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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.







ONE


Sea Grey


The winter sea was cold and grey as the voices of the gulls that flew over it, but where it entered the bay before the little shrine, the water turned to a sour vinegar green. Most of the lower steps that led down from the wall of the shrine to the water were also green, dark as slabs of raw emerald, for the sea covered them at high tide. When the storms came, waves would smash over the wall of the shrine, into the courtyard beyond.


A girl stood on the lower steps in the windy afternoon, drawing up her nets to reckon what the tides had brought her. In one net there was a fish. She shook it back into the water. She had no need of it, for the villagers sent her food. She gathered the shells and odd wandering debris of the ocean. Once there had been a rotting pouch with tarnished coins in it – the wealth of a drowned man, or an offering cast from a ship to the demons of the sea.


Today there were no coins.


The girl’s hair was a smoky, ashen bronze. She held it from her face with one hand as she examined the shells and placed them in her basket. She would paint them with strange swirling designs and give them to the villagers when they came. They liked to have them, thinking them lucky once she had handled them, since she was the Lady of the Shrine, the priestess. Presently she let down the nets again, and started back up the stairway.


Her name was Oaive, or so they called her, a name like the sound of the sea. She was seventeen years old, but she had been chosen before her birth. One day she would have to choose her own successor, by a secret method written in the Book of Lore. But this was not her problem yet, nor would it be for a long while, until she became old or she fell sick.


Oaive was of the fisher-people. Her mother had cared for her, and taught her to read and to weave. But she had shown her daughter no love, whether she felt it or not. A woman who knew she must lose her child was a fool to love it or make it love her. Oaive’s father had perished in the sea several months before she was born.


Oaive learned early on that she was different. The children never added her to their games, and they were never rude to her. Even when she was a baby they looked at her as if she were full-grown. Neither was she given chores, as were the other girls. She went to the shrine instead, to be instructed by the priestess.


The priestess was almost ninety years of age. Her flesh was pleated and then repleated on the pleats. Her eyes were pale and moist as fish-skin. Her body creaked when she moved. At first Oaive had nightmares about her, and about the sombre stone place with its doors of iron. Later, she grew used to these things. She accepted her lot, as the beast accepts the yoke.


Finally, when she was fourteen, the priestess had shown her the hidden room where the Relics were. The Relics were inexplicable, holy, secret. None but the priestesses might look at them. One was a Ring, one a Jewel, one a short, narrow Bone. Each had its aura. Once Oaive had seen them, the priestess began to teach her the Mysteries of the shrine.


After that, a great change took Oaive. She had never felt affection for the ancient woman, but now she sensed a bond uniting them, the bond of continuance which the shrine made. It came to Oaive that she was not beneath a yoke; she was the guardian of the people. She stood between them and God. She was glad at last that she would never court or wed, or bear children, never huddle warm among her folk as the flocks of the sheep-people huddled on the chill slopes. She did not belong to the flock. She was the shepherd.


At the end of that year, when Oaive was fifteen, the priestess died, and Oaive became the priestess.


The wall of the shrine was built of stones. The shrine itself stood at the centre of the courtyard which the wall enclosed. A platform ran around the outside of the wall, leading from the seaward stairway to the great doorway set in the western side of the wall. When she had come around the platform to the door, she found one of the fisher-people there before her. He was a boy of about thirteen, already sea-hardened as a barnacle. He nodded respectfully to her.


“Greeting, lady. The Elder sent me. A stranger has come, to visit the shrine.”


Over the boy’s head, the winter sun was getting low on the hills, and heavy cloud made another hill-line behind the first. There would be rain before night.


“A stranger? It’s an ill time for journeying.”


“Yes, lady. So the Elder said, but the stranger laughed – he said it was his penance to travel in winter – a priest laid it on him, beyond the mist.”


“Beyond the mist” meant the unknown terrain inland, where none of them had ever ventured. Sometimes men did come from this direction, over the hills and rocky heights, through valleys where, they said, smoking waters poured like upturned witches’ cauldrons into the rivers below. Occasionally in summer weather, travellers had even crossed the sea to seek the shrine. But all such were rare. There had been two in Oaive’s time, one for each year of her priesthood.


“He is in the fisher-village, then?” Oaive asked the boy.


“Yes, lady. Since noon. He’s like no man I ever saw before –” the boy burst out, worried and intrigued at once, and eager to tell. “He wears a cloak made from a black wolf, and the head is on it still, and the claws. He said he killed it himself. He has a long, long shiny grey knife at his side. My father says it’s a sword. His teeth are very white, but his hair is the colour of – of the knife itself, like an old man’s hair – but he is young. And his eyes are grey, too –”


“Well,” said Oaive gently, “when will he be coming to the shrine? At sundown?”


