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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.







Readers of my Neutrino Drag collection will perhaps recall the presence there of two early stories of mine: “Rescuing Andy” and “Yellowing Bowers.” As I explained in those pages, these stories were the start of an abortive series set in the mysterious New England seaside town of Blackwood Beach. Two other installments were written but never sold.


On a whim recently, I went into my cave of memories (a large closet in my office full of moldering boxes) and dug out the manuscripts of those two tales, which I had not looked at in nearly twenty years. I was amazed to see they were at least as readable as the two that saw print, and so I determined, rather nostalgically, to give them a long-delayed life.


Following the seasonal motif established by “Rescuing Andy” (summer) and “Yellowing Bowers” (autumn), the third story, “Captain Jill,” illustrates the events of a typically atypical Blackwoodian winter. The knitting motif herein traces its origin to the vocation of my mate, Deborah Newton, who at the time I was embarking on my career with this story was starting her own as a knitwear designer.


Captain Jill


Someone was singing in the cellar.


T. Clayton Little, sitting stiffly in his ornately carved canopy bed, the still-strange room around him darkly full of the accumulation of two hundred years of other peoples lives, wondered if he should investigate.


Perhaps, he thought, if I simply lie here, Granny will go and checks it out. And if she doesn’t get up, then it can’t be anything serious.


For a moment, that train of reasoning reassured him. Its derailment, however, was almost immediate. Granny Little was partially deaf and suffered from arthritis in several crucial joints. Additionally, she would never see the blithe side of ninety again. Weren’t these very facts the reason why Clayton had let his father convince him to come live with her and manage her affairs, not the least of which was the Little Mistletoe Farm of Blackwood Beach? Have to drive out there early tomorrow and show some extra attention to Ethel, thought Clayton with absurd irrelevance, before dragging his mind back to the problem at hand. What was he thinking of, hoping the frail old woman would save him the unpleasant task of venturing out of his warm bed at four in the morning, padding down three flights of steep stairs into a cold, damp basement, and finding out just who—or what—was making that cacophony?


Ashamed of his selfish trepidation, Clayton tossed back the thick comforters and swung his long, gangly legs over the side of the bed. Midwinter moonlight shafting through a leaded-glass window revealed one of Clayton’s best-kept secrets: a fondness for old-fashioned nightshirts most unfashionable in a young man of thirty-two. Catching sight of the dim ghost of his reflection in a mirror, he winced, recalling the derision Marianne had heaped upon him back in Asheville when she had discovered this gaucherie. Her insensitive laughter had been one of the prime causes of their breakup, freeing Clayton from his last tie to the town of his birth.


He shook his head in wonder at the inexplicable twists and turns of life. Had he not been so enamored of being unromantically comfortable while sleeping, he might never have broken up with Marianne. Consequently, he would not have been inclined to move north, to this strange New England town of his ancestors. And therefore, he would not, at this instant, have been shuffling from one frozen foot to another, postponing the inevitable moment when he would have to descend to locate the source of the mysterious singing.


Chafing his big, rawboned hands together nervously, Clayton left his bedroom. Out in the long third-floor hall, he turned left and proceeded cautiously past Granny Little’s room—whence gentle old-lady snores issued—to the head of the stairs. The noise was more easily heard here, drifting up from the depths of the large house like the notes of an infernal symphony. Although Clayton could not make out any words, the lusty soprano seemed to convey unpleasant intimations of villainy and unholy glee.


Down the stairs, with their threadbare woven runner, to the second floor, Clayton slowly made his way. Pausing, he sought to discern at least the refrain of the song, hoping to recognize a pop tune and thereby draw the reassuring conclusion that the radio had somehow shorted itself into activity. No luck.


On the ground floor of Claytons new home, tiny fragments of the song became recognizable. Standing in the kitchen, with its massive wood-gas stove and cantankerous icebox, Clayton thought to make out the words “dead man,” “treasure,” and “rum.” Not exactly the components of any current Top 40 hit he could recall. And anyway, the innocent radio sat quiescent on its shelf.


Now Clayton began to grow intrigued, despite his fears. Who could be responsible for this bellowed chantey? Some drunk who had wandered into their cellar to escape the cold, no doubt. Emboldened, Clayton took a long-handled flashlight from its resting place and moved to the locked door leading to the stone-walled cellar.


The rickety stairs leading down were lined with old galoshes, empty Ball jars, broken crockery, and other relics of life led by generations of Littles. Clayton descended cautiously, reaching the dirt floor without barking his bony ankles, a minor triumph.


Here the song welled up in its full glory, only slightly muted. Clayton recognized it now for a version of that beloved boyhood favorite, “Fifteen Men on a Dead Man’s Chest.” Odd, he hadn’t thought of that song for decades. He wondered that anyone still sang it. And the voice! Was it that of a throaty woman, or of a high-voiced man?


The familiarity and innocent connotations of the song lifted Clayton’s spirits even further. Some teenager it had to be, bent on mischief.


Flashing the beam of his light around the web-shrouded, unpartitioned space, cluttered with generations of offcast miscellany, Clayton looked for an open window that could have granted the intruder access. But as far as he could see, the small, dusty casements were all fastened securely with rusty hooks and eyes. Perhaps elsewhere, out of sight, a window had been breached. Clayton pictured the inconsiderate singer, supine and drunk, lying facedown on the damp earthen floor, bellowing in his muffled manner. Not wanting even an annoying vagrant to catch a cold, Clayton moved away from the foot of the stairs and walked down irregular aisles of cartons and loose junk, furniture and Flexible Flyers.


A thorough investigation of the capacious cellar, however, revealed no open window or supine drunk, but only more assorted trunks and boxes, a gigantic furnace with its pile of coal boxed by three wooden walls, and a dilapidated sleigh covered with cobwebs and smelling of musty leather.


