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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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Brenden Vetch found the Od School of Magic beneath a cobbler’s shoe on a busy street in the ancient city of Kelior. The sign hung over the door of a tiny shop that badly needed paint. Brenden gazed incredulously at the door, then again at the sign. Od, it insisted, in neat black letters, School of Magic. From the sign a shoe depended: a wooden clog, sturdy enough to sail, fastened to the sign with a dowel through its center like a mast.


Brenden hesitated. People jostled around him, strangers all of them, for he was a long way from home. Home was the rocky hills and cold, deep rivers of the north country, valleys patterned green and gold and all the colors of wildflowers for three short seasons of the year, while the blank white wasteland of the fourth seemed to last forever. He had walked down from there. The royal city, older than the Kingdom of Numis itself, had sprawled past its gates and stone walls centuries before. Brenden had spent the previous day just getting from its outer boundaries of fields and cottages, taverns and markets, across one of its five bridges and within the shadow of the walls of the inner city. The gates had long since moldered away; streets ran through the walls where they had once stood locked and barred against strangers and the night. Nobody guarded them now; they let anyone in, even the likes of the dusty, footsore traveler with nothing to his name but an old leather pack, and little enough in that but seeds.


He had spent all but his last coins on a meal and a bed the night before. He had been too tired to thread his way through the bewildering maze of streets. Cobbles ran like stone rivers underfoot, everywhere and anywhere, meeting and parting, braiding and fraying without pattern. He had no idea so many people existed. Making his way patiently through them the next day, he glimpsed now and then what looked like a great castle towering above the city. The king’s house, he assumed, its ramparts and lofty towers raised high so that the king could see his enemies coming along the river or over the distant mountains. The door to the school, he was told when he asked, stood in its shadow. There was a sign, saying very plainly what it was. Nobody mentioned the shoe, but it had been fixed for an entire season in Brenden’s memory.


Look for the door under the shoe.


He had not understood about the shoe; it had seemed, in the context, some magical word. Well, there was the sign, plain as a pauper’s grave. And there was the shoe, looking very like a shoe. He scratched his head and hovered, waiting vaguely for another kind of sign.


I have been asked to come, he reminded himself to give himself courage. I have been invited.


The invitation had come to him the same spring day on which, a year earlier, he had seen his last of Meryd. That he remembered vividly, for her going was etched in his heart. Not that he blamed Meryd. He’d gone wild, reclusive as an animal, she said, since his parents had died. That meant, by his calculations, she had put up with the worst of him for a year and half a season. His parents had died two years before at the bleak, muddy end of winter, from some strange fever that had swept through the village. He had tried everything to save them, every smelly, evil-tasting concoction he had ever cobbled together from root and leaf, bark and berry for human or animal. He managed to keep his brother alive, and most of the villagers who came down with it. But his parents had caught it first, and died while he was still flailing about in the withered world for a cure.


His brother Jode had left him as well, a few months after their deaths, to see what the world had to offer, he said, besides hardship and grief. He had tried to talk Brenden into leaving his sorrow behind in the silent cottage, and coming with him. But Brenden refused.


‘What’s here for you but ghosts?’ Jode had demanded, not wanting to part with him, either. He was still stringy and pale from the fever, but Brenden saw the strength back in his eyes, and the determination. ‘Come and see the world.’


‘No.’


He felt a hand on his shoulder as he stood in the doorway staring out.


‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Jode said huskily. ‘You did everything you could for all of us. More.’


‘I know.’


‘We’ll go to Kelior, see what kind of cottage the king lives in.’


‘No.’ He heard himself then, words thudding out of him like stones. He tried to explain, his eyes on the slow night tide turning the distant hills purple, the low shrubs covering them soft as lambs’ wool in the fading light. ‘I’d miss the wind.’


‘What?’


‘I need it. The sounds of it. The smells.’


‘Wind’s everywhere,’ Jode said bewilderedly. ‘Even in Kelior.’


He couldn’t see what Brenden saw: how the curve of the windswept hills, the random scents of fox and bog lily, the taste of grass, the dank grit of earth itself between the teeth held a mystery he needed to know. Why he needed, he had only an incoherent idea. But he tried to explain. ‘It was how I found what cured you.’


Jode loosed him, came to stand against the doorpost opposite, gazing at his brother. His dark, lank hair hanging over his eyes, he looked like a wild hill pony, Brenden thought, and as stubborn. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘I saw what I was using – I smelled it – I understood it in a different way. It was just some wild bulbs I put away for the winter. I must have looked at them a hundred times. And then I looked at them again, and they told me something they hadn’t before.’


‘Talking bulbs.’


‘Things speak,’ Brenden said. His gaze slid away from Jode, back to the fields, their scents changing with the twilight, to the hills that rose, dark now and secret, against the dying light. ‘I need to learn to listen to them.’


