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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


UNTIL AUBREY ARRIVED IN THE VILLAGE TO STUDY WITH Glyrenden, he had no idea that the great wizard had taken a wife. At the time, drinking an ale in the warm, lightless tavern which was situated at the very center of town (in fact, the heart of the small community), he did not think it mattered one way or the other. Nonetheless, he was surprised. From what old Cyril had told him, Glyrenden did not seem like the kind of man disposed toward the softer passions. But then, it was obvious Cyril did not like the court magician, and perhaps his unflattering words could be traced to professional jealousy.


It had not been Aubrey’s idea to apprentice with the shape-changer. He had been certain Cyril could teach him what he wanted to know, for Cyril was renowned in this land and three lands farther west as the greatest wizard in seven generations. But Cyril, who had willingly and with patient generosity shared with him the spells and knowledge it had taken him eighty years to accumulate, flatly refused to instruct him in the matters of transmogrification.


“But why not?” Aubrey had asked him, a dozen times, a hundred times. “You know the spells. You have cast them.”


“They are barbaric spells,” Cyril had said, and would say no more. But Cyril’s conscience had troubled him. Alchemy of every sort was essential to the education of any well-rounded wizard, and Aubrey was, even this young, showing signs of being among the most gifted wizards of this century. So he wrote to Glyrenden and proposed Aubrey as a student; and Glyrenden wrote back to accept the charge. Cyril had sent Aubrey on his way with the briefest words of advice.


“Learn everything he teaches you so well you can cast his own spells back at him,” the old wizard had said. “Glyrenden respects only those stronger than he is, and those he hates. If you cannot beat him, he will destroy you. Already you are a better magician than he in many of the branches, but if he sees he can best you in this one branch, he will use his skill against you. So you must learn everything, and forget nothing, and beware of Glyrenden at all times.”


“You alarm me,” Aubrey said mildly, smiling. He was a fair-haired, open-faced, sunny-tempered young man who had a fearsome passion for knowledge and an absolute faith in his own abilities. He had never yet come across something he could not do; but this easy ability did not make him arrogant or malicious. Rather, it turned him benevolent and charming, happy with himself and his world. “Why do you send me to him, if he is so menacing?”


“It would not do you much harm to face a challenge at this point in your career,” Cyril muttered.


Aubrey laughed. “And why has he agreed to tutor me if he is such an Ogre? He does not sound like the type to gladly accept troublesome pupils.”


Cyril gave him a quick sideways look from his narrow blue eyes, the glancing look like sunlight glittering across water, a look that gave away more than the spoken answer if Aubrey could only read it. “Because he cannot conceive that you will prove to be better than he, and he wants a chance to prove it.”


Aubrey gave it up. “I had best be on my guard during my whole stay at his house, then,” he said.


“Yes,” said Cyril. “I think you had better.”


So Aubrey had packed up his thin saddlebags and tossed his threadbare green cloak over his shoulders, and walked the three hundred miles to the wizard’s house when he could not beg the odd ride from the peddlers and merchants that traveled the North King’s Road. He had arrived late one evening and elected to sleep overnight at the town’s single hostel before presenting himself at Glyrenden’s door. And in the morning, there was the fair to see, and the pretty girls to flirt with, and flowers to buy for some of them in the market; so it was afternoon before he was ready to start on the final mile of his journey.


He had fortified himself with a glass of ale at the tavern, and it was then he learned that Glyrenden had a wife. Aubrey had made friends with the tavernkeeper over his lunch of bread and cheese, and had told the man what he could remember about the condition of the roads between there and Southport. And then he had asked the man for directions to the home of Glyrenden, and he had seen the strangest look cross the fellow’s tanned and honest face.


“On the way there, are you,” the man had said, and his voice became flat and distant, the voice of a man talking to a customer to whom he must be civil and not to a man he liked. “Well, you takes this road here, that runs outside me door, and follows it to where it forks left. After that, you’ll see three crossroads, and at each you takes the left cross. And when you comes to his house, you’ll know it.”