The unseen singer had switched tunes by the time Clayton had completed his search. The new song was unfamiliar, but of the same genre, detailing unsavory depradations and plunderings, accompanied by graphic bloodshed.


Clayton returned to the foot of the stairs and stood there, baffled. Where the hell was this intruder who had disturbed his sleep?


He cocked his head. Was the sound issuing from below?


Suddenly he was ten years old again. Gran’pa Little, long dead, stood beside him. “Yup, Clay, this town is wormier than Swiss cheese. Laced with tunnels dug by the old freebooters and smugglers. Why, one of them surfaces right here.”


Perhaps the old man hadn’t been joshing. Clayton went to the southwest corner of the cellar. There, shifting a box or two, he uncovered the trapdoor set in its wooden frame. He pried up the rusty ring set in its top and heaved. The door opened with a ghastly creak, and surprisingly fresh, sea-scented air rushed out in a puff. A set of rungs led straight down into the black hole.


Flashlight in one hand, its lonely beam directed uselessly upward, Clayton took the first step downward.


His return to Blackwood Beach was proving a bit more arduous than he had anticipated.


Once upon a time, Blackwood Beach had been, for young Clayton, a place of no responsibilities. In those days he had never had to contend with late-night caterwauling; nor had he had to manage family businesses.


Every summer for thirteen years, from the age of six to eighteen, Clayton had left behind the mundane for the miraculous by means of a simple sixteen-hour drive north with his parents. Departing hilly Asheville, North Carolina, where his father was the curator of the Vanderbilt mansion, Clayton always felt as if his soul were being freed from the bondage of his school work and his paper route and reformed into a purer, more marvelous thing.


The feeling would persist until his father would yell at Clayton and his sister, “Get your goddamn feet off the back of my seat, you two depraved young monsters, and count out-of-state license plates!” Reality reasserted itself then, informing Clayton that he was not entirely free. Still, something of the sense of emancipation would remain with him through the long months of June, July, and August, spent amid the straggling, elm-shaded streets of Blackwood Beach.


For the first few trips, Clayton was never quite sure of how they arrived at the old seaside town. Pestering his father to tell him the precise directions, he got back such instructions as “follow a dark star” or “turn left where normality turns right.” By the age of ten, though, he knew the route as well as Mr. Little, though he could not put it into phrases any less opaque than his fathers.


Although it took some getting used to, Blackwood Beach eventually became Clayton’s favorite place. (What child could fail to fall in love with a village where, for instance, the town coordinator possessed scales, webbed fingers, and a penchant for raw herring?) When, in his teens, he came to read the works of Asheville’s most famous native son, Thomas Wolfe, he found a sentiment that tallied with his feelings for Blackwood Beach:


“America is the only place where miracles not only happen, but happen daily.”


Throughout his teens, Clayton continued to enjoy his yearly stays with Granny and Gran’pa Little, especially the visits to the Little Mistletoe Farm, which lay a few miles out of town. As the years passed, however, other interests naturally grew to assume equal importance. When it came time for him to enter college, he regretted that having to work during the summers would mean that he could not keep up his visits. After a time, the town and its weird doings shrank to relative insignificance, a parcel of happy, youthful memories wistfully untied and examined during the more stressful moments of adult life.


At the age of thirty, Clayton had returned to Asheville to live with his parents. His own business—a video-rental store specializing in recordings of various elderly actors reading the works of Romantic poets—had gone bankrupt, thanks to an appalling lack of taste on the part of the general public, and he needed some time to recoup his inner resources.


Somehow, two years had drifted by while he held a succession of odd jobs. A wan romance had developed with an old friend, now divorced. Its ending had almost ruined the pleasure of nightshirts for Clayton, leaving him bitter and confused.


Then had come the letter from Granny Little, written in her familiar crabbed script, which looked as if a drunken spider dipped in ink had wandered across the paper. Requesting help with the family business, the letter was too plaintive to go unheeded.


And so Clayton had taken the well-known road north, finding that he hadn’t forgotten the final, crucial passage into Blackwood Beach, and feeling as if the tawdry years were dropping off his back like a snake’s too-small skin.


The splintery ladder had left its calling cards in the soles of Clayton’s bare feet and under the base of one thumb. Standing beside the ladder, he tried to aim the flashlight at his injury with the same hand with which he was attempting to remove the sliver in his digit. The whole procedure was both ineffectual and frustrating, so he gave up and concentrated on taking in his novel surroundings.


The ladder vanished above into a deep black square that was the cellar trapdoor casement. The tunnel ceiling around the hole was braced with wooden planks and beams, mossy and green with age. The rickety ladder hung down like a dipstick in an oil tank, not far from the earthen wall of the passage, so that one might almost have missed it without moving slowly through the subterranean shaft and carefully shining a light.


The passage—obviously part of the extensive network underlying Blackwood Beach—was wider across than the span of Clayton’s outstretched arms, a not inconsiderable distance. From behind Clayton came a moist breeze meandering in from the sea. Ahead, the beam-ribbed tunnel stretched cold and damp.


It was from this direction that the singing came. So much was clear. Also apparent was the nature of the voice. It was a woman’s, reminiscent of that of the young Lauren Bacall. (Clayton still got shivers when he recalled the neophyte actress telling Bogart how to whistle.) Had this woman wandered in from the seaward end of the tunnel and gotten lost? She certainly didn’t sound frightened, unless she was singing solely to keep her courage up. Clayton doubted, however, that someone who was terrified could put so much almost palpable joy into lyrics about maiming, looting, and burning.


Down the tunnel, flashlight probing ahead, Clayton cautiously advanced.


He was not ready for what he encountered.


The young woman sat on a big crate. Her hair was a wild mass of red curls, like a bank of roses in spring. Her skin was white as country snow, save for random freckles and ruby lips. Her green eyes seemed to catch the flashlight’s rays; they shone like a cat’s. Her small nose managed to imply an impudent archness.