Jode was silent, staring at him. ‘I wish,’ he said finally, ‘you’d listen to yourself. You’re gabbling. Are you feeling all right? I’m not leaving if you’re coming down sick, too.’


‘I’m not. But don’t go.’


‘I have to,’ Jode said restlessly. ‘All I see in here are ghosts. Her peeling apples, weaving, singing songs we heard in the cradle; him walking in, smelling of fields, whittling bone buttons for her in winter, whistling what she sings. Sang. And you wandering in and out like a ghost yourself, with barely a word to offer anyone. You stay and talk to your plants. I need some life in my life.’


Brenden was silent. Tall and muscular from his peculiar habits of roaming and foraging, he had been worn down himself as well from the desperate winter. His hair, shaggy and pale as milkweed, collected stray burrs and bits of bracken. He looked, Jode had told him, like an old hermit. He was beginning to feel like one, with Jode leaving. He made another effort. ‘Where are you going?’


‘South.’


‘To Kelior?’


‘Maybe that far, maybe not.’ He touched Brenden again. ‘I’ll let you know when I finally stop, in case you want to join me.’


He left the next day. Brenden, alone in the cottage for the first time since he was born, found solace where he could, in things growing, in the season’s changing, even in the wind’s voice growing hollow and high in winter, like a gaunt old wolf. Sorrow was like sleeping on stones, he decided. You had to settle all its bumps and sharp edges, come to terms against them, shift them around until they became bearable, and then carry your bed wherever you went. He had pretty much arranged all the hard bulkiness of memory and grief into a balanced load when Meryd came into his life and the load, for a time, became immeasurably lighter.


She was also one of the things he had looked at countless times, until suddenly she changed under his eyes into something he did not recognize. She seemed to feel the same about him. They woke up one day and astonished one another. She turned from a gawky, sharp-shinned girl with perpetual scars on her elbows, into a young woman with skin like a peach and hair like never-ending night. For a while, she almost turned him human again.


She stayed with him, he knew, for as long as she could. Sometimes she was there in the cottage, sometimes not. So was he, drifting in and out of her life as she appeared and disappeared in his, the long year after his parents had died and Jode had gone. Some nights he spent in the bracken; some nights in bed with her. He never asked where she went when she left; he was only glad to see her when she returned. It was the only way, he realized later, he could have lived his life then, a stranger in it himself, exploring the borders of day and night, real and dream, death and life. He thought she knew that. He thought it was what she wanted.


But he was wrong.


‘It’s too sad,’ she had said, sitting bolt upright in bed in his cottage one night. ‘It’s too sad around here. I can’t bear it. I have to leave.’


He put his arms around her, thinking she must be still asleep. He whispered into her hair, ‘You’re dreaming.’


‘I’m not! You are!’ She pulled away from him, her eyes as startled and vulnerable as a newborn’s. ‘You never talk to me. You wander through my life like a ghost. I never know when I’ll see you. Sometimes I think you’d never notice if I never came back, and so I stay away for days, and I’m right, you never notice! But I come back anyway.’


He tried to hold her again, bewildered, making soothing sounds; she shook her head fiercely, her wild dark hair flying. ‘And then you leave, and I don’t know where you are, and when you come back you never even tell me where—’


‘Nowhere,’ he told her desperately. ‘Just out. Watching things. Learning – I told you—’


‘Did you?’


‘I thought you knew—’


‘What? What do I know? You never tell me!’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, shaken. ‘When I’m out, I’m with things that haven’t got a human language. Stones. Wildflowers. I just forget to talk, that’s all. I forget the need of it.’


‘Well, I don’t! I need your voice, I need words out of you—’


‘I’ll try,’ he promised recklessly. ‘I’ll do better—’


‘I can’t,’ she said, her face turned away from him as she rolled abruptly to her feet and began to dress. ‘I can’t do any better for you. I’ve tried and tried, and I can’t any longer. I need to be with someone who needs to be human. You’ve forgotten.’


He felt his heart crack as she took a step away from him; a word tore out of it, in a voice neither of them recognized. ‘No!’


For an instant it seemed as though she could not move; the word tangled around her ankles, held her by the hair, weighed down her bones. He felt something unfamiliar in himself: a stone that was part of the burden he carried. But it was not sorrow at all; it was a word he had never learned. The strange force drained out of him, left him confused. And then horrified as Meryd moved again with a faint cry. He glimpsed her white, stunned face as she glanced fearfully back at him.


Then she ran, leaving him her shoes and that expression to remember her by.


Where she went, he did not know; no one else seemed to, either. She might have fled over the hill to the next village; she might have gone clear to Kelior. So her mother, whose life he had saved, told him when he went to ask about Meryd. Her mother’s eyes did not blame him.


