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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


Judd Cauley stood in his father’s rooms in the Inn at Sealey Head, looking out the back window at the magnificent struggle between dark and light as the sun fought its way into the sea. Dugold Cauley seemed to be watching, too, his gray head cocked toward the battle in the sky as though he could see the great, billowing purple clouds swelled to overwhelm the sun striving against them, sending sudden shafts of light out of every ragged tear in the cloud to spill across the tide and turn the spindrift gold. His pale eyes seemed to reflect stray colors in the sky. But they had already lost their fight, Judd, glancing at him, thought with sudden pity: those old eyes overcast with mist. Slowly the wild light faded outside as well. Twilight smothered one last burning ember of sun. The bell rang then, as always, and Dugold, groping his way into the rocker behind him, turned his face toward his son.


‘Was that a carriage I heard in the yard?’ he asked, predictable as the bell.


Judd murmured absently, still watching the cliff behind the inn, where the waves were breaking so hard they sent spume high in the air that turned again and fell as a gentle rain onto the rocks. Gulls hung in the wind, white as froth, so neatly balanced they were motionless in all that roil before they dropped a wing, caught a current, and cried out as they flew over the sea. Another bell was sounding: the channel marker tumbling about in the tide, jangling to guide one last fishing boat toward the harbor on the north side of the headland.


‘Judd—’


‘I know, I know,’ he said mildly. ‘They’re fetching up in droves for the night.’


‘I’m sure I heard—’


‘Mr Quinn will call me if someone stops. Stiven Dale’s boat is wallowing up the channel like a cow trying to swim. His hold must be full of something.’


‘Water,’ his father said dourly. ‘That tub is as old as I am.’


‘Fish, I’ll bet you. I’ll send Mrs Quinn down in the morning to see what he’s got.’


‘Water.’


‘You hope.’ Judd dropped his hand lightly on Dugold’s shoulder. ‘I know Mrs Quinn has trouble with fish.’


‘She thinks they’re not dead unless she drowns them in boiling water for an hour.’


‘I’ll have a word with her.’


‘Why bother?’ Dugold set the chair going on its rockers with a restless push. ‘I’ll be in my grave before Mrs Quinn learns how to cook.’


‘So will I,’ Judd breathed, having a sudden, mouthwatering memory of his mother’s cooking.


‘Her chowder,’ his father said wistfully, reading Judd’s mind as he sometimes could. ‘Butter and cream and the clams so tender they melted between your teeth. Her leek-and-crab pie. You’ve got to find a better cook. Then we’d have them coming.’


‘I’d have to pay a better cook,’ Judd reminded him. ‘Mrs Quinn works for as close to nothing as we can afford.’ He was still then, his eyes caught by an unexpected bit of color among the rocks.


‘Marry somebody,’ Dugold suggested, again predictably. ‘Then she’d cook for free. Only make sure she can cook before you ask.’


‘There’s a proposal sure to charm a woman into my life.’


‘Well, it’s a thought to think about, isn’t it? Last time I looked, you had a few charms of your own. All from me, of course. Have you changed so much since I went dark inside?’


‘How would I know?’ Judd asked absently, peering through the thick whorls of glass at the odd bobble and flutter beneath the soft rain of tide. ‘Somebody’s out there.’


‘Who?’


‘I can’t tell …’ He narrowed his eyes, picked out the sky-blue lining on a black cloak flapping like bats’ wings, a matching blue scarf streaming down the wind, a gold band on the hat the wearer clapped firmly to his head with one hand. ‘A stranger, I think. But what’s he doing out there?’


‘A guest,’ his father exclaimed, slapping the rocker arm with his palm. ‘Go and catch him before he gets away.’


‘Before he gets swept away, more likely.’


‘Whatever. Go on –’ He was squinting at the window, too, as though he could see the elegant idiot wandering at the edge of the cliff with the tide thundering and breaking over his head, the hard rain of a sudden squall mingling with it now, streaking the glass. ‘Reel him in before you lose him.’


But the stranger was gone when Judd went out to look for him.