“At sundown, if you permit.”


“Yes. Go now and tell him. Take my greeting to the Elder.”


The boy bobbed, and turned and ran back down from the headland towards the fisher-village.


At sunset, as at dawn, Oaive spoke the Ritual in the shrine, and those who came there wished generally to be included in it, and perhaps to burn an offering.


A cold wind was stirring from the hillside. Oaive felt it pass like an omen. She had been trained to know such things, both external signs and those signs she felt within herself. From the moment the boy spoke of the stranger, she had been uneasy. A young man with an old man’s hair, and a sword at his side. She did not believe the story of a penance. Why should he lie?


The shrine was bleak in the sinking light. She crossed the yard and entered the priestess’s place at the far end of the court.


It was a single chamber, windowless and shadowy. She did not mind the shadows, she knew them. She noted, as ever, the narrow bed scattered with luminous drying shells. On a shelf, in clay vessels, draughts and unguents she made for the villages; the Book of Lore instructed her on the proper seasons for the gathering of herbs, or the wild sea-wrack from the beaches. Beneath the unlit hanging lamp stood her loom, a damson-dark cloth growing on the frame.


She put down her basket, and lit the lamp. She began to weave, hands and feet busy, thoughts running free.


She could do nothing yet. Her instincts had warned her, well and good. Now she must wait and see.


The rain fell just before sunset, as the sky was deepening beyond her door.


She was tying off the thread of her weaving, for it was almost time for her to go to the shrine. She heard the rain, and looked up, and there in the doorway a man was standing.


She was not sure how long he had been there; the shadow before the rain, his shadow across the threshold were all one. The lamp lit up the loom, not the man, and the cold sky was behind him.


“Good-eve,” he said, quietly. His voice was a young man’s voice right enough, but bold and sharp as a flint, ready to scratch. “Will you tell me where I might find the priestess?”


“She is here,” said Oaive.


“You?” He let out a mocking oath, one she did not recognise, though the village men had several. “I beg your pardon, holy-lady, but I never thought I’d find you at such ordinary woman’s work.”


“Has it ever been then,” she said gravely, “that you find things always as you thought them?”


He laughed. She liked the laugh, and did not like it. It made her want to laugh also, and she mistrusted him. She rose and trimmed the lamp and angled it a fraction as she did so, and the light reached his face at last.


He was as the boy described him. He looked almost familiar. Lean as a wolf himself in his wolf cloak. The wolf mask had two white gems set under the brow-ridges that flashed like life. The rest of his garments were grey, as if to match the blade at his side and his long hair which shone like the winter sea, and his eyes like bits of mirror. He smiled. His teeth were white and sharp as his voice.


“Am I as they told you, lady?”


“They did not tell me your name,” she said.


“Oh. If you want to name me, call me Grey, for my hair.”


“Are you afraid to give me your true name?”


“It is my penance, lady,” he said solemnly. “I may not give it.”


She knew he was lying, but she did not say so.


She took up her shawl.


“It is now the time of the sunset Ritual, if you will follow me to the shrine. Is it blood you wish to be cleansed of, or something else?”


“I have heard,” he said, “that there are things in the shrine which will heal wounds, cure ills, lift curses. Did I hear right?”


She guessed then. Fear gripped her like a hand. “Faith will do all this,” she said. “You must have faith.” She drew the shawl over her head and went out into the rain. He came after at once.


A smoulder of brightness on the hills showed the sun’s going. The rain fell in straight shafts like the hunter-people’s fletched arrows.


She passed under the arch of the shrine and on into the rectangular space beyond. Reddish lights burned in niches. The altar slab stood at the room’s end. It was black with the fire of offerings and the Ritual fire, made every dawn and sunset. Three iron doors were set in the wall behind the altar.


The shrine smelled of fish-oil from the lamps, of dank stone, rusty iron, smoke and the sea.


“Well,” he said, the stranger at her back, “it’s modest. Where do the doors lead?”


“To other rooms,” she said. “Please don’t speak again to me, until I tell you. I must begin the prayer.”


“Very good, priestess,” he said most humbly, and once more she sensed his scorn. He was older than she was, and older in deeds, too, as much as years. She was aware of this merely by instinct.


“You must stand at the altar,” she said. “Think of nothing, or of God.”


“With my eyes shut,” he promised, “and my heart open.”


She left him by the stone slab and went to the central door. She felt him watching her as attentively as the cat watches a mouse. There was a wheel on the door. Only she knew how many turns to give it, and in which directions. These actions were hidden from him by her own body. The door swung open.


The small chamber beyond was pitch-black, yet she was familiar with it from long use, as the blind are familiar with their own regions. She went to the chest and took the utensils from it and the pot of incense. She carried them out to the altar and arranged them in the proper pattern.
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