‘Spring,’ she just said gently. ‘Spring took her. She went looking for something to make her smile. We can only hope she finds it, and that she tells us when she does.’


He blamed himself. He lay awake night after night with that one, trying to find a place for this memory, this stone in his mind, trying to find a way to live with it. When a house full of past would not let him sleep, he left it, slept with the stars and the foxes. He wandered, trying to lose himself so that past would lose sight of him. He followed the lengthening days so far north that he caught up with winter again, unexpectedly, on Skrygard Mountain, an iron-faced, craggy peak so steep even the sun could not get over it to melt the snow along one flank.


Brenden smelled it before he saw it: the patch of white surrounded by trees taller than any he had ever seen. The silence of stone, of snow, seemed a word itself, one he could almost hear, in a language he could almost understand. He had left the wind itself somewhere in the meadows below, rollicking among the wildflowers. Here all was still. Something had spoken its last word here, perhaps eons ago, and the silence after the word ended still lingered over the place.


Or maybe, he wondered, listening, it was the silence just before the spoken word?


There were odd shapes scattered on the field of snow. Ancient dark, charred stumps they seemed, on the verge of turning into stone. Brenden, gazing at them, waited for memory or his eyes to sort out their lines, give them some familiar shape. They had no name in any world he knew. He shifted in the snow, beginning to feel the chill. Their silence drew at him. The strange, motionless forms seemed about to flick an eye at him, grow mouths, speak. He lingered, hearing the silence as an indrawn breath, just before thought turns to sound and forms the word.


Nothing spoke.


Maybe nothing ever had. He turned reluctantly, driven away by the cold, but still listening until he passed into noisy spring again and found his way back home. He took the silence with him, though; he heard it in his dreams, where a part of him waited patiently for the ancient dreamers to speak a word as old and slow as stone.


Gradually, as summer deepened, he swallowed his own bulky stones of grief and loneliness, and gave himself to the seasons.


He learned the language of plants by smell and taste; hunkered down on the earth, he listened to them grow for hours. He wandered in the wild woods, the empty heaths and bog lands, searching for things he couldn’t name. He watched them, saw what animals ate this mushroom, that berry, that leaf. He took plants home and experimented, recklessly on himself, but very carefully on his animals. The world could live without him, but he couldn’t live without his goat, his chickens, his sheep. He made himself sick a time or two, then cured himself. His garden and animals flourished. So did those of the neighbors who came to him for advice.


He made himself a reputation.


He hadn’t been thinking about that or much of anything at all when the invitation to Kelior appeared. He had been sitting behind the cottage, eating a bowl of leek and lamb stew, next to a patch of garden he had just cleared. He watched spring rain clouds, purple and full-bellied, swooping over the valley. Spring reminded him of Meryd; he was trying not to think of her, or of the strange force in him that had made them both afraid of him. A stray gust of rain spattered over him, into his bowl. He ignored it, used to whatever weather chanced across him. The cloud passed on down the valley; the sun brightened again. The stew, scraped from the bottom of the pot, was days old and speckled with scorching. His hands were filthy from digging. He never bothered to cut his hair, those days, and he wore whatever he found around the house, even his mother’s skirts, which were useful when he collected wild bulbs and mushrooms. When his clothes and hair smelled rank enough to bother him, he went swimming, fully clothed, in the nearest lake. He had forgotten whatever manners he had learned, and paid scant attention to the mute languages of his fellow humans, the expressions and gestures that spoke as urgently as words.


He put his empty bowl on the ground, and a shadow fell over him. He looked up; his breath stopped. It seemed, in that moment, as though one of the strange, dark, faceless beings had come down from Skrygard Mountain looking for him.


Then he blinked, or maybe the light shifted as the sun came out from behind a cloud, and he saw the woman standing there. She was quite tall, almost a giant, barefoot and bigboned as an ox. Her long hair, a mingling of ivory cloud and smoke, swept nearly to her ankles. Nothing in her broad, weathered face had passed anywhere near the realm of beauty. It looked plain and durable and ageless, like a good shovel or cauldron. Her long mouth lifted to one side in a friendly smile as Brenden stared at her. Any number of animals seemed to be crawling over her. Mice peered from one shoulder; a raven with a missing claw perched on the other. Lizards clung to her hair. A ferret stuck its head out of her cloak pocket. A great albino ox with a broken horn stood at a polite distance behind her, downwind, or Brenden surely would have smelled it coming. It carried an owl on its unbroken horn. A few mongrels, feral cats, and an old blind shewolf sat waiting behind the ox.


