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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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PART ONE

New Hastings


I

Edward Radcliffe steered the St. George toward Le Croisic. Soon he would take the fishing boat out into the Atlantic after cod. Before he did, though, he needed salt, or his cargo would spoil before he brought it back to England. The marshes of Guérande, in southern Brittany, yielded the best salt in this part of the world. That was what he wanted. Edward Radcliffe, though far from rich, had never been one to settle for anything less than the best.

He was nearly fifty, a big bull of a man, with broad shoulders, weathered red skin, and a thick shock of hair going from yellow toward white because of the sun at least as much as because of the years. Two of his sons, Richard and Henry, were part of the little cog’s crew. They showed what Edward had looked like before the years began to challenge him.

Le Croisic stood on a spit of land that stuck out three miles into the sea from the marshes. As always, ships from every land in the western part of the world crowded the waters around the port. They all had different lines and rigging. A lubber couldn’t have told one from another—but then, Edward Radcliffe neither knew nor cared about the various breeds of sheep.

He was, however, no lubber. When he saw a Basque boat, he didn’t think it came from Ireland. The French built different from the Dutch, and the English different from either. Endless variations on each theme … “You know what?” he called from his place at the tiller. “Ships are no more alike than women are.”

A couple of the fishermen nodded. More of the crew laughed at him. “We’ve got to take you into town and get you drunk, Father,” Henry said. “You’re thinking too much. You need to salt down your brain.”

Everybody laughed at that, even Edward. “Sharper than a viper’s fang to have a snot-nosed brat,” he said. With a chilly wind driving them on from the northwest, everybody’s nose—including his own—was dripping snot. Henry stuck out his tongue. Like Richard, he was even bigger than their father, and at the high spring of his strength rather than at the beginning of its autumn.

“We need to go into town,” Richard said, more than half to himself. He would have been a lubber if he could. He didn’t love the sea the way Edward and Henry did. But he was a fisherman’s son, and so he sailed with them.

The St. George squeezed into a place at the quays just ahead of a Basque boat. The Basques, dark, blocky fellows with eyebrows that ran straight across their foreheads with no break above the nose, shouted what sounded like abuse in their peculiar language. People said the Devil himself couldn’t learn it. Edward didn’t know about that, but he knew he couldn’t—and, besides English, he could get along in Dutch and French and, not quite so well, Breton.

“First things first,” he declared. “We get the salt. We bring it back to the boat. Then we worry about everything else.”

Nobody told him no, which only showed how much the crew respected him. The fishermen were men—they wanted to gamble and drink and whore before they sailed off into the wild wet wasteland of the Atlantic. They’d already had a rough passage around Cap Finistère—Land’s End, the same name as the westernmost tip of Cornwall—to get here. They’d earned relief. And they would get it … once they did what needed doing.

Master Jean Abrgall sold the best salt in Le Croisic. The flower of salt, he called it—none of the gray, ordinary stuff mixed in. “Hello, you old thief,” Radcliffe greeted him in Breton when the fishermen came up to him. Abrgall spoke perfect French, too, but he preferred the tongue he’d spoken since he was a baby.

“Yer mat, gast Saoz,” he replied in that tongue. Cheers, whore of an Englishman, it meant—something like that, anyhow. Radcliffe bowed, as if at a compliment. Abrgall gave him a thin smile: the equivalent of another man’s guffaw. He went on, “So the sea serpents didn’t bite you and the mermaids didn’t drag you under, eh?”

“Not yet,” Radcliffe said. “What have you got for me, and how much will you gouge me for it?”

“Not so much, and it’ll cost you more than you want,” the salt merchant answered. “Come have a glass of wine with me, and we’ll talk about it.”

“You want to get me drunk so you can cheat me easier,” Edward Radcliffe said. Unperturbed, Abrgall nodded. Radcliffe went on, “Well, seems only fair to give you a chance. How’s your family?”

“They are well, God be praised.” Abrgall crossed himself. So did the fisherman.

They drank. They ate a little salt cod—maybe some of Radcliffe’s, but more likely from a Breton fisherman. Both men knew about what the Englishman would end up paying, but how you got there was part of the game. They swore at each other in several languages. Abrgall called Radcliffe something in what had to be Basque. “What does that mean?” Radcliffe asked.