Judd lingered on the cliff. The squall passed overhead and away, blown inland by the fierce wind. He watched the world around him melt into twilight. He was a sturdy young man with pale, curly hair and fair-weather eyes, unshaken by the wind trying to buffet him into the sea. He went just close enough to the edge to make sure that the stranger wasn’t clinging desperately to a rock below, or floating like some exotic bird in the water. Accidents happened along that rough headland, where the bluff sloped down toward the deep channel the fishing boats and the occasional merchant ship used to reach the calmer waters of Sealey Head harbor. The town clung like a colony of barnacles to the rocky shore and the hillsides, bracketed at one end by the inn and at the other by Sproule Manor, on its lofty perch overlooking the harbor and the inhabitants. Judd could see its broad, mullioned windows glazed with firelight, lamplight. On the wooded hill above the inmost curve of the harbor, the ancient, stately façade of Aislinn House stood fading like a ghost of itself into the dusk, fires flickering randomly, frail as moth wings within the dark windows.


Judd knew every face born between those juts of land. He had drawn his first breath on Sealey Head, sent his first piping cry back at the seagulls. The inn had been built by his great-grandfather at that point along the rugged cliffs of west Rurex, where a traveler watching the sun sink into the sea from his horse or carriage window might decide that the broad stone building, with its thick walls, bright windows, clean, cobbled yard, might be a good place to stop for the night. For half a century there wasn’t much choice in the matter: it was either the inn, or the frumpy tavern beds in town that you reeled into drunk so not to care who pushed in beside you and snored in your ear all night.


The town had grown more prosperous since then. Some days over half a dozen merchant ships shifted their spiky profiles near Toland Blair’s warehouses, as dockworkers unloaded goods that would travel overland to the cities. Now the traveler had choices: a newer tavern along the docks or another inn at the back of the harbor, far from the exuberant winds and the cliff that shook under the tide on a stormy night.


All that Judd explained more than once to his father. But Dugold still blamed himself: his failed eyes, his failure to follow his own father’s footsteps into prosperity. Judd, he decided, must restore the inn to its former glory. It was in his blood. His destiny. Judd had no particular ambitions beyond reading every book in the world and taking care of his father. He had grown up making beds and fires, cleaning stables and scorched pots, carrying baggage to and fro, filling tankards in the dining room, chopping carrots in the kitchen. It was no hardship to stand in the doorway under the inn sign, welcoming travelers. These days, he handed them over to the care of Mr Quinn, who brought up their baggage and stabled their horses, and Mrs Quinn, who cooked. Their daughter, Lily, washed the sheets, dusted the mantels, swept the grates. They stayed on even as business dwindled. A bed was a bed, Mrs Quinn said forthrightly, and better the one under your back than the one you left behind when you left to look for better than you had. Judd would never have to fear she would want to leave. No indeed.


He gave up hoping, resigned himself to her watery chowders, her rubbery fish, her bread so dense he could have bricked a wall with it. When there were no guests, he ate with his father, hunched over a table, turning pages with one hand and shoveling in whatever it was Mrs Quinn called supper that night. After Lily took their plates away, he continued reading aloud while Dugold rocked and drank ale. When he started snoring in his chair, Judd called in Mr Quinn and went to read in his room under the eaves, where the books along the walls stoppered the chinks in the mortar. He read anything that came his way: histories, romances, speculations about the nature of things, journals of travels to far-flung places, folklore, even the odd book about an elusive, unwieldy, nine-legged, hundred-eyed beast that sang like a swan and burned words like paper when it spoke. Magic, it was called. Sorcery. Enchantment. It was everywhere just beyond eyesight; it was yours for the making of a wish. So he read, not quite believing, not knowing enough to disbelieve. Inevitably his thoughts would turn to the bell that tolled each day, exactly when the last burning shard of sunlight vanished beneath the waves.


As though someone in an invisible world watched, and in that precise, ephemeral moment, the dying sun and the single toll bridged one another’s worlds.


That night he fell asleep on his bed with a book someone had left at the inn: The Lives of Beetles in Their Habitats. Abandoned, mostly likely. Fled as from a tome of evil sorcery. The fussily detailed sketches of the Blue Wood Beetle and the Green-Winged Black Beetle fell over his face, a beetle on each eye. For a while the wind and tide, the passing squall, sighed and murmured about him; window ledges creaked; the fire burrowed noisily into itself; flames hissed and guttered into ash.