‘Brenden Vetch?’ the stranger said in her rough, vigorous voice. Brenden nodded wordlessly. No one in his life had ever needed to ask before. The giant’s eyes were gray as oysters, and as wrinkled around the edges. Gazing at them, Brenden remembered, very suddenly, what layers and depths a human eye could hold. In that moment he saw what those eyes saw: not a wind-gnarled tree or a weathered stone, but a young man who had mislaid himself.


He swallowed, found words from some forgotten hoard. ‘Is it about my brother? Do you have news of him?’ Or Meryd, he thought, with a painful twist of hope, but he did not say it.


‘I don’t know your brother,’ she answered. She sat down on the ground beside him, carefully trailing her cloak across the grass so that stray mice or lizards would not get squashed. ‘My name is Od. I heard you are good with plants.’


‘Your name is—’


‘Od. I would like you to work for me in Kelior.’


‘Kelior,’ Brenden echoed, mystified.


‘I have a school there. It needs a gardener.’


‘A gard – In a city? What kind of a school?’


‘A school of magic.’ Her long, sturdy fingers descended over the pile of wild bulbs he had stored over the winter. She picked one up, inhaled noisily its peculiar scent of lemons and sweat, and grunted. She put it down again. ‘It has teachers enough, but one of the gardeners, of the kind most difficult to find, left to spend her last years among her own people. So now I need you.’


‘Me? To grow turnips, you mean? Cabbages, such?’


Od shook her head. ‘I have those who grow turnips for the table, and those who grow herbs for medicines. What I lack is a gardener who grows for the purposes of magic.’


‘I don’t know magic,’ Brenden said blankly. Then he remembered again the odd force that came out of him on a spring night a year before, the look in Meryd’s eyes. He shifted uneasily, his mouth tightening.


The giant’s eyes contemplated him, placid and shrewd, as though they saw into his mind. ‘You don’t recognize it. But you use it. You listen to things. So do I. I heard your name on a wind coming down from the north country. It smelled of the magic of plants. You understand the ways of certain growing things that others don’t. Especially of wild things. I would like you to take your seeds and your knowledge to my school in Kelior. Grow whatever you like there. See what you come up with. Come for a season. A year. You’ll have lodgings; you’ll be paid.’


‘I don’t have – I don’t know any magic I could teach others—’


‘You don’t have to. Stay as solitary as you like. Just continue at my school in Kelior what you’re doing here, and the magic will come. When it does, you can teach the teachers what you’ve learned.’ She paused, waiting for an answer, stroking a mouse that had crept down her arm. The raven on her shoulder was grooming its feathers. A tiny gold lizard clung to her ear like a jewel. She said, when Brenden didn’t speak, ‘I heal animals I come across in my wanderings. I’m better with them than with plants. Sometimes they travel with me for a time.’ Brenden looked at her mutely, waiting for something: a word left unspoken. The wizard spoke it. ‘You can leave your sorrow safely here; it will keep until you return. By then, maybe it will be bearable.’


Brenden shifted, swallowing a sudden, hard edge of it. He had learned what he could from the hills and bogs; the winds’ voices were familiar now. He could leave, he realized. Cut his hair, pack up his life, go south. Jode, he thought. Meryd. Maybe I’ll find them there in Kelior.


He said, his voice trembling now at the thought of leaving, ‘I’ve nearly finished planting; I’ll have to wait for summer’s end. I can bring seeds with me then. I’ll have to find places here for my animals, close up the cottage.’


‘Good,’ Od said. She stood up, a long way, it looked to Brenden, so high her windblown hair seemed to carry clouds in it. She gave him a nod and another smile as she slid the mouse back into her hair. ‘I’ll see you in Kelior then, at summer’s end. You’ll find the school easily. Look for the door under the shoe.’


And there he was in Kelior, with his pack full of seeds, odd roots and bulbs, dried mushrooms, herbs and petals, the odd potion he found worth carrying so far. And here was the sign for magic, painted over what must have been a cobbler’s sign, a shop with windows so grimy he could barely see the dusty emptiness inside. He waited a bit longer, hoping that someone – wizard or student – would open the door first, so that he would know. But the passing multitudes ignored it, each face indifferent to the worn, shabby door and the traveler hovering indecisively in front of it.


He reached out, opened the door.


Inside was as empty, at first, as it had looked outside, not even a stray cobbler’s nail or a wooden foot form on the floorboards. He closed the door behind him; the chaos of steps, voices, wagon wheels, horses’ hooves faded. As he stood uncertainly, wondering where to go, the silence deepened around him. He found himself listening to it, breath indrawn, lips parted, waiting for the word that seemed about to roar into the place like a wind, and break into every birdsong, and wolf howl, and human cry of love and terror and wonder in the world. His skin prickled with apprehension and exhilaration; he took a blind step or two toward the heart of the silence, and found the word for it then in his own heart.


Magic.