“Beats me,” Abrgall admitted. “I never could make sense of that God-cursed tongue. But it sounds good, doesn’t it?”

Once the bargain was sealed with a handclasp, Radcliffe paid the salt merchant. He and his men lugged crates of shining white crystals back to the St. George. Dealing with Jean, you knew the quality would be there all the way to the bottom of each crate. Some dealers would put the cheap gray salt below, hiding it with a layer of the pure flowers. You learned the hard way not to spend your coin with people like that. Some fishermen never learned, and so the bastards stayed in business.

“All right,” Edward said when the hauling job was done. He was hot and sweaty, as they were. Every little cut and scrape all over his body stung; if you worked around salt, that would happen to you. “Now we’ve done the work. Now we can have a day of fun. Go back into town and drink and wench as you please. I’ll stay with the boat—she’s mine, after all.”

“No, you go, Father,” Henry said. “You’re entitled to enjoy yourself once in a while. I’ll stay. I don’t mind.”

On such chances, worlds turn.

Edward and Richard Radcliffe walked into a dive called the Salicornes. Along with a grape vine, the place had a bunch of the stuff hanging above the door. In English, it was called samphire or glasswort; in springtime, its burgeoning growth turned the salt marshes purple. The locals ate boiled fresh samphire in season, and pickled it to eat when it wasn’t fresh. As far as Edward was concerned, the locals were welcome to it.

When he and his son went in, the most ridiculous argument he’d ever heard had almost reached the knife-drawing stage. Some Breton fishermen and some Basques were quarreling over what year it was. They were doing it in French, which neither side spoke well—but neither spoke the other side’s birthspeech at all.

“It’s 1451!” the Basques shouted.

“No, by the Virgin—1452!” the Bretons yelled back. “Were you at sea so long, your wits got soaked in salt and you lost a year?”

Picking his way through the chaos, Edward asked the tapman, “Can I get myself a mug of red wine? And what are you having, son?”

“Red wine will do for me, too,” Richard replied.

“Here you go, friends,” said the fellow behind the counter, dipping two mugs full. He wanted nothing to do with the shouting fishermen.

But the Radcliffes couldn’t stay out of the quarrel so easily. “Here are strangers who care nothing for any of us,” one of the Basques said. “They will tell the truth and shame the Devil. It’s 1451, not so?”

Edward’s hand dropped to near his gutting knife, too: not on it, but near. “Well, now, friend, I don’t mean to give offense, but I do believe it’s a year later than you think.”

The square-jawed Basque looked as if that knife had gone into his guts. The Bretons whooped and cheered. “Come drink with us, truthful man!” they cried. “Come eat with us, too!”

“Bide a moment,” Edward said. He set another coin on the counter and pointed to the Basque fishermen. “Give these lads a round of whatever they fancy, and as much bread and cheese and salt meat as the silver will buy besides. I have no quarrel with them, and I want none.” He meant that; Basques were even worse than Frenchmen for remembering feuds forever.

His gesture satisfied this table full of them, anyway. They rose one by one and bowed, each with a hand over his heart. Edward and—after a nudge from him—Richard bowed back. Then they could go over to the Bretons without seeming to be on their side.

“Drink up!” said the man who’d been loudest in inviting them to come. “If you bought for those Basque buggers, we’ll buy for you. Do you know Breton, or just French?”

“I can have a go in your tongue,” Edward answered, and Richard nodded.

“They can! They can!” the fishermen whooped in their own tongue. Also in Breton, the talky one said, “Good to meet you, by all the saints. I’m François Kersauzon. Will you be giving me your names?”

“Kersauzon, is it? I’ve heard of you, friend,” Edward said, and introduced himself and Richard. “If anyone’s done better in our backbreaking business, I don’t know who he’d be.”

“I’ve been lucky,” Kersauzon said. Sun and salt had feathered his coppery hair with gold strands. He was slimmer than either Radcliffe, but had a fisherman’s broad shoulders and scarred, callused hands.

“Lucky? I’ll say! More cod and bigger cod than anybody else brings back,” Edward said. “I’m jealous. I won’t try to tell you any different.”