Aubrey gave the man his easy smile. “Veering to the sinister,” he said. “That seems to fit. It should be simple to remember.”


The man’s dark eyes gave back no hint of a smile, no hint that he had even comprehended the small joke. “Will you be leaving soon?” he asked politely.


“As soon as my drink is done. Tell me, does Glyrenden come to town often? Or does he move only between his place and the king’s castle?”


“He comes,” the barkeeper said coolly, “but not often. She comes even less.”


“She?”


The man lifted his hands involuntarily from the rubbed-wood counter, then deliberately set them down again. Aubrey wondered what gesture he had been going to make; the man’s whole body was stiff with distaste. “The wizard’s wife.”


“He’s married?”


“Aye. Or at least, the woman has lived there any time these three years now.”


“Cyril didn’t tell me that.”


“Pardon, sir?”


“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Aubrey smiled again, laid a gold piece on the counter, and smiled privately once more to see the expression with which the barkeeper regarded the coin. Glyrenden was not much liked in this place, it seemed, and those who trafficked with him fell instantly under the same suspicion. “I hope I will see you again,” he added pleasantly. “This is the closest village, so I understand, to Glyrenden’s place.”


“Aye,” the man said somewhat dryly. “It is that.”


“Then no doubt I will be down now and then when I am thirsty for a drop or two.”


“Of course. We’ll be looking to see you again, sir,” the tavernkeeper said.


Aubrey grinned. “Well, good. Till then, my man.”


“Till then.”


The walk through the village and up through the forested foothills was a pretty one, the afternoon being cool for summer, and the slanting sun giving to all the late-green trees a luxuriant glow. Aubrey hummed as he walked, and now and then broke out into actual song, and he strode along at a brisk, healthy pace and laughed at his own youth and eagerness. Neither Cyril’s dour warnings nor the tavernkeeper’s hostility sobered him. It was a fine day and he was in a fine mood and on his way to a place he had never been, to acquire a knowledge he had long coveted; and he could not imagine a time when the world had seemed any better or full of more promise.


As the villager had told him, the house of Glyrenden was impossible to miss. It was separated from the main path by an overgrown track scarcely wide enough to admit a cart to pass, and it was huge: three stories of iron-gray rock piled together in a careless fashion. It was somberly accented at the front entrance and at widely spaced intervals with panels of dark wood which served as doors and window shutters. Dead ivy striped the southernmost turret, and live ivy curled possessively around every other lintel, threshold and outthrust brick. An untended garden ran wild in a border five feet deep as far around the dwelling as Aubrey could see—roses twining with the ivy up the walls, yellow sunflowers heavy with the weight of their powdery brown hearts, hollyhocks opening their lush and vulgar blossoms to catch the last rays of the setting sun. The only sound was that of Aubrey’s boots crunching across the gravel, and the bend and sigh of the low-hanging branches and bushes that he pushed aside as he struggled up the path to the house.


When he knocked, his fist created such a small sound against the heavy wood of the door, he doubted it could be heard by anyone inside those tumbled walls. He knocked again three times before he noticed the rusty chain hanging to one side of the door; then he crossed the porch to pull that vigorously. Distantly, he heard the clamor of warning bells inside the fortress and was satisfied that someone would now be alerted to his presence. He hammered on the wood one more time just in case.


He waited, but there was no response. Impatiently, he stepped off the low, cracked stone porch to look up at what he could see of the face of the building: a few closed windows, and the fluttering ivy. From where he stood, it was impossible to tell if there was any smoke drifting up from the back kitchens or the front parlors, and he had not bothered to look for any as he cleared his way up the front walk. Perhaps no one was home. He stepped back on the porch again and gave the bell chain another hearty pull.


On the instant, the door opened. Aubrey turned quickly toward the sound, his ready smile back on his face. A tall woman stood framed in the doorway, holding the door open with both hands as though it were heavy. Her hair, braided in a coronet around her head, was as dark as the wood of the door, her gown was as gray as the stone, and her eyes were a green so rich they were a startling source of color in this drab place. On her face was an expression of utter indifference.