There was another door.


This one was little more than a slab cut out of the wainscoting on the far wall and put back in with hinges and doorknob attached. Brenden crossed the room, through trembling drifts of fear and wonder that passed over him like plumes of warm and chill in lake water. He opened this door eagerly, wanting now to see the fearful, indescribable face of magic, hear the word it finally spoke.


What felt like a cavern yawned about him: an enormity of wood and stone, walls stretching endlessly upward, vast stairways on both sides of him flowing gracefully down to a dark marble floor. There were framed paintings and tapestries on the walls, carpets on the floors, lights like enormous heads of flowers suspended from the distant ceiling. He heard voices everywhere, upstairs, around corners, words glancing off the old stone walls, though not a face was visible.


The mysterious silence faded away; the word remained unspoken amid the relentless chatter and flurry within the walls. Brenden tried to hold it, but it flowed out of him, leaving him empty again and perplexed. Then he remembered the great castle with its lofty parapets and towers looming over the city, and thought in horror: I have blundered into the king’s house.


But there was the sign over the door he had opened. And there was the shoe. And, suddenly, there was magic again, as someone melted out of air and nothingness to stand in front of him. Magic was a tall, dark-haired, darkly robed man, with a lean, impassive face, eyes as black as bog water, a mouth whose line the years had twisted somewhere between amusement and rue.


He contemplated Brenden expressionlessly a moment, from the hair he had pruned with garden shears to his scruffy sheepskin boots, then asked mildly, ‘What have we here?’


‘I’m Brenden Vetch.’


He saw no recognition in the still eyes. ‘Brenden Vetch,’ the wizard repeated, bemused but polite. ‘You’ve come seeking knowledge of the magical arts? Is that it?’


‘No. Od asked me to come here. To garden.’


‘Od.’


‘Yes. She found me up north. I told her I’d come at summer’s end.’


The wizard’s hand rose too abruptly, blurring a little before it closed on Brenden’s arm. ‘What door did you open to get in here?’


‘The one she told me to,’ Brenden stammered, alarmed at the sharp question. ‘The door under the shoe.’


‘Oh.’ The word was little more than a breath. ‘That’s what brought me down, then. I felt something …’ Then the wizard seemed to feel Brenden’s impulse to back into the cobbler’s shop and out the door; his fingers tightened and his voice loosened. ‘Please, you must come in. My name is Yar Ayrwood. I teach here. I’ll take you to Wye, who tends to the orderly workings of the school. She’ll show you the gardens and find a chamber for you.’


‘But Od – Is she here?’


‘I have no idea,’ Yar said, drawing him despite his misgivings toward one of the sweeping stairways. ‘No one has seen the door under the shoe for nineteen years.’ Brenden glanced back incredulously. There was no door where he had come through, only solid, richly paneled wall. ‘Which was,’ Yar continued, ‘the first anyone had seen of Od for seventy-nine years. And even then, nineteen years ago, it was only a glimpse of the back of her remarkable head, which had a pigeon on top of it. “Look for the door under the shoe,” was all she said then in passing. I wonder how she knew we needed a gardener.’
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On that first day of classes, as always, the wizard Yar told his new students about Od.


‘She came into Kelior out of nowhere midway through Isham’s reign,’ he said to the dozen or so faces gazing at him in the dizzying heights of the tower classroom. ‘Isham, you may recall, ruled four hundred years ago. The last sighting of Od – that is, the last recorded sighting – was nineteen years ago. By which we might, with the application of the mathematical arts, begin to comprehend the astonishing longevity of Od.


‘This city was completely walled, then. All its gates still existed and were barred and guarded at night; it hadn’t yet outgrown its walls to spill across the river. Isham had battles raging on three sides of him. There were rebellious nobles from the west and south who wanted his crown, as well as a fleet of warships on its way down river from a neighboring ruler, who decided to take advantage of the chaos and snatch Numis for himself. Isham did not believe in magic. But he very badly needed it, since he was about to lose his kingdom.’


He paused. Most of the students had names as old as the battles; those who had come to study from neighboring lands likely had ancestors who sent a boulder flying over Kelior’s walls or dragged a tree across the river to batter at its gates. Wherever they were from, they had all exhibited some talent for the magical arts, no matter how fleeting or illusory. The students from Numis were there by law, and, if needed, by the king’s favor. Gifted students from other lands were there under the king’s eye, their skills under Numis’s control. None of the students from Numis, Yar judged, needed the king’s help. They were the richly dressed, well-fed, well-mannered, carefully nurtured children of wealth and power who, if they had any thoughts, had already begun to conceal them. They were all listening – or not – with polite attention to the tale of the horny-footed wanderer.