She was dressed rather unconventionally. A white shirt of masculine cut, big balloon sleeves tight at the wrist, its buttons half-undone, causing it to hang off one shoulder. A short black skirt with a jagged hem, revealing long, exquisitely tapering bare legs, which were encased below the knees in high boots. A wide leather belt, from which depended a sheathless sword.


Swigging from a bottle, she let one leg dangle; the other was bent sharply, the heel of her boot caught against the upper edge of the crate. The whole effect was exceedingly indelicate, and had Clayton’s mother ever caught his sister sitting in such a fashion, the girl would have gotten the walloping of her life.


An icy drip started to fall from the root-tangled ceiling of the ancient, beam-braced tunnel, directly above the befuddled Clayton. It seemed the very essence and distillation of frigidity, a succession of pure arctic droplets, each stinging like the Ice Queen’s kiss.


Clayton didn’t even feel them. He stood barefoot—his robe twitching halfheartedly in the tunnel’s mild breeze, his collar growing wetter by the minute—unable to believe what he was seeing.


Bellowing out the final refrain of her chantey, the woman paused to drink long and heavily from her bottle, afterward wiping her mouth with the back of one hand. Clayton noticed then that one board of the crate had been pried off, revealing numerous bottles packed in straw within. When she lowered her head, her gaze at last fell upon Clayton.


“Company!” she shouted. “‘Sblood, but I do hate drinking alone! Haul your carcass over here, man, and help me hoist a few.”


She patted the empty spot next to her invitingly, with a lascivious twinkle in her eyes that Clayton found disconcerting, to say the least. He gulped, coughed, and found his voice.


“Uh, sorry, ma’am, but I make it a policy not to mix spirits with spirits.”


“Ah, a regular tavern wit, I see! Very glib, indeed. But your caution is overnice, in this case. I’m no ghost, you mooncalf! Look at me! Does this flesh look less than solid?”


Subtly shifting her position, allowing her skirt to hike up in an apparent attempt to meet her downward-trending blouse halfway, the woman offered herself for inspection.


“Ma’am, please!” Clayton begged, averting his reddening face.


“Have some spine, man! Are you a eunuch? Why, the scurvy potboy, lowest of my crew, would have known how to react to such an invitation by Captain Jill Innerarity, Hellcat of the East Coast, known from Cape Cod to Cape Hatteras as a mortal terror and expert wench. All right, you can look again. I’ve composed myself all ladylike for your eyes.”


Clayton swung his head back around. Captain Jill had spoken true, going so far as to demurely cross her legs at the knees. Still, Clayton didn’t trust her.


“If you’re not a ghost,” he demanded, “then what are you? And what are you doing underneath my house, howling those awful songs and keeping me awake?”


“I’m a woman and a pirate, any fool could see those two things. And as for my singing, I’m celebrating my release. After three-hundred-odd years of entombment, you’d bloody well feel like singing too, bucko!”


Clayton’s bafflement must have been obvious. Jill boosted herself off the crate, dusting her skirt neatly. “Follow me, you poltroon, and I’ll show you.”


She headed off down the tunnel, and Clayton cautiously came after her.


By a tumbled pile of bricks partially filling the way, they stopped.


“My home for these past three centuries,” Captain Jill said, indicating with a wave of her hand where Clayton should look.


He swung the flashlight to reveal a brick-lined cubicle set into the earthen side of the tunnel, its fourth wall a knee-high remnant flush with the passage.


“How—” began Clayton.


Captain Jill interrupted. “This Blackwood Beach of yours was a wizardly place even in my day, and I steered clear of it as long as I could. But after raiding up and down the coast for years, I ran out of towns to sack. And I was always looking for new challenges. So at last I convinced my men that we could deal with any dastardly tricks this hamlet could offer. One stormy evening, we hazarded a landing on the beach, thinking no one would be expecting us. But they were. A queer one-eyed sorcerer by the name of Goodnight led them. My men he bewitched into hermit crabs, who promptly buried themselves in the sands. Me he bricked up here, filling the loathsome box with a strange blue gas that left my senses intact, saying he might have a use for me in time.”


Clayton contemplated the coffin-sized space. Three hundred years in a closet? He would have gone mad.


As if guessing his feelings, Captain Jill continued. “That devilish blue phlogiston, or whate’er it was, left my poor body suspended, but my mind all arace, like a chip in a millstream. At first, I thought I’d be a bedlamite ere long. I couldn’t understand why the warlock had gone to such trouble to preserve me, only to drive me mad. Why hadn’t he just extinguished my thoughts for the nonce, as one caps a flame? But then I noticed the gas gave me certain powers. To wit, I could see and hear what was happening outside my petty cell—all over the world, in fact. I suspect that the scheming Goodnight wished me to keep abreast of history as it happened, so to speak, perhaps in preparation for whate’er obscure use he had for me. At first, I was chary of using my supernatural vision and hearing o’ermuch. But I soon came to enjoy amusing myself, watching the folly of mankind.”


Clayton had a sudden frightening thought. “Welcome Goodnight, the magician—did he just free you tonight?” Clayton had no wish to intrude on any of the mysterious Goodnight’s projects.


“Hah! That rascal did no such merciful thing. Yesterday a tremor of the earth opened a crack in my prison. The gas seeped out, and I came to, my old self. With my sword, I gradually chipped away this old mortar and made my escape. If luck be with me, that bastard Goodnight knows nothing of my escape, and I’ll soon have my revenge.”


Talk of taking revenge on the powerful Goodnight, still living as one of Blackwood Beach’s most eminent citizens, sent gooseflesh crawling up Clayton’s wet back, and he sought to change the topic.


“Uh, your visonary powers—do you still have them?”