A tap on the window woke him. Another. Then a handful, as though bony fingers had drummed themselves on the glass. Judd sat up abruptly, the book sliding to the floor. Hail? he wondered. Then: Why am I dressed? Another sporadic run of taps hit the glass, and an improbable vision came into his head, that the merchant’s daughter, Gwyneth Blair, had wandered over the cliffs on a whim to stand under his window and throw pebbles at it.


‘Right,’ he grunted, and reached for the lamp.


It nearly lost its chimney when he swung a casement open and held the light into the wind to see what was going on. He pulled it in hastily, but not before it had revealed a face.


It was the colorful stranger, holding his hat on his head with both hands now, the cloak luffing against him like a sail. The lamp had produced an odd flash of fire coming from the stranger’s eyes. Magic, Judd thought, still befuddled. Then he amended that: spectacles.


‘Good evening,’ the man called politely. ‘Sorry to bother, but yours was the only window lit. I need a room. Do you know which window I should pitch pebbles at next?’


Judd blinked. His mouth was open and full of air, he realized; he forced it to move. ‘Welcome, sir. Of course I have a room for you. If you’ll meet me at the front door, I’ll be happy to show you in.’


‘Thank you,’ the stranger said, after Judd had taken his lamp downstairs and opened the door. Judd stepped back abruptly to dodge a voluminous sneeze. ‘I beg your pardon. I’ve been out on the cliffs since this afternoon.’


‘I know. I saw you earlier.’ Two horses stood patiently behind the man, one saddled, the other carrying a bulky assortment of baggage. Judd lifted his head, shouted up through the floorboards. ‘Mr Quinn!’ There was an answering thump: Mr Quinn falling out of bed.


‘My books,’ the stranger explained. ‘I should get them inside.’


‘Books.’


‘I packed them very carefully, but they may have picked up some damp from the rain.’


‘How?’


‘How—’


‘How could you leave your books out in this weather?’ Judd demanded. ‘You should have come in earlier.’


The man gazed at him, then smiled suddenly, very pleased about something inexplicable. He looked slight but vigorous beneath his cloak. His lean face seemed colorless in the lamplight, perhaps from reading all the books he carried. Beneath the spectacles, his eyes were very dark; his long black hair was damp and tangled from the briny air.


‘You like to read, then?’ he guessed. ‘That’s rare among proprietors of wayside inns. I’ll let you borrow my books if you like.’


Judd’s eyes went to the bulging leather bags tied to the packhorse. ‘You’d leave them here?’ he asked huskily.


‘No. I’m staying here. I don’t know how long. If you can accommodate me. I’d prefer a room at the top of the inn for now, a corner room, if you have such, overlooking the harbor and the town.’


Mr Quinn appeared in the lamplight, yawning, buttoning his vest with one hand and carrying a lantern with the other. He was an affable man, thin as an eel, with a great gray mustache and one eye swiveled outward, as though he were perpetually thinking of two things at once.


‘Sorry, sir,’ he said, for no discernible reason to Judd, and to the stranger: ‘Good evening, sir. You have horses to stable, I see.’


‘Books first.’


‘And then the horses. Yes, sir. Is the gentleman hungry? Should I wake Mrs Quinn?’


‘Yes,’ said the gentleman.


‘No,’ Judd said hastily, remembering supper that night. ‘I’ll fix him something.’


‘Some bread and cheese will do me,’ the stranger suggested. Judd gazed at him worriedly. ‘Just cheese?’ he amended tentatively.


‘I’ll see what I can find,’ Judd promised. ‘And I have the perfect room for you upstairs, very large and comfortable, with views of the town and the hills. I’ll show you.’


‘This seems a quiet place,’ the man said, stepping at last across the threshold. ‘I didn’t notice a great deal of activity this evening. Very little. In fact—’


‘None at all,’ Judd finished wryly.


‘Is that unusual?’


‘These days, no.’ He paused, added despite feeling his father’s eyes pop open in the dark, ‘There is another inn on Sealey Head harbor. If you dislike the sound of the sea.’


‘No, no. I don’t dislike it at all. In fact, I may need another view later, facing the cliffs, if there is room.’


‘Good,’ Judd said, bemused. ‘Follow me, then, Mr – Ah?’


‘Dow. Ridley Dow. Traveling scholar.’ He held out his hand. ‘Mr Dugold Cauley, I assume from your sign.’