“Plenty more where those came from, too,” Kersauzon said easily. He wasn’t drunk, no, but his tongue was loose in his mouth. One of his crewmen tried to shush him, but he didn’t want to shush. “Don’t fret over it, Jacques. Plenty more, yes. Is it the truth? Or is it even less than the truth? The Englishman gave the truth for us—we can give it for him.”

“Kor ki du,” Jacques answered. Edward hid a smile. Black dog shit—Jacques wasn’t convinced.

Radcliffe grabbed a stool from another table and brought it over to the one where Kersauzon and his friends were sitting. His son did the same. The famous Breton raised his mug. “Your health!”

“Yer mat!” Edward said, and drank with him. The crooked smiles some of the fishermen wore told him he didn’t speak Breton all that well. They didn’t bother him; he already knew it. But he won points for making the effort.

“Here,” François Kersauzon said. “As you drink with us, so you can eat with us, too. Enjoy it!”

He cut a slice of the tavern’s bread for Edward and another for Richard. Then, as Jacques squawked some more, he started sawing away at the most remarkable joint of meat the Englishman had ever seen. It looked like a smoked and salted goose’s drumstick … except that it was larger than his own calf, large enough to stretch almost from one side of the table to the other.

It was dark meat, like goose. It tasted a lot like goose—but, Edward thought, not quite the same. He knew he might be wrong. Goose he usually ate fresh, and the smoking and salting could well have changed the flavor. It was almost like eating goose ham.

“Good. Mighty good.” He talked with his mouth full. Richard, busy eating, nodded. Edward went on, “So along with all your big, fat cod, you went and killed the roc out there, too?” He was only half joking. He’d always thought the roc was only a bird sailors told stories about. He’d always thought so, aye, but now he wondered. Wouldn’t you need a bird the size of a roc to get a drumstick like this one?

Kersauzon and one of the other Bretons both said the same thing at the same time: “Honnnk!” They pitched their voices as deep as they could: almost deep enough to make the table vibrate. All the fishermen from Brittany, even sour Jacques, laughed like loons.

“Well, friend François, you know something I don’t,” Edward said.

Before he could go on, Jacques said, “Never thought I’d live to hear a Saoz admit that.”

“A Gallaou is worse,” François Kersauzon said, an observation that surprised Radcliffe not at all. The Bretons lived right next door to the French, so of course they disliked them more than the English. The Channel kept Edward’s countrymen far enough away to seem less menacing than their nearer neighbors.

“If it is the roc, where did you find it and how did you keep it from sinking you?” Edward persisted. “And if it’s not, by Our Lady, what is it?”

“Will you pay me to hear the story? Will you pay me a third of your catch this year to hear it?” Kersauzon asked. He might have drunk a good deal, but he wasn’t too sloshed to be sly.

“That’s outrageous!” Richard exclaimed.

The Breton shrugged. He gestured toward the enormous, inexplicable drumstick. “If you don’t care to hear the story, no one will make you. But you can still eat your fill. We don’t begrudge it.”

“A third of my catch?” Edward said slowly, in Breton. Then he said it again, in French, to make sure he had it right. François nodded. The Englishman went on, “And in exchange for this, you promise me …?”

“That you will hear my story, and that it will be true,” Kersauzon answered. “Past that, I promise nothing. How can I? Ours is a chancy trade. Things may go well, or they may not. Who can know ahead of time? A third of your catch may be worth nothing, too. God forbid it, but it may be so.”

Richard Radcliffe set a hand on his father’s arm. “Let’s get out of here,” he said in English. “He’s run out a line and baited a hook, and he’ll haul you in and cut your guts out and dry you in salt.”

“Your father would be gamy, even in salt,” Kersauzon said, also in English. Richard turned red.

“Tell me your story,” Edward Radcliffe said. His son exclaimed in dismay. Edward held up a hand. “I will pay your price, friend François. Maybe I am a fool. It could be. Plenty of others have said so. And I will give you one small promise in return.”

“Which is?” the Breton asked politely.

“If you lie, or if you cheat, I will hunt you down and kill you.”