‘Enter Od. She was a rough-hewn, rumpled giant, by all accounts, who never wore shoes or cut her hair. She had a habit of rescuing animals in trouble, so she traveled in strange company. That day she purportedly had with her a great black bull whose eyes had been burned out, a crippled raven, a dove mourning its mate, mice in her pockets, any number of abandoned dogs as well as a cat and her litter of kittens on the back of the bull.’ Expressions were surfacing, Yar noted; a couple of the students looked as though they had caught a pungent whiff of Od and her followers. ‘She made her way into the king’s council chambers, where Isham was listening to the dismal news from his messengers and the bleak opinions of his advisors. No one stopped Od from entering. The guards who admitted her confessed later to a peculiar feeling at the sight of her, though they couldn’t, in that perilous moment of history, remember the word for hope.


‘The king and his advisors stared at Od. She pulled a stray mouse gently out of her hair, and said, “I want to start a school in Kelior.”


‘ “Now?” Isham demanded. “This city will be under siege in two days; my counselors are advising me to flee, and you want to start a school?”


‘The cat had begun to scratch among the maps and papers on the table. Od lifted it off, set it among the ashes in the fireplace. “I have an urge,” she told Isham, “to settle for a while. My feet are tired. This city has a good heart.”


‘ “It’s about to die,” Isham protested bitterly.


‘ “I’m good with things about to die,” Od said. “If I rescue your city, will you let me start my school?”


‘Isham gazed in wonder at the calm, ox-boned giant with small animals crawling up her hair and the raven on her shoulder picking fleas out of its feathers. ‘ “If you rescue my city,” said the king, who had no hope, so he had nothing to lose, “I will be your first student.”


‘And so Od sent a powerful current upriver that sank the invading warships; she sent winds that blew the rebel armies into complete confusion, where they were lost for three seasons and only found, barefoot and starving, in the middle of winter. By then, Od had started her school, and the king, astounded by her power and craving it for himself, was the first student to pass under the cobbler’s shoe to learn magic.’


The students glanced at one another. The detail never failed to prod a question out of someone.


‘What cobbler’s shoe?’ asked a young man with golden hair and a supercilious expression very like his father’s. ‘We came through the main gate. I don’t remember passing under a shoe.’


‘Then you didn’t,’ Yar answered briskly, and cocked a brow at the others. ‘Anyone? No one? You’d remember if you did.’


‘But what does it mean, Master Yar?’


‘In those early days, Od began her school in an old shop a cobbler had abandoned when he fled the city out of fear of war. Isham, though he had no talent for magic, left his pride at the cobbler’s door out of gratitude and a keen desire to try to learn what Od knew. So, you can see, from the very beginning there was that strong bond between wizard and ruler which strengthened through the centuries until Od’s school became, in Cronan’s reign, part of the king’s palace. “To pass under the cobbler’s shoe” for most students is simply an expression, meaning that because of your talents or your potential you have been accepted into Od’s school.’


A girl with the shining black hair and pale skin of a northerly realm was gazing at him out of narrowed green eyes. ‘You passed under the shoe,’ she said abruptly.


Yar’s mouth crooked wryly. ‘I was too poor to get in through the gates. That’s another meaning.’


‘And there’s still another meaning,’ she insisted. She did not say what; she waited for him to explain himself. But he did not care to. The lesson was about Od, and the adventures of that young man who Yar had been seemed very long ago.


‘Od,’ he prompted. ‘Think Od.’


‘But you—’


‘That’s a story for another day.’


‘But—’


‘Is Od still alive?’ someone interrupted. ‘I mean now, not nineteen years ago. If no one sees her, how does anyone know?’


‘She makes herself known now and then,’ Yar answered nebulously, not wanting to reveal news of Od’s latest appearance to the students before Wye told the other teachers. ‘You’d think she’d be dead and buried by now, yes. But as soon as we assume that, we get a visit from her, or from someone who has seen her, or we are sent a new piece of writing, describing a strange land she is wandering through and the remarkable animals she has discovered there.’


‘In what land did she study,’ a young man descended from warriors asked shrewdly, ‘to learn how to rout an army?’


‘She taught herself.’


‘She never went to school?’


‘She never mentioned one. About breaking the siege of Kelior, she only wrote that she had never attacked an army before; she had no interest in war, but reflecting upon Kelior’s plight, she saw how wind and water might be useful weapons.’


‘But the power itself,’ the young man persisted, his eyes alight with possibilities. ‘Where did she get such power?’


‘That, she must have been born with. I doubt that we’ll ever know the extent of those powers, since she mostly uses them on ailing animals.’


‘Will we be taught that?’