‘My father. Retired to his rocking chair. I’m Judd Cauley.’


‘I’ll start on the baggage,’ Mr Quinn said, the waxed twists of his mustache beaming happily upon them.


They all staggered upstairs with the baggage. The wide room, with its bed and desk and wardrobe, looked suddenly a great deal smaller, with various cases and sacks littering the floor like debris washed ashore after a shipwreck. Ridley pronounced himself satisfied. Mr Quinn left to see to the horses. Judd hesitated over the fee; Ridley proposed an amount so generous for room and board and stable that he took Judd’s astonished silence for reluctance.


‘Being a scholar, a traveler, and a book collector is unkind to the income. Fortunately most of mine is inherited. Perhaps, though—’


‘No, no—’


‘Perhaps I will find some trifling way to repay you for putting up with my eccentricities.’


‘If you can put up with our cook’s eccentricities, which most have to bear only one night, we can tolerate any number of yours.’


The dark eyes regarded him shrewdly behind the lenses. ‘I suppose she has been here for some time?’


‘It seems like most of my life.’


Ridley nodded. He tossed his hat and cloak on the chair, unwound the blue scarf. Judd, accustomed to a schoolmaster’s rusty black, was surprised by Ridley’s variations: the tiny gray birds on his black vest, the satin collar on his jacket, the silk piping along seams and sleeves. The scholar indeed had money, he realized. He had come deliberately to the wild shores of west Rurex. To Sealey Head. To stay indefinitely.


‘Why?’


Again the lenses flashed at him, signaling a swift comprehension of matters at hand. ‘Why did I come here to this rough place at the edge of the land?’


‘Yes.’


‘Because I was reading one afternoon in my study in the middle of the great noisy city of Landringham on the other side of Rurex, and I heard the bell toll the sun down on Sealey Head.’ Judd stared at him; he nudged a bag gently with his boot. ‘In one of my books. Among my eccentricities is the pursuit of things mysterious, otherworldly, magical. There is magic in this place. I want to find it.’


Judd found his voice after a moment. ‘Can I borrow the book?’


‘I hoped you’d ask. You would recognize names mentioned.’


‘I never recognized anything magic around here.’


‘You live in it.’


‘People say the bell’s just an echo of something that happened a long time ago. Live here long enough, you don’t hear it anymore.’


‘Did you? Stop hearing it?’


He shook his head. ‘No. I always wondered … It’s just a sound, though. Vanishes the moment you hear it. It comes out of nowhere. How do you go about finding nowhere?’


‘I have no idea,’ Ridley said simply. ‘But I’m here, and I intend to find a way. If you have time to spare, perhaps you’ll help me?’


‘I think I could eke out the odd hour here and there,’ Judd answered dazedly.


‘Good,’ Ridley said, with his quick, pleased smile. He added, ‘Does Mrs Quinn brew the ale here, too?’


‘No. You’re in luck there. Come downstairs. I’ll put some supper together for you.’


‘There’s more magic in a tankard of ale than in most of the world, some days,’ the scholar mused as he followed Judd through the quiet inn to the kitchen. ‘Along with transforming memory and a very rugged road, it’s usually there under your nose when you need it. You must only recognize the magic. That’s what the books say, anyway. In the raw ends of the earth, in a tankard of ale. Perhaps, one day, even in Mrs Quinn’s cooking.’


‘Never,’ Judd said flatly, and went for the eggs and sausage in the larder instead.




TWO


Gwyneth Blair heard the bell as the last, dying ember of light guttered into the cloud bank over the sea, and put down her pen.


She looked over the cobbled street, her father’s warehouses, and the bobbing masts in the harbor from the highest room in the house, just below the peaked roof, where the sharply slanting walls made the place unfit for anything but brooms or a writer. She had wedged a tiny writing table under the single window, a rickety affair from the schoolroom, whose surface her older brother had riddled with a penknife when he was bored. An ugly cushion, covered with lime ribbons and liver-colored velvet, that she had purloined from the parlor protected her from the split in the scullery stool she had rescued from the trashman’s wagon. There was just room enough in the angle between the table legs and the roof for a small tin chest into which she dropped the pages of unfinished stories. When they were completed, various things happened to them. Some she read to the twins; others she took to the bookseller, Mr Trent, for comment. Most were consigned to the dark under her bed, to be considered when she was in a better mood. A few she took down to the garden and burned.