Several of the Bretons growled. Jacques reached for his knife in a way that warned he wasn’t about to cut himself more of the strange smoked flesh that tasted so much like goose. François Kersauzon didn’t flinch, or even blink. “A bargain,” he said, and thrust out his right hand.

Edward clasped it. Kersauzon began to talk.

Maybe I am a fool … Plenty of others have said so. Radcliffe wondered whether his words would come back to haunt him. If they did, he would keep his promise. It was as simple as that.

All around him brawled the immensity of the Atlantic. He’d never been a cautious sailor, clinging to the sight of land. You couldn’t be, not if you wanted to make a halfway decent living with your lines and nets. But he’d never sailed so far into the green-gray-blue of the ocean before, either.

Ahead of him, like a will-o’-the-wisp, the Morzen bobbed on the swells. François Kersauzon’s cog—her name meant Mermaid—was a little smaller, a little faster, than the St. George. If she’d wanted to, she could have given Radcliffe the slip. But she reefed her big square sail a bit and stuck with the English vessel.

Edward Radcliffe stood at the St. George’s stern, holding the tiller that connected to the rudder. A few cogs still used old-fashioned twin steering oars, but he liked the new arrangement better. It let the builders square up the stern, so the cog could hold more than it would have otherwise. The Morzen was made the same way. Up ahead, Kersauzon was doing the steering; by now, Edward was as familiar with his distant outline against the sky as he was with those of his own sailors.

“I don’t like this,” Henry grumbled. “I don’t like it one bit. Those damned tricksy Bretons are laughing up their sleeves at us. You wait and see if they’re not, Father.”

“Fine sleeves they have for laughing, too,” Edward said. His son gave him a dirty look. He was joking and not joking at the same time. A Breton kabig, with its hood, its wooden toggles, and its sturdy oiled cloth, was one of the best foul-weather jackets around. His own wool coat didn’t shed water so well, though it was probably warmer.

One of the sailors pointed into the sea off the port bow. “Something funny floating there,” he called.

“Thanks, Will,” Radcliffe answered, and steered towards it. “Grab a dip net and see if you can snag it.”

“I’ll do that,” Will said, and he did. When the St. George came up alongside of whatever it was, he thrust the pole-handled net into the sea. Grunting with effort, he pulled it in again. Another fisherman hung on to him to keep him from going over the rail. He thrust a fist in the air in triumph. “Got it, skipper—damned if I don’t.”

“Good for you!” Edward said, and then, to Henry, “Take the tiller for a bit, will you, lad? I want to see what he’s brought in.”

“Whatever it is, it won’t be worth the third part of our catch—silver doesn’t float,” his son said. But he took his father’s place at the stern.

Edward went forward, his gait automatically compensating for the cog’s roll and pitch. Had he thought about how he was doing that, he probably couldn’t have done it. “Well, Will, what have you got?”

“It’s a leaf, like. Off a tree or a bush?” Will didn’t sound sure. When Edward Radcliffe got a good look at the thing, he decided he couldn’t blame the other fisherman. It was undoubtedly a leaf. But it was like none he’d ever seen before. It was bigger than a leaf had any business being. For a couple of heartbeats, he wondered if it was something on the order of a pine branch. That didn’t look like a pine branch, though—it looked like a stem. And it didn’t have needles growing from it. Those couldn’t be anything but leaves, even if they were frond-like, almost feathery.

He scratched his head. “Pretty peculiar, all right. I wonder if the Bretons know what the devil it is.”

Another fisherman came up beside them. “You know what it reminds me of?” he said.

“I don’t, Ned, but I hope you’ll tell me,” Edward answered.

“It reminds me of the leaves on a palm tree,” Ned said. “A real palm tree, I should say—we mostly use yew branches on Palm Sunday, on account of real palm trees won’t grow in England. But I saw ’em once in Cádiz, when I sailed down there on a trading run with a Dutchman.”

“A palm tree,” Radcliffe echoed. Ned nodded. The skipper rubbed his chin. His beard was coming in thick now. Nobody shaved at sea; you were asking to cut your own throat if you tried. “We’re a mighty long way from Cádiz—farther off than we were at Le Croisic. How in blazes would a palm leaf drift all the way out here?”