‘I assume you mean warfare, not healing a crippled magpie,’ Yar said mildly, stifling his weariness for the subject, which came up as regularly as the gates opened to new students. ‘If you have a gift for wizardly warfare, believe me it will come under the sharp scrutiny of the king and his counselors. You will be taught how best to use your powers for Numis. You will never leave Numis to go roaming out of curiosity and wonder, as Od does. You will be considered too valuable a weapon. If you are permitted to leave, it will be to fight Numis’s battles. If you go without the king’s permission, you will be considered a traitor, a renegade, an enemy, and the wizard who tracks you down and rids Numis of the threat of you will be rewarded.’ He smiled a little, thinly. ‘So be careful what you wish for. The rulers of Numis have never forgotten how close Isham came to losing the realm, and they have learned to see enemies everywhere. Even within the walls of this school.’


The warrior’s son only shrugged slightly, undaunted. ‘If I had such power, why wouldn’t I use it for Numis? I would want to use it for someone. I don’t understand how Od could discover how to wield the wind like a weapon and not want to do it again.’


‘The kings have let Od roam,’ another student commented. ‘They aren’t afraid that she’ll use her powers to attack Numis in the service of another king.’


Yar nodded. ‘It’s a subtle distinction. She proved her loyalty and friendship to Numis by rescuing Kelior and by keeping her school here. No one wants to risk offending her by trying to restrict her freedom. She might just laugh and vanish out of Numis forever. Then the rulers of Numis would have to look for her behind every threat to its borders.’


‘I don’t want to become a weapon,’ a young woman said aggrievedly. Her voice held the lilt of a neighboring kingdom. ‘Master Yar, aren’t there other magics in wind and water besides death?’


‘Oh, there are,’ Yar said, relieved to get out of the bottomless quagmire of power and politics. ‘There are, indeed. Let’s adjourn to the library to see what Od herself has written about that.’


He led them down from the great central tower in which he taught and lived in comfortable chambers overlooking the busy complex of rooftops, arches, parapet walls, buttresses, turrets, huge glass domes, gardens perched on high flat roofs above the city to catch the light. Yar could see very easily into the private gardens of the royal household. But as King Galin pointed out, it was futile to try to keep anything private from wizards. That worked both ways, Yar had learned early in his years there. The king kept a close eye on the school, which rulers of Numis had come to regard as highly and as jealously as their private coffers. Whether it was a flaw of innocence or of ambition in Od’s character to have placed her school in the shadow of the king’s house, nobody knew for certain. After several centuries the wizards had stopped arguing about it, so not to offend the king in whose house they had somehow come to dwell.


Yar left his students under the eye of the librarian, who was gathering Od’s fragile scrolls and letters off the shelves for them to decipher. He was about to take the quickest way up to the rooftop gardens to warn the new gardener of an impending invasion of students, when a vague form intruded, disturbing his concentration before he could vanish. He gathered himself together again, blinked the world back into view, and found Valoren Greye in his way.


Yar was not surprised. The formidable young wizard, a former student recently raised to the position of king’s counselor, seemed to be everywhere at once when new students entered the school. He was the nearest King Galin had to eyes in the back of his head, and took his responsibilities with what Yar considered an inordinate amount of zeal.


Yar, who could remember a time years earlier when Valoren knew how to smile, regarded the lean, somber, butter-haired counselor quizzically. ‘What is it?’


‘I’ve been asked by the king to cast an eye over the new students, begin to get to know them, so that if problems arise, we’ll be aware of them early.’


Yar nodded briefly, understanding the problems to be anything that ultimately might threaten the crown on Galin’s head. ‘I haven’t seen any.’


‘You weren’t looking for them.’


‘No,’ Yar agreed, reining in a flash of annoyance. ‘But after nineteen years here I have learned to recognize a few things on the first day.’


Valoren absorbed that without comment, continued gravely, ‘I thought it would be simplest if I came to one of your classes, listened to your students. You, of course, would be aware of my presence.’


Yar sighed noiselessly. ‘They’re in the library now. After that, I’m taking them up to the gardens. Many of them are so well brought up they have no idea where a pea has been before they find it on their plates, or that a weed growing out of the midden can cure what ails them.’


Valoren’s eyes, almost as pale as his hair, contemplated that dispassionately; he commented, ‘They would not reveal much of themselves in either place. After that?’


‘After that to the labyrinth, then to the royal menagerie. They’ll come back to my chambers after the midday meal, where I’ll give them some idea of what they’ll be taught for the next few years and what they might be expected to do with it.’


Valoren gave a slight nod. ‘Good. I’ll be there, then.’


He turned; Yar watched him narrowly a moment, wondering if the brilliant, humorless Valoren was the culmination of everything he had been taught at Od’s school, or if he would have grown that way, anyway. Coming to no conclusion, he made his way up, with a thought and a step, to the gardens, where the new gardener, potting bulbs to bloom in the spring, nearly reeled off the roof at the sight of him.