It grew dark quickly in the tiny room after the sun went down. She dried her pen, capped her ink, dropped a half-covered page into the chest. She sat a moment longer, following the ebb tide out of the harbor, through the rocky channel where a fishing boat foundered, invariably, once a year, and out to the restless deeps, already growing shadowy with dusk.


The bell had haunted her as long as she could remember.


It was the first thing she had written about, years earlier, the most exciting, the most dreadful piece of writing she had ever done. That had gone under her bed and never come out. Since then, her written explanations of the mystery of the bell had grown more sophisticated, more complex. Most still ended up under the bed. Some she showed to Mr Trent, who held the common local belief about the phenomenon but enjoyed what he called her excursions into the imagination.


The makeshift latch on the peaked door rattled up and down. Gwyneth, who had heard no footsteps on the steep, narrow stairs, moved quickly, dodging the ceiling as she stood from long practice, and opened the door.


The baby of the family grinned at her toothily. She was not yet three, a plump, golden-haired, violet-eyed armful. Of all of the siblings, she most resembled their mother, who had died a few months after her birth. No wonder Gwyneth had heard no steps; Dulcie had done away with her shoes again, and who knew where this time?


‘Tantie says come down.’


‘I’m coming. Where, you miserable child, have you hidden your shoes?’


‘Guess.’


‘Indeed.’ Gwyneth hoisted Dulcie up into her arms. ‘Do you think our father has nothing better to do than send his ships out to exotic lands to bring you back new shoes?’


‘The bird is here for tea,’ Dulcie said complacently, knocking Gwyneth’s spectacles askew with her dimpled elbow. ‘And Dary.’


Gwyneth stifled a sigh, as well as a few thoughts unwise to express around the chatterbox Dulcie. ‘How wonderful,’ she said flatly. ‘How extremely pleasant for all of us to be favored by the magnificent presence of the bird.’


She started carefully down the stairs, keeping an eye out for stray shoes. She, too, had inherited their mother’s curly gold hair, but her eyes were practically colorless, gray as a fogbank with no storm in sight, and she had somehow grown nearly as tall as their father. That this did not discourage Raven Sproule, the bird, from seeking her out over his cup of tea never ceased to amaze her.


What ails the man? she wondered, putting Dulcie down to walk at the bottom of the stairs. I’m a merchant’s daughter who wears spectacles and spends a good deal of her life in an attic. Has his father run through the family fortune already?


She remembered to plant a smile on her face as she opened the parlor door.


Their mother, who had rarely used the dark, windowless room, had furnished it with her least favored items, hence the lime-and-liver cushion. Curiosities their father had gleaned from his ships wound up there: lamps made of seashells, animal-skin carpets complete with eyes and teeth, a huge round brass table, a folding screen painted with a snake coiling among jungle plants and flicking its tongue toward a squawking fledgling in its nest, an entire collection, in various sizes and styles, of ships in bottles. The more interesting oddments had been pilfered by the twins: the strange drums and rattles, the deeply bellowing conch shells, the peculiar games with polished stones for counters, the curtain made of strands of beads and minute stuffed hummingbirds. What was left was uncomfortable, ugly, or too bizarre even for the twins.


Aunt Phoebe considered the room an educational gift to the inhabitants of Sealey Head, a sort of museum, and opened it to guests as often as she could. She sometimes wore the thin shawls with their bright, glinting threads while she poured tea, though the pinks and oranges rarely matched her habitual somber shades. She had come to live with her brother and care for his children after his wife died. It was, Gwyneth had thought at the time, like continually tripping over, or having to avoid, some cumbersome foreign object her father had brought home and constantly shifted into inconvenient places. But they gradually learned to live around her, for, despite her stodginess, she had a good heart.


‘There you are,’ she purred in her deep voice, as Gwyneth entered. Raven Sproule, trying to smile with his mouth full, was having his customary effect on Phoebe. Daria was there, too, his younger sister, all flutterings and lace, doing that thing with her gooseberry eyes. Her long lashes went winking and blinking up and down a few times at Gwyneth; she complained of weak vision, even to total strangers, as she peered confidingly at them.


‘Gwyneth!’ she exclaimed, as though the gloom had cast some doubt upon the matter.