Ned spread his hands, which were as callused and battered as the skipper’s. “I don’t know. It’s not just like a palm leaf, either. More like one than anything else I know of, though.”

“Maybe it says Kersauzon wasn’t—isn’t—lying after all,” Radcliffe said. “We can hope so, anyway.”

“We’d better hope so,” Ned said, which also wasn’t wrong. He went on, “And Cádiz may be a long way off, but that there leaf says some kind of land isn’t. It’s pretty fresh—anybody can see that.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Radcliffe said. “I—”

He broke off then. A bird flew up to the St. George out of nowhere—which is to say, he didn’t notice it till it landed on the rail not a long spit from him. Its shape and size put him in mind of a good English blackbird. So did its yellow beak. And, when it opened that beak, so did its song.

But it was no blackbird, nor any other thrush he’d ever seen before. Yes, its back was dark brown, but it had a brick-red breast and belly, not quite so bright as a redbreast’s but close.

It let out a few more bars of sweet music. Then, as Radcliffe took a step towards it, it sprang into the air and flew away—off to the west. It didn’t land on the Morzen; Edward didn’t think it did, anyhow. No, it kept on going. And where else would it be going but …?

“Land,” Ned said. “Got to be land.”

“Yes. I think so, too. And I begin to think François Kersauzon was telling us nothing but the truth,” Edward Radcliffe said. “I didn’t believe that when I took his bargain. If half of what he claimed was so, part of our catch would have been a small price to pay. But if all of it’s true …”

“Well, what then?” the fisherman asked.

Edward stared west, after the vanished songbird. “I don’t know,” he whispered, more than half to himself. “I just don’t know. And I don’t think anyone else does, either.”

More birds—plainly land birds—perched on the St. George’s rail or in her rigging or atop her yard over the next few days. Edward Radcliffe would have bet that the cloudbank hanging off to the west hid the unknown land from which those birds came. He started thinking of it in his own mind as Atlantis, the fabled country set somewhere out in the ocean with which it shared a name.

For some time, though, he had no chance to sail west. Along with everyone else on the boat—and, he was sure, everyone on the Morzen, too—he was too busy pulling cod from the sea. Kersauzon sure hadn’t been lying about what a fine fishing ground this was. Edward had never seen anything like it in waters closer to England.

Some of the cod were almost as long as a man, and heavier than big men like Edward and his sons. The fishermen had to gaff them to bring them aboard, and even then the cod flapped and fought, desperate for life. Before long, the St. George’s deck was running in blood and slippery with fish guts. The crew flung offal over the side as fast as they could. That only brought sharks and other wolves of the sea alongside to feast on the unaccustomed bounty. Gulls and skuas and other sea birds fought for their share, too, and screeched in rage when they didn’t get everything they wanted.

Listening to those furious, dissatisfied cries, Edward straightened for a moment and said to Henry, “They might as well be men, eh?”

His son nodded. “They’re greedy enough, all right. But there’s plenty here for all of them. Plenty here for the Bretons and us, too—François wasn’t wrong about that. And you weren’t wrong to take him up on it.” Henry managed a wry grin. “There, Father. D’you see? You can say, ‘I told you so,’ and I just have to put up with it.”

“So do I,” Richard said.

Instead of coming out with the words every child—and every man and woman grown—so hated to hear, Edward Radcliffe only grunted and went back to gutting fish. The knife he used was a sturdy tool, not far removed from a falchion or shortsword, yet for some of the cod that were coming out of the sea it was barely big enough. He stropped it against leather again and again, and longed for a steel to do an even better job of keeping the edge sharp.

The St. George’s master salter was a lean fellow named Hugh Fenner. “Good thing we have a full load from Abrgall,” he said, spreading flower of salt inside the body cavity of a fish Edward had just gutted. “We’ll use every speck we got in Le Croisic.”

“Well, I hoped for a good catch then—I always do,” the skipper replied. “But I own I never dreamt of anything like … this.”

“By Our Lady, who would? Who could?” Fenner said. “Some of these cod are so meaty, we need to carve ’em into thinner slabs to make sure the salt can cure ’em before they spoil.”