“What do you want?” she asked. She sounded neither friendly nor unfriendly; she did not even sound curious.


Some of Aubrey’s smile had faded to be replaced by a quizzical look. “Hello,” he said, starting with his mildest grade of charm. “I am Aubrey. I was sent here by the magician Cyril of Southport to study with Glyrenden. I believe he is expecting me.”


“Is he?” the woman asked. “I didn’t know.”


Aubrey waited a moment, but that seemed to be all she had to say. He turned his charm a fraction of a degree higher. “Perhaps he has forgotten,” he said. “Is he here? May I come in and speak with him?”


She was still holding the door with both hands, but not as though she minded the weight. For a moment, Aubrey thought she would refuse; then she shrugged, and pulled the door wider. He stepped inside. “He’s not here,” she said, as he crossed the threshold. “He ought to be back tomorrow or the next day, though.”


Aubrey was looking around him in some astonishment, and so at first did not catch the import of her words. The neglect of the outer grounds had led him to expect some deterioration inside as well, but from what he could see of the front hallway and parlor, the house was in utter disarray. Dust lay inches thick on every surface; his boots had sunk in a pile of it, and the woman’s tracks could be plainly seen in this corridor which she had traversed to answer the door. Cobwebs competed with cut glass as the most conspicuous feature of the handsome chandelier hanging over their heads; the iron suit of armor that guarded a niche down the hall was beginning to rust over. A pervasive odor that seemed to rise from the gray bricks themselves was compounded half of dampness and half of dust.


He could not keep the amazement off his face when he turned to look at the woman who had let him in. Her eyes traveled where his had wandered, to see what had caused him to look so. “It is not so bad in the rooms where we mostly live,” she remarked, seemingly unembarrassed. “Arachne does what she can, but the place is too big. No one ever uses this part of the house, anyway.”


It was then that he remembered what she had said when he first stepped inside. “You say Glyrenden is not here?” he repeated. “Is it inconvenient that I stay, then?”


Her eyes came back to him and noticed his travel-stained clothes and the saddlebags he carried over his shoulder. “Oh,” she said. “You were planning to live with us, I take it?”


He felt suddenly awkward and foolish, both rare things for him. “Well, as Glyrenden’s pupil—but, after all, it is not far from the village, and I can just as easily return each day—and if he is not here—”


What may have been a smile brushed across her mouth and was gone. “Do not trouble yourself over appearances,” she said. “There are servants here. Of a sort. And none of the villagers is likely to accuse me of entertaining a lover, even if they spoke to my husband, which they don’t. You may stay here easily. I just did not know that was what was expected.”


Aubrey’s eyes widened a little at this speech. So this was the wife that the barkeeper had mentioned; and no wonder he had looked so odd. She was blunt, graceless and strange, and Aubrey, who could talk to anybody, had no idea what to say to her. “Perhaps once your husband returns …” he began tentatively.


“He will be angry with me if he finds you have come and gone again,” she said, although that prospect did not seem to disturb her much. “Stay until he arrives, at least. After that, you may want to leave again.” And she gave him such a brilliant smile, which made her, for a fraction of an instant, so vivid, he again almost missed the sense of her words; and it was not until he had followed her down the dusty corridor to the large and only slightly less dusty kitchen that he realized what she had said.


Here, two other inmates of the house were present. One was a small, colorless, middle-aged woman, with a thin and scandalized face half-hidden by a fall of stiff albino hair. She bustled about the room working her arms energetically, wiping at grimy surfaces and snatching suddenly and sporadically at insects winging by. If she was supposed to be cleaning the place, Aubrey thought, she had made very little headway; she seemed incensed at something, muttering inaudibly under her breath, but what she railed against he could not say.