‘Daria. How lovely,’ Gwyneth exclaimed back, trying to remember exactly when the Sproules had somehow become a fixture around the tea table. ‘And Raven. What a surprise. How are you?’


‘Much better now,’ he said meaningfully, having worked his bite into a less obtrusive position. Like his sister, he was fair and stocky, with a beak like a jungle bird and practically no chin. It was an odd combination, she thought. But what would he care what anybody thought? His father was Sir Weldon Sproule; his family had lived at Sproule Manor for two hundred years, and owned most of the pastures and small farms in the protected river valley east of Sealey Head. Raven was heir to the lot. Except for Aislinn House, which had begun crumbling while Sproule Manor was only a wish in an ambitious farmer’s heart, nothing in Sealey Head was more stately than Raven’s pedigree.


‘Now,’ he added, in case Gwyneth hadn’t quite understood him, ‘that you’re here. Your aunt said you must have been upstairs writing your stories for the children.’


‘Bad, bad for the complexion.’ Daria waggled a finger chidingly, then bit into a tart with the other hand. Her eyes widened again; she looked reproachfully at Aunt Phoebe, who had pulled Dulcie onto her knee and was being charmed by her. Rhubarb, Gwyneth guessed. She plucked the tart from Daria’s fingers before Daria dropped it into the umbrella stand made from some unfortunate pachyderm’s foot.


‘Never mind that. Have a seed cake instead.’


‘What are your stories about?’ Raven asked. ‘I hope there are horses in them.’


‘Or pirates,’ Daria added with enthusiasm. ‘Great, hairy pirates with gold in their ears who are tamed and civilized by love. I read one like that just last week.’


‘Oh, novels,’ Raven said restively, glancing under the lid of an oddly hairy wooden box. ‘I can’t bear to read novels. Why sit still in a chair reading about somebody else’s life when you could be living your own?’


‘Good question,’ Gwyneth said, licking jam off her finger. Her aunt swiveled an eye at her; she lowered her hand hastily. ‘I think—’


‘I mean, I’d rather ride,’ Raven went on, encouraged. ‘Or you could sit around a good fire with your companions and talk. Why do something so solitary?’


‘How else could I meet a pirate?’ Daria demanded.


‘Why would you want to? I’m sure they never bathe, and they wouldn’t know what to do with a cup of tea. Pour rum into the teapot and drink through the spout, no doubt.’


‘Not my pirates,’ Daria said firmly. ‘Mine would be the well-brought up, sensitive types, who were driven to the sea through no fault of their own, and welcome any chance to escape from their debauchery.’


‘Bauchery,’ Dulcie echoed happily from her aunt’s knee, and Phoebe’s spine straightened abruptly against the wicker.


‘However did we get on such a subject?’ she wondered to Gwyneth, as though her niece was the one who had invited pirates into their tea party.


‘Not a clue,’ Gwyneth murmured, and groped for a subject. ‘How are your horses?’ she asked Raven, and he was off into knees and hocks and hoof infections. Daria put her hand to her mouth, yawned delicately, and shifted closer to Gwyneth, while Raven, beamed at by both Phoebe and Dulcie, wandered toward the warmth.


‘We came to ask you to ride with us tomorrow,’ Daria said softly. ‘We must pay a visit to Aislinn House. My mother is sending Lady Eglantyne some novels to read in bed, and an herbal pillow. She finds them very comforting when she can’t sleep.’ She lowered her voice even further. ‘Dr Grantham says Lady Eglantyne may not live much longer. She’s old and very frail.’


‘But what –’ Gwyneth said incoherently, thinking of the huge, quiet, melancholy house, the few servants left in it, most of them as old as Lady Eglantyne.


‘The doctor advised her to summon her heir from Landringham.’ Daria gave Gwyneth the full force of her round, green stare. ‘It is immeasurably exciting.’


Gwyneth opened her mouth again, was distracted by Dulcie’s laughter. The sight of Raven on his hands and knees, his hair in his eyes like a pony’s, arms and legs pumping rhythmically up and down, rendered her speechless.


‘Raven, whatever are you doing?’ his sister cried.


‘I’m being a perfect trotter.’


Dulcie crowed again; even Phoebe had begun to laugh. Gwyneth closed her mouth. No, she told herself adamantly. I can’t like him just because he makes the baby laugh.