“More work. As if we didn’t have enough already,” Edward said. “But do what you need to do, Hugh, and make sure the lads all jump when you tell ’em to. The catch comes first.” That might not have been the Apostles’ Creed, but it was the Fishermen’s.

“Don’t you fret, skipper. Everybody’ll do what needs doing. That’s what we’re here for,” Fenner said.

Radcliffe nodded without taking the master salter seriously. Telling him not to worry was like telling him not to breathe. Worrying was part of his job—a big part. If the captain didn’t worry, who would? Nobody. And if nobody worried, what would become of the fishing boat when something that people should have been worrying about happened? Nothing good—he was only too sure of that.

“We’ll fill the hold full—Devil take me if we don’t,” Hugh Fenner said. “We could fill it full two or three times, all the fish we’re taking. Jesus and Mary, we hardly need the hooks and lines. The cod’re so thick, we could dip baskets in the water and take ’em out that way.”

He was likely right. No wonder François Kersauzon had led them here. This bank had more fish than any one boat could handle. Radcliffe thought it had more fish than a hundred boats could handle, or a thousand. In exchange for the secret, the canny Breton got an extra third of the catch for no extra work. It struck Radcliffe as a good bargain for both sides.

Whether it would strike Kersauzon the same way five or ten years from now, Edward wasn’t so sure. The St. George would keep coming back, and next time around would owe nothing to the other boat. I can sell the secret, too, if I want to or need to, Radcliffe thought. It wouldn’t last. A secret this big, this rich, couldn’t last long by the nature of things.

The wind shifted. Radcliffe’s eye automatically went to the rigging, though of course he knew the sail was furled. The breeze had been coming out of the west. Now it swung about so that it blew toward the clouds fixed in the mysterious distance there. Maybe it would shift them at last. He hoped so—he wanted a look at what they hid. He’d heard Kersauzon’s stories about Atlantis, and he’d seen one enormous smoked leg of fowl. All that whetted his appetite, both literally and figuratively.

As soon as he was sure the swing portended no danger to the cog, he plunged back into the unending labor of gaffing and gutting and salting fish. Some time went by before he looked up again, startled, and realized he’d forgotten to do anything of the kind for much too long.

Dripping knife in his hand, he stared and stared. Green as England in springtime was his first thought after he finally got a glimpse of … Atlantis. Yes, the name seemed to suit more than well enough. A longer look said his first thought wasn’t quite true. This green was darker, more somber, than that of his native land. But that didn’t mean he didn’t want to see this new countryside up close. Oh, no. It didn’t mean anything of the kind.

Oars creaked in the oarlocks as the St. George’s boat neared the shore. Edward waved to François Kersauzon—the Morzen’s boat was going ashore, too, only a short bowshot away. The Breton skipper waved back. “Is it not as I told you?” he called, his voice thin across the waves.

“Seems that way.” Edward looked over his shoulder, toward the two fishing boats anchored in eight fathoms of water. He didn’t believe in taking chances; he wanted plenty of ocean under his keel. Plainly, Kersauzon felt the same way. That surprised the Englishman not at all—you didn’t get to be a captain if you were reckless. Or, if you did, you didn’t stay a captain long.

He and his sons and Hugh Fenner and two other fishermen had a longer pull than they would have if he’d brought the St. George into shallower water. So did the Bretons from the Morzen. So what? Edward thought. Anyone who minded work had no business going to sea in the first place.

He wondered whether Kersauzon and the Bretons would race to the shore. Sensibly, they didn’t. Anyone who gave himself extra work when so much wasn’t extra had to be a fool. François Kersauzon might be a lot of things, but Radcliffe would have sworn on Christ’s holy relics that he was no fool.

The boat fought through the breakers and grated to a stop on a beach half sand, half mud. “You go out first, Father,” Richard said. “You brought us here. I never would have—I thought the Breton was cozening us.” The rest of the Englishmen in the boat nodded.

“I thank you,” Edward said. His back creaked as he straightened. When he stepped ashore, his boot squelched in mud. He knew he ought to come out with something grand, something people—or at least he—would remember for a long time. But he was no traveling player or glib peddler, to find fancy words whenever he needed them. “Well, we’re here,” wasn’t what anyone would call splendid, but it was true.