The other inhabitant was squatting before the unlit fire when they walked in, but rose to his feet with a slow, unbalanced motion. He was quite six and a half feet tall and covered with dark, rough hair on every visible portion of his body except for the flesh immediately around his eyes and nose. His eyes were a dark, dense brown, just now narrowed with concentration, and his huge hands worked themselves into fists and then opened one joint at a time. His mouth, parted to admit his noisy breath, seemed overfull of teeth.


“Oh, sit down again, Orion. He’s obviously harmless,” said the lady of the house. Her voice was not as sharp as her words. “He has come to study with Glyrenden. You must be nice to him.”


The huge man kept his intense gaze on Aubrey’s face, but seemed to relax slightly at the woman’s words. “Nice,” he repeated, enunciating the word with difficulty. “Must be nice.”


Glyrenden’s wife gestured to the little woman still scurrying around the room, head bent over her tasks and indignation drawing her mouth tight. “That is Arachne. She cooks and cleans for us. She fights a losing battle with the dust and dirt, though, and as you can see, it makes her very unhappy. I doubt if she will ever speak to you. She seldom speaks to anyone.”


Aubrey was beginning to feel he had strayed somehow into a madhouse, but he kept a courteous smile upon his face. “And you are? Somehow I never asked your name.”


Again, that curious, brief smile touched her mouth and was gone. “I am called Lilith,” she said. “What are we to call you?”


“Aubrey, of course.”


“Very well, Aubrey of course, I will ask Arachne to prepare a room for you. It will not be much improved over the rest of the house, though, I warn you. But you will not care about that. You have come to study.”


He was not sure if he heard mockery in her voice, and if so, why she should mock him, but he replied at once, “Yes, that is true. A roof and a bed are all I ask for.”


“How fortunate.”


Arachne did indeed show him to his room, scuttling along before him down a dark and dusty hallway with her head bent to mute the sound of her incessant muttering. The chamber she left him in might not have been cleaned since the day the stones of the house were first piled together. Aubrey actually felt the grit of dirt through the soles of his boots as he walked across the floor to his bed. This was a huge, sagging affair covered with a patched and rotting feather quilt; strips of frayed silk hung from the four fat posters which had once supported a canopy. A delicate border of light showed around one solid wood shutter, but none of Aubrey’s energetic pounding could get the lock to yield and the window to open. If the room offered any other amenities, he could not see well enough to discover them.


“A strange and wonderful place this is!” he murmured to himself, as he stood in the middle of the shadowy room. He did not know whether to laugh and stay, or despair and make good his escape. “How much of this did Cyril know, I wonder? What a motley collection of disreputable souls are gathered under this dilapidated roof! Can it be any better when Glyrenden returns? And will I have stayed long enough to find out?”


The next day, however, Aubrey woke to find he could not leave if he would. The previous evening’s dinner had almost decided him against staying even one night in this house, so bizarre and uncomfortable was it. The food was not unpleasant, but entirely unrecognizable as any stew he had ever tasted. Arachne served it to them, nearly running around the table in her haste to ladle out all the portions at once, but she did not sit down and join the others. Orion immediately lowered his head over his plate and began to shovel spoonfuls into his mouth without speaking one word, eating huge quantities of the foreign stew before the meal was over. Lilith ate sparingly and very daintily, mostly nibbling on apples and bread and drinking from a large goblet of water. Aubrey ate without examining his plate too closely, and made a few desultory attempts at conversation before surrendering to a silence too immense for even his social skills.


Oddly enough, he slept well in the ancient, moldy bed, and woke up thinking he must have dreamt the whole. He was lying in bed, lazily trying to remember some of the events of the night before, when a chorus of thunder alerted him to the fact that it was storming outside. What little light filtered in past the barrier of the shutter was gray and dismal; and now that he listened for it, he could hear the shriek and whine of monsoon winds whistling about the fortress boundaries.


Trapped, he thought, and got up from bed.


Lilith confirmed his suspicions when he joined her in the kitchen for a light breakfast. “We have storms like this every so often,” she said, partaking of nothing but some honey which she mixed in a glass of milk. “It’s almost impossible to get the doors open against the pressure of the wind, and it’s just as difficult to keep to the road if you manage to get outside. Not to mention that you’re soaked through in less than a minute.”