‘What a girl it is,’ Daria sighed fondly. ‘Your tiny sister is already turning heads. So, tomorrow. Will you come with us?’


‘Of course she will,’ Aunt Phoebe said briskly, keeping one eye firmly on priorities, even in the midst of revelry, and that, the speechless Gwyneth thought, was that.


Later that evening, after Dulcie had been put to bed, she read the beginning of her new story to the twins.


‘ “The Bell at Sealey Head.” ’


‘Not the bell again,’ Crispin groaned, and Pandora clouted him lightly with her knuckles.


‘Be quiet. Go on,’ she encouraged her sister. ‘I’m sure it will be wonderful.’


They were both thirteen. A spiky age, Gwyneth remembered. Crispin was growing gawky, and Pandora moody, inclined to bursting into a temper or tears for no articulated reason. For the first time in his life, Crispin was taller than his twin, and already talking of following their older brother, Rufus, to sea. They had their father’s chestnut hair and their mother’s purple-blue eyes, a striking combination of woodland colors that Gwyneth suspected would survive the season of gracelessness, the fits and starts of temperament, the readjustments of the bones, and bloom overnight into beauty.


‘Thank you,’ she said gravely.


They were in the spacious library, the most comfortable room in the house, with its thick layers of carpets, the broad, ample chairs and sofas, the wide fireplace, the potted palms behind which their father had screened himself to pore over some papers. Gwyneth sat on a peculiar hourglass-shaped leather seat with arched wooden legs that her father said was a yak saddle, or some such. The twins sprawled on the green velvet sofa, Pandora hugging an embroidered pillow in her arms in anticipation.


Gwyneth cleared her throat and began.


Suppose.


Suppose one day long ago the little fishing town of Sealey Head had come to very dire straits. Great storms all winter kept the boats in the harbor, and in the spring, the fish, driven southward down the coast, or far out to sea, forgot to come back to be caught and eaten. Suppose, in spring, the boats went out and came back with nothing, and the rain, having fallen with all its might all winter, had simply grown depleted in the clouds. It was renewing itself busily within the floating vapors above, but could not yet fall. So the seedlings in the fields of Sir Magnus Sproule’s magnificent farm were drooped and wilting.


Suppose the disasters did not end there.


Suppose the Inn at Sealey Head, exposed on its bluff facing the tumultuous waves, had begun, over the winter, to melt away. Its walls, battered by briny spindrift and rain, grew swollen and soft; its stones cracked under the lash of water and salt. Rooms leaked; travelers left in high dudgeon, complaining of water dripping into their beds as they slept. The stable roof fell in; all the feed moldered in the wet. To make matters much, much worse, a portion of the coast road just south of Sealey Head had been buried under boulders when the towering cliff it passed under collapsed in all the rain. The boulders had torn a portion of the road away, so there was nothing but a long, dangerous ravine from the top of the cliff to the great rocks in the sea below. Those traveling along the coast were advised to make a wide circle around Sealey Head. The town suffered from the lack of business, as did, very keenly, the innkeeper, Anscom Cauley, and his family. He was forced to let his stableman go, then his housekeeper, then, unfortunate man, his cook; Mrs Cauley had to do all the work herself.


But that is not all.


Two more prominent and influential men in Sealey Head were also suffering from the harsh turn of Fortune. The shipping merchant, Mr Blair, had lost three out of four of his ships in the terrible seas, and the fourth had been driven so far out of its charted path that no one knew where it had gone. Rumor sighted it far to the north, trapped in a perpetually frozen sea among the icebergs. Or in dry dock on an island in the tropics, whose people spoke no familiar language, so could not tell the sailors where they were in the world. Mr Blair expended the last of his fortune to send a fifth ship out to search for the missing.


And all was equally unwell at Aislinn House. Lord Aislinn’s profligate ways had so depleted the family fortune that his daughter, Eloise, became his only hope. But a slender one at that: with no fortune, and a face like a vole, all small dull eyes and teeth, she had no prospects whatsoever. Not even the ambitious young Master Tibald Sproule, who had his eye on Aislinn House, would make an offer for her.


In such hideously difficult times, it seemed only a fortuitous stroke of luck would save the town. As luck would have it, it came, though not in any shape anyone could have expected.