Captain Jill scowled fiercely. “Blast it, no! They’ve vanished with the gas. A handy talent those would have been, now that I’m free! Luckily, I remembered watching some men hide that crate of whiskey not far from me some sixty years ago—during a time called Prohibition, I wot—and I knew where to head as soon as I was free. All those years built a powerful thirst, my lad.” Captain Jill passed a silky tongue over her lips. “As well as certain other yearnings.”


Nervously, Clayton replied, “Well, yes, I’m sure that’s true. We’ll see about attending to those when we get you back up to the surface and make you presentable.”


“Who says I’m following you back up aboveground?” Captain Jill demanded.


“I naturally assumed—”


“You’ve assumed wrong, my fine fellow. Your modern world makes me nervous, at least for the nonce. I’ve everything I need down here. Whiskey, song—and now you.”


While she talked, Captain Jill had managed to inch closer without Clayton’s noticing. Now she was within a foot of him. Realizing this with a start, he began to back away.


“Uh, that’s very flattering, Miss Innerarity, but I’m afraid I have no intention of staying. I have duties up above, a saintly old grandmother to attend to—”


“Grandmother be damned!” Captain Jill yelled. “I’ve got blue fog in my veins that I’ve got to work off. It’s left me cold after that long sleep, and I need some mortal warmth!”


Captain Jill extended one slim finger to touch the back of Clayton’s hand. A preternatural bolt of ice shot up his arm, and he hastily jerked back.


“I’m sure a doctor can cure that condition better than me,” Clayton argued. “Perhaps a day in the sun would work wonders—”


“I’ll pick the nostrum for what ails me, you snivelling whelp, and it’ll be a cure that’s never failed me yet!”


With this, Captain Jill leaped upon Clayton with alarming speed. Her embrace transmitted a fearsome chill through his nightshirt and throughout his entire body. He felt her breasts as two soft mounds of snow tipped with nubby little stalagmites. (Or was that stalactites? he wondered absurdly. He could never keep the two straight. He supposed it depended on whether she was lying on her back or on her stomach.)


Clayton’s mind began to fail under the onslaught of the cold radiated by Captain Jill, who now wrapped one leg around one of his and toppled him to the ground. Much to his alarm, he detected certain umistakable stirrings below his waist, as her actions combined with the supernatural chill began to rouse him to an icy erectness.


Before blanking out, Clayton had time to wonder if “Roger me silly, you varlet!” meant what he suspected it did.


Why was he thinking of John Keats? Surely there were more pressing matters to fill his mind as he lay there on the damp, packed earth of the tunnel floor. Such as finding the power to get to his feet.


Ah, that was why thoughts of Keats had occurred to him. Those lines in “La Belle Dame sans Merci”: “And I awoke, and found me here / On the cold hill’s side.” Certain parallels were undeniable. Was there any record of how the knight in that poem had dealt with the morning after?


Summoning energy from previously unplumbed depths, Clayton woozily got to his feet. His flashlight was sending out a yellow beam indicative of drained batteries. Captain Jill was nowhere to be seen.


Somehow Clayton made it back to the ladder leading up to his cellar. His energy was dribbling back in small increments, and he used some to ascend the rungs.


In the basement, he dropped the trapdoor and weakly shoved boxes atop it. He jumped as a noise sounded behind him. Jill? No, only a whiskery rat scrambling across some cardboard.


The cellar stairs were another obstacle, but he conquered them like Hillary taking the last hundred yards of Everest. In the kitchen, he slammed the door shut and locked it, wondering if he had the strength to move the refrigerator in front of it.


“Clayton?”


He nearly shot out of his skin. Turning around slowly, he found Granny Little seated at the breakfast table. His loud sigh of relief obviously puzzled her.


Granny Little was about four feet five inches tall. Her silvery white hair was caught up in a large bun partway back on her head. Thick bifocals in gold frames rested on her hawklike nose. Her knobby, arthritic hands were clasped clumsily atop the table. She wore her unvarying outfit: a gingham dress covered with a homemade cardigan.


“Where have you been, Clay? I checked your bedroom and found it empty at six. It’s nine now. I was so worried.”


Clayton began to explain. The singing, his descent to the cellar, and then to the tunnel, his conversation with Captain Jill. When it came time to detail how he had been rendered unconscious and taken advantage of, Clayton paused, unsure of how to phrase it delicately. At last, he bulled ahead, knowing Granny had led no sheltered life.


Granny nodded knowingly. “I was afraid something like that had happened when I saw the cellar door open.” Granny’s cherubic face assumed a look of worry and sadness. “Oh, I’m afraid it’s all my fault for not warning you, Clay. And once I suspected where you’d gone, I still couldn’t help. My joints, you know.”


Clayton felt awful that Granny was blaming herself. All his self-pity quickly vanished. What did he have to worry about? At least he was young and healthy. The woman lurking under the house could surely be evicted by someone of his ingenuity and abilities. When he smelled the coffee Granny had perked, he felt even more hopeful.


“I had completely forgotten about this Jill person,” Granny continued, her look of concern partially overlaid by one of calculation. “There was an old legend about her, but after so many years, no one gave it much thought. It seems now we’ll have to do something about it. Tell me, Clay, what exactly did that chill of hers feel like?”


Clayton thought a moment, then strove to capture the preternatural sensation in at least a simile.


“Like being squeezed by a polar bear during an Antarctic midnight while simultaneously having a spinal tap.”


Granny shook her head in sympathy. “It sounds, son, like you could have used a nice warm sweater between you and that witch.”


At that instant, having placidly uttered the non sequitur, Granny began to knit.


Clayton put a hand to his forehead and eyed her uneasily—for the woman had neither needles nor yarn in her hands.


For almost seventy years, Granny had been a compulsive knitter. Even her arthritis had not slowed her down. The output of her flickering needles had clothed, covered, and comforted dozens of Littles and their neighbors with sweaters, blankets, slippers, mittens, socks, and gloves of every description and size. Nor was Granny a purist. She would knit with wool, rayon, acrylic, even string. She knew every pattern in the books, and dozens that were unique to her. Clayton had worn garments made by her all his life.