Kersauzon hopped out of the other boat and trotted toward him. The Breton took the new land for granted. It wasn’t new to him, not as a whole, even if this stretch might be.

“What do you think?” he asked, as proud as if he rather than God had shaped the ground on which they stood.

“It’s … different,” Edward answered. The murmur of waves going in and out, the wind’s sigh, the smell of sea in the air—all those things were familiar enough. So were the grasses and shrubs just beyond the beach. Past that, familiarity broke down. Radcliffe pointed to a strange plant. “What do you call that?”

“I don’t know its right name. I don’t know if it has one,” Kersauzon said. “But I’ve been calling those barrel plants.”

Radcliffe nodded. Right name or not, it fit well enough. The trunk—he supposed it was a trunk—looked like a stout, bark-covered barrel. From the top sprouted a sheaf of big, frond-filled leaves like the one Will had netted from the Atlantic.

More barrel plants, some bigger, some smaller, dotted the landscape. Their leaves were of varying sizes and shapes and of different shades of green, but they all seemed built on the same plan—a plan Edward had never seen before. Farther inland, the woods were of conifers, but not of the sort of conifers he knew. “Have you a name for the trees, too?” he asked.

“I do—I call ’em redwoods,” François Kersauzon replied. “Cut down a small one and you’ll see why—the lumber is the color of untarnished copper. And Mother Mary turn her back on me if I lie, Englishman, but some of them are bigger than any trees I ever set eyes on back home.”

“Are there men here?” Richard Radcliffe asked. “Moors or Irishmen or other savages?”

“I’ve not seen any,” Kersauzon said. “I don’t swear I’m the only fisherman ever to find this shore. Basques or Galicians who don’t get their salt at Le Croisic—or maybe even those who do, for the Basques are close-mouthed bastards—may come here, too. But I’ve yet to run across a native. It’s a new land.”

Edward spied a flash of motion—motion on two legs—behind a tall barrel plant. “Then what’s that?” he demanded, wondering if the Breton was tricking his son and him.

Kersauzon only laughed. “Bide a moment, friend, and you’ll see—and hear.”

“Honnnk!” The note was deeper than a man could have made it. Edward gaped at the curious creature that came out from behind the barrel plant. It walked on two legs like a man, but it was some sort of enormous bird. Its neck and head were black, except for a white patch under its formidable beak. The shaggy feathers on its back were dun brown, those on its belly paler. The legs were bare and scaly, like a fowl’s—but what a fowl it was!

When the honker—the name flashed into Edward’s mind—spread its wings, the fishermen laughed. Those tiny appendages could never lift it off the ground. He wondered why the bird had them at all.

It reached down with its beak and pulled up a mouthful of grass, then another and another. “So that’s where you got your great drumstick, is it?” Edward said.

“It is indeed,” Kersauzon replied. “The poor, foolish things have no fear of man—another reason I think there are no natives here. You can walk up to one and knock it over the head, and it will let you. It will lie dead at your feet when it should be running or kicking.”

“I’ll do that right now, then,” Hugh Fenner said. Half apologetically, the master salter turned to Radcliffe. “You get tired of even the best fish after a while. If we roast that overgrown goose, we’ve got a feast for the whole crew.”

When we come to a new land, do we mark it by our first kill, the way Cain did? Edward wondered. But his stomach growled at the thought of meat, too. “Go on if you care to,” he told Fenner.

The master salter advanced on the honker. Fenner’s confidence grew with every step. Sure enough, the monster bird seemed curious at his approach, but not afraid. He had a stout bludgeon on his belt. One good wallop with that ought to shatter the stupid thing’s skull. …

A flash in the air, a harsh screech, a shriek from Fenner, and then he was down and thrashing with a great hawk or eagle clinging to his back and tearing at his kidneys with a huge, hooked, slicing beak. The honker might not fear men, but the sight of that eagle sent it running back for the shelter of the—redwoods, Kersauzon called them.