Gwyneth stopped. The twins stared at her expectantly. Even their father had shifted a palm frond aside to gaze at her in wonder.


‘Go on,’ Crispin grunted.


‘That’s all I have.’


‘But the bell!’ He bounced a little, impatiently, on the sofa. ‘You said it was about the bell.’


‘I haven’t figured that part out yet. Not in this story. Nothing seems right.’


‘I like all the catastrophes,’ Pandora commented. ‘I hope there are more of them before you put everything aright.’


‘I believe there will be. I haven’t yet made up my mind about which of its faces Luck will be wearing.’ She laughed at their twin expressions, both of them astonished and annoyed at once. ‘I’m sorry. I was hoping you might have some suggestions for me.’


‘I cannot imagine how you will rescue your poor characters,’ Toland Blair told his daughter over the palm frond. ‘You’ve certainly made them wretched enough. I hope you’ll at least show mercy to your beleaguered merchant. But why the bell? Why do you keep going back to it?’


He was a big, weathered man with gray streaks in his hair and broad mustache. After his wife had died, he took to sea on his own merchant ships for long, wearying periods, returning briefly now and then to comment on his children’s heights and give them carved ivory animals, or wooden-soled sandals, or stranger things that Aunt Phoebe locked into a cupboard as soon as he had gone again. He was beginning to linger longer now on land; his seafaring eyes, wide and distant, were noticing again the wonders growing under his roof.


‘It’s a mystery,’ Gwyneth said simply.


He shook his papers straight on his desk and came out from behind the palms to poke at the fire.


‘It’s nothing more than the ghostly echo of the bell on a ship that foundered off the headlands long ago. It tolled its last as it was dragged under the waves, just as the sun vanished into the sea. That’s what everyone says.’


‘Do you believe that?’


He looked surprised. ‘I never thought about it.’


‘I have.’


‘I know you have.’ He chuckled. ‘I’ve listened to your stories. The sea bell that the mermaid rings in vain every sunset to summon her long-dead lover. The bell tied around the neck of a gigantic hound let out only at sundown.’


Gwyneth flushed. ‘You heard that one?’


‘That was my favorite,’ Crispin said enthusiastically. ‘When it ate all the evil highwaymen.’


‘I liked the bell on the path into fairyland,’ Pandora said, ‘that signals the gate between worlds to open only at sunset.’


‘Well,’ Gwyneth sighed. ‘Nothing ever seems right to me.’


‘Perhaps because the truth of the matter is that simple,’ her father suggested. ‘That sad.’


She looked at him doubtfully. Aunt Phoebe opened the library door then, sent the twins up to bed. She came to stand next to her brother in a rare, contemplative moment. Both heads bent, her white hair in a bun, his gray and brown tied at his neck; they gazed silently together into the fire. Gwyneth swallowed a sudden, flaring ember of memory.


Then Phoebe raised her head, said briskly to him, ‘Gwyneth has been invited to go riding tomorrow with Raven Sproule and his sister to visit Lady Eglantyne.’


‘Really.’ Her father glanced at Gwyneth. His mustache twitched at the expression on her face.


‘He seems quite interested in our Gwyneth.’


‘Really,’ he said again, still gazing at his daughter. She widened her eyes abruptly, crossed them. He looked away, clearing his throat noisily.


‘Well,’ he said only, ‘there is another tale in the making. Let’s see what she does with this one.’




THREE


Emma found Ysabo in the closet under the grand staircase, where she kept the cloths and the brass polish for the carpet rods on the stairs.


From long experience, she kept one foot stuck out to hold the door open, and a good grip on the polish, while the vast hall shimmered into shape far beneath her. Ysabo was standing on a narrow stone landing, from which steps zigzagged forever, it seemed, down the wall. She smiled quickly, while Emma, her head reeling, stared down at knights in their black leather and armor and bright surcoats, so far below that the words in their deep voices echoed and bounced across the walls, became distorted, incoherent, voices in a dream. They had grown up together, the princess and the housemaid; they had known each other nearly all their lives.


‘Sorry,’ Emma whispered, an ear cocked for footsteps on the worn floorboards on her side. ‘I was just putting things away.’

OEBPS/images/9781473205543.jpg
PATRICIA A.

McKILLIP

The Bell at -
Sealey Head






OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