But just recently, Granny had developed a disconcerting habit. Although as capable as ever, she had forsaken the conventional implements and materials of her craft, apparently having exhausted their potential after seven decades of activity. Instead, she seemed content to make busy knitting motions with her empty hands, knitting sheer air, apparently working in a medium invisible to the eye.


Clayton suspected and dreaded that Granny was gradually succumbing to something awful like Alzheimer’s. Yet she seemed so competent in every other area. Her only eccentricity was that ghastly miming of knitting. It gave Clayton the heebie-jeebies.


“Have something to eat, Clay,” Granny said, “before you drive out to the farm.” Then she repeated, as her hands ceaselessly shifted, “Yes, we’ll definitely have to do something about this.”


When was the state ever going to pave this stretch of highway? They neglected Blackwood Beach shamefully, and sometimes it didn’t help that the town repaid them in kind.


Of course, the ride was not enhanced by the fact that Clayton’s red’59 Ford pickup had no shocks. Clayton always meant to get around to installing some, but both time and money conspired against him. By now, he was coming to feel that any vehicle that had served as faithfully as the Little Mistletoe Farm delivery truck for so long deserved respect for its innards, and should be allowed to keep all its original, Detroit-given organs right up until death.


Still, it made for a bone-shaking ride.


Driving along Middenheap Mile (so called because the town dump had existed there since the seventeenth century), Clayton alternately steered and chafed his gloved hands together. Another deficiency of the truck exhibited itself in the heater department. But was it worth the effort to fix something that was needed only two or three months out of the year?


Heading out of town, tire chains rattling and crunching over the snowy gravel road, Clayton considered the problem of the excitable and lickerish Captain Jill. Although his concerns were many, his solutions were few. Eventually he gave up.


Middenheap Mile forked onto Holsapple Meadow Road. A ways down the latter, a sign appeared on the left, supported by two tall wooden poles above a driveway:


THE LITTLE MISTLETOE FARM OF BLACKWOOD BEACH, JEROTHMUL LITTLE, PROP.


Jerothmul was Gran’pa Little. Despite Gran’pa’s demise, Clayton saw no reason to impose his own name on the sign. He was not the true proprietor, any more than Gran’pa had been.


That office belonged to Ethel.


Pulling into the plowed driveway, Clayton checked the picnic basket beside him, which Granny had prepared as usual. He hoped Ethel appreciated the fact that he trekked out here every day despite all his own problems. Perhaps he would get a civil response today.


Engine killed, Clayton climbed out, his size thirteen Timberland boots biting into the snow. He turned to enter the grove.


Clayton experienced another slippage of time. He was a child again, visiting the farm for the first time. It had been summer.


“Where’s the mistletoe, Gran’pa?” he had asked. “I don’t see anything but a bunch of oaks.”


“Look closely, boy. Use your eyes.”


Clayton had stared and stared, until at last he spotted the mistletoe. “It’s woven all among the branches, Gran’pa. How come?”


Gran’pa Little had explained then that mistletoe was a parasitical plant, growing on many different kinds of trees, not able to take root on its own. Without pruning, it would eventually kill its host. As it was, the life processes of the mistletoe infected the host, causing bizarre growths—so many, in fact, that the branches of mistletoe-bearing trees came to be called “witches’ brooms.”


So, here was another essential paradox of Blackwood Beach: one of the town’s prime exports was barely visible on its own, a mere straggler hiding among the commercially unimportant, but more impressive, oaks.


However, when he was just thirteen, young (but, at nearly six feet, not little) Clayton had not been particularly aware of paradoxes as such. He had simply been enthralled with the fact that his grandparents ran such an intriguing, Christmassy business.


“Gran’pa,” Clayton had asked, “how did you ever decide to grow mistletoe, of all things?”


Gran’pa Little stopped to load and tamp a charred briar pipe before answering. “Did you ever hear of Druids, Clay?”


Clayton nodded.


“Well, we Littles trace our family tree back to Druidic times. Although we were never Druids ourselves, we were of their religion, serving as acolytes. In Germany, one branch of the family was called Klein. In pre-Christian France, we were Petite. In old England, Lytle. Apparently, part of our duties was attending to the sacred groves of oaks and mistletoe so important for Druidic ceremonies. Eventually, as our religion was superseded and replaced by Christianity, the keeping of the groves was transmuted into a strictly commercial enterprise. In a nutshell, that’s how I inherited this business.”


Clayton had studied his grandfather, standing there stalwart, with the summer sun burnishing his silver hair, and had been suddenly swept by a chilly awe and respect for their lineage.


Returning to the present with a start, Clayton realized the chill was real. It was not summer now, and the mistletoe was plainly visible, the oak’s own leaves having dropped. Among the widely spaced trees, Clayton sought to gauge the progress of the crop. The berries seemed to be flourishing, promising a bountiful crop in the summer. (Paradox two: although a symbol of winter and Christmas, mistletoe was harvested in midsummer. Clayton had learned to accept such ironies with a shrug.)


After a walk of some minutes’ duration, Clayton came at last to the largest oak in the grove. A massive, gnarly-rooted giant, it thrust its branches up toward the deep winter sky and rattled its few dead leaves as if in supplication for the sun’s return.


Between two thick roots that formed a rough circle, at an angle of forty-five degrees, was set a door of planks bound with iron straps.


Clayton knocked politely on the door and called, “Ethelred, sir. It’s me, Clayton.”


After an interval, a rude grumbling came from behind the door, which swung reluctantly open, revealing Ethel, standing on a flight of steps leading down below the tree.


Naked save for immense quantities of hair that hung down to his feet, Ethelred the Druid was a spindle-shanked, wizened being even smaller than Granny Little. His mad eyes and pointy nose were the salient features of an otherwise hirsute face.