“Then I had best stay indoors, hadn’t I,” Aubrey said pleasantly.


She lifted those incredible emerald eyes to his. “Had you thought about leaving?” she asked. The question sounded innocent but the look in her eyes was wise, as if she were privy to every thought in his head and had been since he walked into her husband’s house.


“Not seriously,” he answered, giving her a winning smile.


She was dressed in a gray gown identical to the one she had worn the night before, and which in fact might be the same one. Her thick brown hair was wound in the same braid, and her face still wore the incurious, placid look it had worn when she answered the door to him. Yet he found himself studying her as if he had not seen her before. There was something in the plain lines of her face and the startling beauty of her eyes that was mesmeric, almost spellbinding.


“Tell me,” he ventured, “what do you do here for entertainment when Glyrenden is gone and the weather keeps you all in the house?”


“There is very little to entertain me even when Glyrenden is not away from home,” she said.


He raised his eyebrows. “Surely you do not sit all day and watch Arachne perpetually clean?”


The briefest hint of laughter crossed the full lines of her mouth. “Even that loses its appeal after a while,” she admitted.


“Then what do you do when it storms like this?” he persisted.


“Mostly I stare out the window at the world denied to me.”


“Do you play cards? Sew? Write letters? You must do something.”


She tilted her head to one side, ever so slightly intrigued. “I cannot,” she said.


“Cannot what?”


“I have no one to write to, I have never sewn, and I do not know how to play cards.”


His own smile became broader. “Are there cards in the house?”


“I suppose so.”


“Well, then! I will teach you. We shall spend the day gaming.”


They sent Arachne, furious, on a hunt for a deck of playing cards and any other diversions she could find. She returned with three decks of standard cards and one tarot deck which Aubrey tossed impatiently aside. Additionally, she had found three pairs of dice, two of ivory and one of onyx set with small rubies; these Aubrey kept. The housekeeper had also unearthed a wooden board game but none of its pieces. It consisted of triangles and circles burned into inexplicable patterns on the wood, and Aubrey had no idea what game was played on its surface. This too he laid aside.


“All right, then,” he said, shuffling one deck and then laying the cards out in suits. “We begin with fifty-two separate cards—”


Lilith was a quick learner, he discovered, and by the end of the day he had taught her simple games like Drain the Well and more complex games like whist and picquet. She gave her entire concentration over to the intricacies of the game, fingering each card before she drew or discarded, as if the small colored squares could whisper advice or encouragement. She never lost by much and even defeated him once or twice before the day was over.


Arachne ignored them completely, moving around them as if they were not present in the room, and once or twice Aubrey was sure she passed her dust rag over his back and shoulders. Orion, however, came to watch them gloomily before the day was half through, and followed the motions of the spades and clubs, diamonds and hearts, with such palpable longing that Aubrey began to lose his taste for the game.


“We must let him play,” he said to Lilith after Orion had silently watched them for more than two hours.


“He is not very bright,” she said, which Aubrey thought was unkind with the man sitting so close. “I don’t know that he can learn.”


“One of the simpler games, then. Drain the Well, don’t you think?”


“I don’t mind.”


So they taught him to neaten up his third of the deck before him and to turn over one card at a time, and they told him when his queen took the trick (which filled him with a ferocious elation) and when his two lost to the four (which made him slump back disconsolately in his chair). Aubrey, who was after all a master of sleight of hand, subtly rearranged the cards so that all the kings and aces magically appeared in Orion’s hand, and the big man won the game at last. At first he could not understand it; then he was beside himself with delight and would not let Lilith take the cards back from him when she tried to explain that he had won the game, not the pieces.


“I told you he wouldn’t understand,” she remarked.


“It doesn’t matter,” Aubrey replied. “I’m tired of cards anyway.”


