they’d better not harrass her.


Very late, when the crowd thinned out, Moumi took over the front desk and I went out for a breath of air. It was early summer, so the night was cool. Our fine, sheltered harbour was calm as a bowl of dark milk. Stars shimmered through the quiet ripples; a breeze whispered. Sailors sat on the decks of the boats at their moorings, playing dice by lamplight. Voices called to me, ‘Hey, Perseus, all’s well?’ and I called back: ‘All’s well.’ But all was not well. The lights of the High Place (the king’s fortress never slept) glittered like wicked jewelled eyes, peering over the shoulder of the hill above Seatown.


I must have been about seven years old when I first found out that Papa Dicty was the king’s older brother. I don’t remember if someone told me. Maybe I just realised the truth, the way children do: suddenly hearing what they’ve often been told, seeing what’s always been in front of them. But I remember how shocked and bewildered I felt. It wasn’t as if Polydectes was a good king. For an older brother to step down and let the better man rule was just what a true prince ought to do … But Polydectes kidnapped little boys hardly older than me, and made them work in his metal mines. He forced bigger boys to be his soldiers, and never let them come home. The soldiers took anything they king wanted from the farms and villages, without giving anything in return …


I thought about it, by myself, then I asked the boss what was going on. Maybe he had thought Polydectes would be a better king, but it had turned out to be a mistake? So why didn’t he take the kingship back, by force if he had to? ‘I would fight for you!’ I said. ‘Everyone loves you, except the king’s bad men. We would all fight for you, and then everything would be all right!’


The boss said nothing. He took me down to the seashore, and built a little Serifos of sand right by the rising tide. He took his time, marking the harbours and the villages with shells, and building the hills in the middle. Beside it he laid a stem of dry grass, and a much bigger stick. ‘Now, Perseus,’ he said. ‘In our islands, women have always ruled in everything except war. Do you know why that is?’


‘Because the things women do, cooking and farming and buying and selling, dancing and singing, and making things, are what people do all the time? So they know best? And war is rare, but men are naturally good at it, so they should be in charge?’


This wasn’t purely my own reasoning, I was only a kid. But it made sense to me.


He nodded. ‘That’s the way we have always seen it. But times have changed, and the rule of women is passing away. Now, watch this.’ He took the stem of grass, and used the end of it to make gentle strokes across his model of Serifos. ‘Did I do much damage?’


I shook my head. I didn’t see what he was getting at.


‘When women ruled, and war was a small part of life, it was safe to settle disputes by force of arms. But now war is a big part of life, throughout the Middle Sea.’


‘I know,’ I said, proud of myself. ‘The Achaeans and the Trojans!’ I knew the difference between Achaeans and Greeks, because of my mother. There were lots of nations on the Mainland. The Achaeans were special, and also proud, cruel war-leaders.


‘And others,’ said Dicty, as if talking to himself. ‘Smaller fry, but no less dangerous. It’s the disease of our times.’ Then he gave me the grass stem, took up the stick and drew deep jagged grooves through the island made of sand. At once the sea came swooping in along the wounds he had carved. Swiftly, the grooves became chasms, and the island started to fall apart.


‘I stepped down from the kingship because my brother challenged me, Perseus. I knew he had friends on the Mainland, and they would come to his support. Then I would be beaten, and my supporters killed or enslaved; or I would have to seek for powerful allies of my own. Either way, Serifos would be destroyed. Do you understand that?’


‘I think so.’


‘My brother is not a good king, Perseus, but a civil war would be worse. Our matriarchs understand that, and so do I. That’s why I will keep the truce I have agreed with my brother as long as I possibly, possibly can. I shall not leave, I shall look after my people, and my beloved Serifos: but I won’t fight him.’


We squatted there on the beach, just a grandfather playing with a child, and watched the fragile island of sand disappear. Maybe I only understood his lesson the way a child understands, but I would never forget that swift, deadly onrush of darkness—


Now I picked a stem of dry grass and sat on the dock with my legs dangling, swishing my harmless weapon through the air. Papa Dicty was still keeping the truce. Polydectes was still up there in the High Place, lording it over us. But something had changed.


Our so-called king had been unpleasantly interested in my mother, ever since he’d found out that the castaway with the baby was actually a princess. Polydectes thought our peaceful island ways were weak and backward. He wanted to be a Greek, and best of all an Achaean. Dicty had never regarded that threat as serious. The king treated his own people brutally, but he wouldn’t risk taking Danae as his ‘wife’ against her will. That might not have gone down well with his Mainland friends. But now I was nearly a man, and Papa Dicty’s adopted grandson, and that was different. Polydectes had a right to see me as his direct rival for the throne.


The calm of the night was an illusion. Serifos was full of turmoil under the surface, and so was I. Things I didn’t understand about myself (what does it mean to be the son of a Supernatural?) churned and swirled in my head, along with the threat of war, the portent of a great earthquake, and—above all—the beautiful stranger who called herself Girl. I relived the dreadful embarrassment of showing that poky little room to the girl who wore solid gold, I wanted to die of shame because our kitchen yard smelled of fish. I was a rebellious seven year old again. I felt the whole world was against me, I wanted to yell out She’s mine! You can’t take her! Who was I shouting at? I didn’t know. I wanted to know what ‘Kore’ was thinking. What did she think of me? I wanted to touch her, I wanted to fight battles for her, be a hero for her: make her a queen. But she was cold and proud, she had let me know I was not wanted. I would never, never dare to let her know how I felt—


Back at Dicty’s the yard geese gargled and muttered, as the kitchen gate opened: but they knew me. The restaurant was empty except for a couple of quietly incapable sailors, and a lingering party of swells from the High Place (we were the enemy, but we were also the best taverna on the island). Dicty and my mother were sitting at our family table with Anthe; and the local resident Egyptian, a friend of ours. They were showing him the Egyptian ‘red carrots’ that Moumi and I had brought back from Naxos.


Our local Egyptian was a strange man, who claimed he came from a country nobody had heard of, on the other side of an ocean that was not the River Ocean beyond the Pillars Of The West, and not the fabled Eastern Ocean either. He said he’d been shipwrecked on the southern tip of Africa on a giant raft, as a young boy. His companions had stayed down there, but he had made his way north, through many adventures and many strange nations, to the Middle Sea.
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