“Oh, it’s you, is it?” said Ethel, squinting belligerently at Clayton. “What do you want now? Can’t a fellow even read his runes in peace, without these constant interruptions?”


Clayton stooped from his height to politely regard the mannikin on his own level. “Sorry, sir. I meant to show up earlier. But there was some trouble back at the house. I’ve just brought your food for another day.”


“Here, give me that then, and begone.” Ethel seized the basket by the handles. “Unless you’ve brought those magazines I asked for.”


Damn, thought Clayton. He had forgotten again. The Druid was essential to the success of the farm, and was worth the cosseting he demanded.


“Sorry, Ethelred. I haven’t had a chance. Next time, for sure. Penthouse, Playboy, Gallery—and what else?”


Ethel shook his head ruefully, as if nothing human could amaze him. “Can’t you remember anything? A volume of stories by that fellow named Duke or Knave or Queen or whatever, stories to chill the blood. Just the reading for a cold winter’s night. And don’t forget again, Mister High-Pockets. Such neglect makes me mad! In fact, I don’t know why I stay with your family. All these generations since the Romans drove us out of Gaul. Why, if it weren’t for my grove—” Clucking his tongue, Ethel left the implications of his remarks unvoiced. He turned his back abruptly on Clayton, slammed his door, and then could be heard retreating to his burrow.


Straightening his spine with a groan, Clayton turned to go. He heard the door open again behind him, and immediately felt the not negligible impact of an empty picnic basket striking his back.


Clayton wondered if there weren’t easier ways to earn a living.


The next few weeks were among the most tiring, irritating, exasperating, and downright crazy Clayton had ever experienced.


First, there were the continuing depradations of Captain Jill, now transformed from the Hellcat of the East Coast to the Subterranean Scourge of Blackwood Beach.


The tunnels she inhabited—and which she had apparently learned to navigate in the dark with the utmost ease—penetrated everywhere in the town. Captain Jill made a point of spreading her attentions far and wide along their length and breadth.


One of the first things she did—as Clayton learned later, while enjoying a beer at Emmett’s Roadhouse—was to plunder Rackstraw’s Market, laying in a hoard of food, which of course her reanimated body now required. Whiskey she had aplenty, Clayton knew.


Next, she began snatching bodies—the bodies of healthy young men, to be precise. She nabbed Piers Seuss at dusk one day, while he was digging for quahogs with a bullrake by the mouth of one of the tunnels. His wife, Andy, was furious, and uttered various futile curses upon his chagrined return. Other men and boys soon met with similar fates, some willingly, others with the same distaste Clayton had exhibited. At swordpoint, however, distaste becomes eagerness. And of course, there was Captain Jill’s power of benumbing coldness to contend with, too.


The singing was another sore point. People were losing sleep all over town. Captain Jill’s voice, oiled by liquor, was apparently inexhaustible. And her choice of songs was highly objectionable, consisting of gory ballads and bawdy ditties. Mothers began sending their children to bed with earmuffs on.


Bad as these town-wide mutual sufferings were, Clayton found a personal burden more irksome. It was Granny’s invisible knitting.


Clayton had now been living in Blackwood Beach for over a month. During the first week of his transplanted existence, Granny had mimed knitting only once or twice, for short periods, and Clayton had been able to live with it. But ever since the day Captain Jill had appeared, the phantom knitting had been a nerve-wracking constant in his life.


Granny persisted at it day and night, wordlessly moving her clumsy fingers in the old familiar patterns. Clayton found that when he was in the same room with her—which was often—he could not take his eyes off her, captivated by the senseless motions as a rabbit is hypnotized by a snake. (Desperate to end it, he even tried leaving yarn and needles around in conspicuous places, hoping Granny would pick them up and resume normal knitting. But she never took the bait.) After a while, Clayton felt his mind disappearing into the same elderly abyss Granny seemed to inhabit, for he swore—no, it couldn’t be.


Was there something invisibly accumulating in Granny’s lap, depressing her gingham dress into a valley across her thin legs?


Added to the disturbing actions of Captain Jill and Granny was the disgruntlement of Ethel. The Druid, whom Clayton had to deal with daily, was growing more and more crotchety. Even the girlie magazines had produced no more than a temporary respite from his caustic comments and surly behavior. (Clayton had learned to sidestep the picnic basket after developing a permanent bruise in the middle of his back.) Somehow, the Druid hung constantly at the back of his mind, as if there were a tenuous connection between the problem he represented and the dilemma of Captain Jill.


Finally, something Captain Jill did persuaded Clayton that he had to act to stop her. No one else seemed to be taking the initiative, and he couldn’t stand by and see Jill’s foolish bravado place the whole town in jeopardy.


Captain Jill had begun to make moves toward her revenge on the puissant Welcome Goodnight. Somehow, she must have gotten into his dark, high house one night. The town awoke to their raging battle. Colored lightning split the blackness, arcing from Goodnight’s house and falling to scorch the town. Cries and bellows shook the winter air, balls of sulfurous gas rolled through the streets, and all of the town’s cats lost their tails. People cowered beneath their beds. The earth shook like a carpet the gods had decided to beat. A rain of golf balls—Titleists—fell and bounced down the hilly streets, as if Mr. Moose had finally decided to kill Captain Kangaroo.


Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the battle stopped. All night, though, people huddled in their houses, waiting for it to resume.


In the morning, the sleepless Clayton was sure Captain Jill had overstepped herself and gone to her long-delayed final rest. Hoping to learn more about the outcome of the battle, he went to Emmett’s Roadhouse for breakfast.


Walking through town, Clayton marveled at the patches of melted snow where Goodnight’s bolts had landed, churning the frozen earth as if it were chocolate pudding. The tails of cats lay here and there like the popular car-antenna squirrel-tails of Gran’pa Jerothmul’s youth. A smell of sulfur still hung in the frigid air. One house—he wasn’t sure whose—had burned to the ground, the volunteer firemen apparently having been too scared to come out and fight the fire.