It was clear that no one else was going to propose another diversion, so Aubrey began to amuse himself with a few of his simpler but more dazzling magic tricks. He brought coins out of Orion’s ear (and then let the poor simple beggar keep them); he caused Arachne’s apron to lift over her head and temporarily blind her, he took a kitchen knife and pretended to cut off his own hand and reattach it to his knee. Even Arachne paused in her activities to watch this comic performance, and Aubrey thought he saw a real smile come to Lilith’s face while she looked on.


They didn’t like fire, though. Arachne turned away and returned to her sweeping when he brought blue flame from his fingertips. Orion ducked under the table, yelping, and even Lilith drew back and put her hands to her face in sudden dread. Immediately, Aubrey extinguished the blaze.


“I’m sorry,” he said to her a little blankly. “I didn’t know you would be afraid of it.”


She uncovered her face but her cheeks were still ashen. “I have always feared fire,” she said.


“How do you stay warm, then?”


Again, that ghost smile, almost not there. “I am never cold, even in winter. It does not take a fire to keep me warm.”


“You are luckier than me. I am always shivering.”


“Best not stay here through the winter, then,” she said. “For this is a cold house.”


That was all that transpired during Aubrey’s first full day in the shape-changer’s house.




Two


THE NEXT DAY, AUBREY WOKE TO FIND FIERCE SUNLIGHT trying to beam its way past the barrier of the shutter at his window; the air held the rich, hot scent of a truly fine day. Once downstairs, he learned that Orion had already left for a day’s hunting and might not be back till after dark.


“Is he a good hunter?” Aubrey asked.


Lilith drank her honeyed milk and watched Aubrey finish breakfast. “Very good. Even in bad winters when there is no game to be found, Orion can find meat. Some of the villagers even come to us when winters are hard, and offer to buy his deer and rabbits. But they must be very hungry before they come here for succor.”


It was the second time she had said something like that, and this time Aubrey followed up. “They don’t like Glyrenden?”


“They don’t like any of us.”


“Do you keep away from the village?”


She shrugged. “I have no reason to go there. Orion goes in once a week or so to buy milk and vegetables and things we cannot supply ourselves.”


Orion did not seem sharp-witted enough to be able to carry on simple mercenary transactions, and Aubrey said so. “But don’t they cheat him?”


Lilith smiled. “Cheat one of Glyrenden’s servants? They would not be so foolish. If anything, they are more than fair to him. He does not like to go to the village, though, so he does his best to find what we need in the forest.”


“If he does not like to go, then why—”


“Glyrenden makes him.”


That was all, simply stated, but it gave Aubrey a chill. Lilith did not seem to miss her husband when he was away.


“Have you plans for today?” Aubrey asked her. She shook her head. “Then walk with me. I find I am cranky and sore from yesterday’s inactivity.”


“More likely from last night’s sleep in an uncomfortable bed,” she said, rising. “Let me change my shoes.”


Five minutes later, they were hiking across one of the forest trails that was only slightly less overgrown than the woods around it. Aubrey in the lead, pushing aside branches and debris and, set a spirited pace, seeking to shake off some odd shadow of discomfort that clung to him; Lilith kept up with him without complaint. They spoke very little for the first hour or so, until Aubrey slowed to admire a pretty, open view before them.


“Very nice,” Lilith agreed. She had rested a hand against one of the big oaks that ringed the clearing, and the brisk climb had brought a certain color to her face. She looked much more alive and vibrant to him than she had in the two days he had known her.


“Do you walk much in the forest here?” Aubrey wanted to know. “It does not seem like these paths are often used.”


“I prefer the trail toward the king’s palace,” she said, “but I do not take it much. That is usually the road Glyrenden follows.”


And that was another odd thing to say. “What is there to see on the trail to the royal court?” Aubrey asked.


“Nothing much; except, if you walk long enough and far enough, you come to the King’s Grove, and that is my favorite place in the whole realm.”


He turned to face her. She was not a beautiful woman, but the flat, clear angles of her face continually drew his attention; the depth of her green eyes troubled him. “And what is the King’s Grove?”
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