‘I’m sorry,’ Yar said quickly. ‘I wasn’t thinking.’


Brenden drew an unsteady breath and let go of the roof wall. ‘I’m not used to magic.’


Nor to heights, Yar suspected. The city swirled endlessly about them to the edge of the world, it seemed. Yar wondered if the young man could see as far as the home he had left. Something in the bleak eyes told him no: he was too far from everything he had known.


‘I came to warn you that I will be bringing students up here this morning. Only a few,’ he assured Brenden, who looked alarmed at the thought of having to explain something. ‘A dozen or so. You can ignore them. I know enough to show them the difference between balm and rue.’


Memory melted across the young man’s taut face. ‘It takes living to know that,’ he said tersely. ‘Not magic.’


Yar nodded. ‘Magic,’ he answered wryly, ‘is how you use what, in spite of all your good intentions, you learn.’


The gardener mulled that over. ‘That’s fair. Most of the time you don’t intend. Life just happens. And there’s no way around it.’


Yar was silent, curious. Curiosity led his thoughts astray; they brushed the memory the young man had opened: a moment when something shapeless, unwieldy, and enormously powerful in him had roused itself and revealed its face. Startled, Yar’s thoughts scattered. He found the gardener’s eyes on him, heard himself say as if to something wild, ‘If you can’t bear the stone walls here, tell us before you leave.’


‘I think,’ Brenden said tentatively, ‘it will be all right. For the while.’


Yar returned to his students. He took them under the school to see the labyrinth, and up to the rooftop gardens and greenhouses, and to the king’s menagerie in the royal gardens, from which the teachers borrowed when they needed an animal to make a point. In the labyrinth he watched their faces, anticipating which students might require rescuing from their curiosity in the middle of the night.


At midday, he dismissed them to eat and study. He felt the summons of a calm, orderly mind, and went up into the highest tower to talk to Wye.


As usual during the day, she sat in her chambers, surrounded by books and papers, accounts, requests, letters from distant lands, sealed notes from the king. She had been at the school most of her long life. Her skin and hair were ivory, her eyes black, still and secret. Her aged face with its strong bones, which had once been beautiful, had not changed a line, Yar thought, in the nineteen years he had been at the school. After those nineteen years, he could scarcely remember the young, eager face he had worn when he walked in under the shoe.


Wye finished a word in whatever she was writing and raised her eyes. They knew each other very well; he sensed trouble immediately, an inner conflict, confusion. She returned the pen to its holder and sat back in her chair.


‘Yar,’ she said, her voice very soft for some obscure reason, ‘I have come to a decision.’


‘Yes?’


‘About the gardener.’ She paused, lowered her eyes, shifted a paper an inch on her table, while he waited, unenlightened. ‘Have you mentioned to anyone how he came to be here?’


‘You mean which door he came in?’


‘Under the shoe,’ she said, nodding. ‘As you did. And directed there by Od.’


‘No,’ he answered, still baffled.


‘Well, don’t. Not to anyone. Especially not to Ceta.’


His brows went up. Ceta, in whose lovely river house he dwelled for much of the time after the sun went down, had close connections by family to Valoren and by marriage to the king’s court. What she was not to know, he realized suddenly, neither was the king. His lips parted, closed again. He sat down on a corner of Wye’s sturdy worktable, gazing at her questioningly.


She shifted under that gaze, but met it without blinking. ‘He is, after all, only a gardener,’ she said firmly. ‘The king does not interest himself with gardeners at the school. That’s my business.’


Yar remembered the enormous, untapped power, much of it disguised as grief and loneliness, he had sensed in the young man potting bulbs. ‘Is it?’ he breathed, fixing her again with a bog-water eye. ‘Is it, indeed?’


‘Od sent you here through her secret doorway, and look where it got you.’


‘You don’t need to remind me.’


‘Teaching the children of the rich and powerful how to become more powerful for their king and his court.’


‘Perhaps that’s what Od intended.’


‘Do you believe that?’ she asked, her voice so unexpectedly wistful that he searched himself before he answered. Memory beckoned; he walked a little way down a forgotten path, where air had taught him, and light, and dirt, and dark. He had wrested his own magic out of necessity. Dark was not an abstract on a page in a book, but something to become, to eat, to battle, to breathe, to take apart before it took him apart, and to refashion, only when he had defined it, into a word again with which he could live in peace.


‘But that was a long time ago,’ he whispered. He saw Wye again, waiting for his answer, her eyes oddly vulnerable. He said simply, ‘No. I believe that I failed the powers I had. I didn’t realize, as the years passed, how these walls that keep us safe and comfortable have also put such limits on our vision. We teach from the books the kings and their wizards have permitted us to keep. We teach the word for dark. We have forgotten the night.’
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