Inside Emmett’s Roadhouse—-with its wooden booths and long counter bearing pie cases, ketchup bottles, and sugar shakers—Clayton found a goodly number of Blackwooders gathered. Most of the town’s inhabitants were not much given to the drinking of alcohol, and especially not this early. But today was different. The whole town had narrowly escaped destruction. Everyone knew that if Goodnight had so wished, he could have leveled the village. So Barry Emmett had opened the bar, and many men and women sat clutching drinks and muttering, their ham and eggs growing cold.


Clayton sat down with Ed Stout, the friendly if unsmiling handyman, and his perpetually silent son, Jack, who had never in his life uttered a sound, even when the doctor first slapped him.


The elder Stout nodded and said, “Clay. Have a beer.”


Not averse to the suggestion, Clayton ordered a’Gansett. When it came, he sipped thoughtfully, and then asked, “What should we do about Goodnight?”


Stout looked long and level at Clayton before replying. “Leave him be. That’s what best. He don’t need our help none. After last night, either him or that ornery bitch is done for. Maybe both.”


Jack inclined his head sagaciously in agreement, making Clayton feel as if he had witnessed Buddha blessing a petitioner. (What went on in that guy’s mind? Clayton wondered. Silence was so suggestive.)


As Clayton raised his beer mug to his lips, he heard the door open behind him. He turned—


—and spit out his beer.


The cadaverous form of Welcome Goodnight filled the doorframe. His normally impeccable, if fusty, black suit hung in sword-slashed tatters on his rachitic frame. From behind his eye patch came an even more malevolent glittering than usual. His lined face wore a look of somber defeat.


Silence filled the restaurant like clammy Jell-O as Goodnight strode to the bar, behind which bearded Barry Emmett cringed.


“My brand,” croaked Goodnight.


Although the wizard seldom deigned to drink with the hoi polloi, a bottle of his private label—Old Newt—was always kept ready for just such rare occasions as this.


The neck of the bottle clattering against the shot glass, Emmett poured with shaky hands.


Goodnight grabbed the glass and hoisted it to his dry, withered lips—


From beneath the roadhouse came a hearty female laugh, followed by the first verses of “Do You Believe in Magic?” by the Lovin’ Spoonful.


Goodnight roared and hurled his glass at the wall. The spilled liquor sizzled when it hit the wood. Raising his arms, Goodnight began to gesture.


“Down!” someone shouted.


The patrons hurled themselves to the floor and covered their heads. An immense explosion rocked the building.


Clayton was among the first to recover his senses. He stood up shakily and looked around.


The warlock had vanished. Where he had stood was a ragged hole. Peering within, Clayton saw a corresponding gaping mouth in the floor of the cellar. And in that hole, he caught the fleeting sight of a head full of red curls disappearing down the tunnels revealed by the blast.


Apparently, Jill was immune to Goodnight’s awesome powers, having absorbed three centuries’ worth of the sorcerer’s own mana like a storage battery, via the blue gas.


Someone had joined Clayton. Looking up, he saw Pug Lasswell, the town’s entire police force.


“Pug,” said Clayton, “you’ve got to stop this woman, before she gets us all killed. Get down there and arrest her for unprovoked assault and disturbing the peace.”


Lasswell’s sleepy features registered a slight uneasiness, which, for him, passed for the emotions a man about to be hanged might feel. He removed his badge from his shirt and pinned it on Clayton.


“I used to get paid every other Tuesday,” said Lasswell. “Next check’ll have your name on it.”


By the following morning, Clayton had decided what needed to be done. And he knew that only he could carry out the plan. Although he had finally convinced Lasswell to take his badge back, the policeman had made it plain he was going to do nothing to apprehend Captain Jill. So Clayton had spent a second night with little sleep, speculating over various possible ways to trap the captain. At last, one barely feasible solution occurred to him. And, as his subconscious had been trying to tell him, it involved the family Druid.


In his antiquated truck, Clayton drove the familiar road to the farm, so drowsy he was barely able to keep his eyes open. There, he met Ethel at his root-framed door. The grumpy Druid looked in vain for a picnic basket, then opened his mouth to complain.


Clayton cut him off, incapable of any niceties today. “Listen, Ethel—how would you like to come home with me for the day? Just a friendly visit.”


Ethel was dumbstruck. He resumed his surliness with an effort. “Do you have any of those special magazines at your house?”


“Yes.”


“Ones I haven’t seen?”


Clayton was growing impatient. “Yes, yes. All brand-new girls. Now, are you coming or not?”


After a few seconds, trying to maintain his normal curtness, Ethel said, “I suppose the grove could survive a few hours without me.”


In the truck, Ethel exuded a not unpleasant odor of loam and acorns. He stared with wonder at the passing scenery.


Back at the house, Ethel consumed two apple pies, a steak, three baked potatoes, a quart of ice cream, and a quart of Colt 45, in that order. Then he fell asleep on the couch next to Granny, who was busily knitting nothing into nothing. Clayton used the quiet interval to catch a few winks himself.


At around 6 p.m., Clayton heard the opening strains of a song from the sub-basement. Arming himself with a flashlight and a can of Mace, he descended to the tunnels.


He found Captain Jill atop the nearly empty crate of bootlegged whiskey, already well on the road to inebriation.


She spied him and raised her bottle in salute. “It never fails. In the end, anyone who has tasted my love returns. It was why my crew was so loyal. Ye’ve doubtless heard the phrase ‘iron fist in a velvet glove.’ Well, I ruled with velvet, too, a velvet—”


“Stop right there!” Clayton said quickly. “I don’t want to hear such talk. I’ve come to ask you to cease and desist this juvenile hell-raising of yours and come to your senses. Despite all the damage you’ve caused, no one’s actually been hurt yet, and Blackwood Beach will gladly accept you as a citizen, if you would only surface and behave civilly.”


Captain Jill did not deign to answer, save by depositing a loathsome wad of chewing tobacco on the floor at Clayton’s feet.


Disgusted, Clayton returned upstairs to unleash his secret weapon.


He roused Ethel from his stuporous sleep on the couch. The Druid stumbled sleepily under Clayton’s direction to the basement trapdoor.


“Ethelred,” Clayton urged, “there’s a woman down there who’s making an extreme nuisance of herself. Please go subdue her with your Druidical arts.”


Ethel woozily descended the ladder.


Clayton waited for the fireworks.


Minutes passed.


A sudden torrent of whoops and laughter issued from the tunnel. There were cries and shouts and various banging noises, hoots and hollers and gasps. Clayton waited patiently for Ethel to emerge, dragging the subdued Captain Jill by the hair.


Several hours later, Ethel alone surfaced. All his hair stood on end, causing him to resemble a human porcupine, and what little skin was visible appeared suffused with healthily renewed circulation.


Smiling broadly, Ethel said, “I take back every bad word I ever said about you as an employer, Mr. Little. You’re a saint to treat an old fellow to such a night.”


If I don’t get at least one good night’s sleep, Clayton thought, and if I have to watch even one more invisible purl stitch, I’m going to crack up.


Sitting at the breakfast table, red-eyed and itchy-faced with three days’ stubble, Clayton held his head in his hands. Across the way, he knew, Granny was patiently knitting, a look of blissful happiness and concentration on her seamed face.


Could he go home to Asheville? No. Who would manage the farm and the household while he beat such an ignominious retreat? What would he tell his parents? “A female pirate and Granny’s eccentricities were driving me out of my mind, so I ran.” That would hardly do. But what good would he be around the place if he lost his mind? A dilemma indeed.


Sensing somehow that Granny had amazingly ceased her knitting, Clayton looked up.


Granny was smiling happily. “Do you remember, Clay, that first day of our troubles, when I said we’d have to do something about it?”


“Yes, Granny,” Clay replied politely. “I do.”


“I know you’ve been thinking I had gone around the bend, Clay. No, don’t try to deny it. Seeing me sitting day after day, knitting in this newfangled way of mine, which I learned not long ago—why, anyone would suspect I had a few bats in the old belfry. But I had to keep it secret, Clay, for I didn’t want our girl down below to learn of it. But I’m done now with my knitting, and our troubles are at an end. Come around to me here.”


Wearily, Clayton complied.


“Take this,” Granny said, scooping an invisible mass out of her lap. “My goodness, you don’t know how hot and weighty this thing is while you’re working on it.”


Expecting nothing, thinking only to humor his grandmother, Clayton held out his hands. Into it, Granny dropped—


—a soft, warm garment!


Clayton almost dumped it on the floor. “What—what is it?” he asked finally.


“It’s a protective union suit that will cover you from neck to wrists to ankles. I would have been done sooner, but you’re a darned tall drink of water, Clay! When you wear it, that Jill minx won’t be able to paralyze you. You’ll be able to handle her then.”


Clayton regarded the nothing he held. “What’s it made of?”


Granny shrugged. “Oh, the usual materials in a case like this. Moonbeams, dream threads, sea spume, bleached milkweed fluff.”


Clayton considered his choices. Either he had already gone mad—in which case it made no difference if he went along with a charade—or he was still sane—in which case, maybe Granny’s suit would work.


“I’m going upstairs to change,” he said.


Granny nodded her approval.


All he had to do was follow the snores.


He came upon Captain Jill stretched out on a plundered mattress. Stopping a few feet away, he studied her in the flashlight’s beam. She was indisputably beautiful, he had to grant. And he supposed her lack of morals was attributable to the era and circumstances of her upbringing. Were she not so vile, one could almost imagine enjoying her company on a daily basis—


The light on her face awoke the pirate queen, and she sat up, sleepily rubbing her eyes. When she recognized Clayton, she said, “Zounds and Snails, you lubberly lout, what the hell do you mean by disturbing my sleep like this?”


Clayton’s soft-heartedness evaporated instantly, as Captain Jill’s rude manner reminded him of all the grief she had caused him and the rest of the town.


“Get up,” he said. “You’re coming with me.”


Captain Jill shot instantly to her feet, drawing her sword. “No one orders Jill Innerarity about like that!”


Moving quickly, with his long reach, Clayton plucked her sword from her hand.


Captain Jill smiled ferally. “Been eating your oats, I wot. Well, I admire spunk—to a point. But this will cost you dearly, my lad.”


Advancing sinuously, Captain Jill grabbed Clayton’s biceps. A long moment passed. Clayton stood there grinning. Captain Jill squeezed harder, to no effect. She stepped back in awe, her jaw dropping.


Clayton moved to grab her.


Jill launched a booted kick that landed on Clayton’s stomach and blasted the air out of his lungs. He dropped his flashlight and doubled over.


When he recovered, Jill was not to be seen, but the sound of her running feet echoed down the tunnel.


Picking up his light, Clayton jogged off after her.


Several hundred yards down the dank passage, Clayton came to a branching. He stopped to ponder. Silence filled his ears like cotton. Cautiously he peered down one alley, shining his torch.


Out of the other branch resounded a piercing battle cry: “Yaaaah!”


Captain Jill landed like a hod of bricks on Clayton’s back, wrapping her legs around his waist and her hands around his unprotected neck.


The choking was bad enough, for Jill was frightfully strong. Worse was the cold. Clayton’s invisible suit stopped just above his collarbones. Jill’s enervating chill was seeping in, numbing his muscles and brain.


Left with no alternatives, Clayton threw his whole weight backward, landing atop Jill. He heard her head smack the hard floor of the passage.
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