Shouting and waving their arms, Englishmen and Bretons rushed to Hugh Fenner’s rescue. The eagle screamed harshly but flew away, blood dripping from bill and long, curved talons. Hugh lay where he’d fallen. He didn’t move. A sharp stink said his bowels had let go. Edward grabbed for his wrist, then let it fall. The master salter had no pulse.

“He’s gone.” Radcliffe heard the dull wonder in his voice. Man could kill—but so could Atlantis.


II

Francois Kersauzon seemed as upset about Fenner’s death as Edward Radcliffe was. “As God is my witness, friend Saoz, I’ve seen those eagles take honkers before, but I never dreamt they would take men,” he said.

“We probably look like honkers—a good name—to them,” Henry said.

“Except smaller and maybe easier to kill,” Edward added, staring into the trees where the eagle had flown. That was a formidable bird, bigger and fiercer than any golden eagle or sea eagle he’d ever seen. And if its prey walked on two legs …

As Kersauzon had said, the honkers seemed to have no fear of man. But that one had disappeared into the woods as soon as the eagle struck Hugh Fenner. Men might be an unknown quantity, but the birds that struck from the sky were enemies. Honkers had no doubt of that.

“Poor Hugh. He died unshriven.” Richard crossed himself. So did the other fishermen, English and Bretons. Edward’s younger son went on, “We have to bury him here. We can’t very well salt him down and take him home.”

“I’ll say the words over him,” Edward said. His sons and the other Englishmen nodded. He’d had to do that before, more than once, when someone on the St. George took sick and died or perished by some mischance. He was no priest, but he could hope his prayers helped a soul win through at least to purgatory. “A little piece of Atlantis will be English forevermore.”

He’d spoken his own language, but Kersauzon, as he’d seen, could follow English. “Atlantis?” the other skipper echoed. “We’ve just been calling it the Western Land, but that’s better, by God—a name to stick in the mind. Atlantis!”

Edward tried to remember if they had a shovel aboard the St. George. He didn’t think so. He scuffed at the dirt with the toe of his boot. It was soft. Whatever they had, they could manage. “Are there wolves here, or gluttons, or anything else that might dig up a grave?” he asked.

“Haven’t seen anything of the kind,” Kersauzon answered. “Haven’t seen any four-footed creatures at all, or heard them howling in the night.”

“Some uncommon big lizards,” one of his fishermen put in.

When Edward Radcliffe thought of a lizard, he thought of a scurrying thing as long as his finger. An uncommon big one might be—what? As long as his forearm? Anything larger than that was beyond his ken.

This whole land was beyond his ken—except that he was standing on it. Off to the west, beyond the trees, he saw the distant saw-toothed outline of mountains against the skyline. What lay beyond them? He snorted. He had no idea what lay on this side of the mountains, except for peculiar plants, even stranger birds, and eagles ferocious as demons from hell. But Richard was looking out toward those far-off peaks, too.

No other men here, not settlers, not natives. No wolves, no bears. As he rowed out in the boat to see what digging tools the St. George had, he remarked, “If you fished in the sea and cleared some land for a crop, you could live here. You could live here pretty well, I think.”

“If you’re going to live here, you’d need to bring some women over,” Henry said.

Edward nodded, and that thought pulled him back to the present, or at least to the near future. “When we get home, I’ll have to tell poor Hugh’s Meg what chanced here,” he said, and grimaced. “I don’t look forward to that. Even paying her his full share, I don’t look forward to it. How many children have they got?”

“Five, I think it is,” Richard answered, “and Meg’s likely to have another by the time we see England again.” Edward nodded once more; he thought he remembered the same thing, and wished his son had told him he was wrong.

“Are you thinking of settling on these shores, Father?” Richard asked.

“Aren’t you?” Edward said; Henry might be older, but Richard was the sharper of his boys, no doubt about that. “No moneylenders, no lord to bend the knee to, no king to pay taxes to. We’re free when we’re at sea now, but on land we might as well be slaves. Wouldn’t you like to be free all the time?”

“No church,” Richard murmured. Did he want to be free of the priest, too, or was he complaining of the lack? Edward couldn’t tell.

Henry was more resolutely practical: “No boat-wrights. No netmakers. No blacksmiths. No horses, no sheep, no cattle …”

“Not unless we bring ’em with us.” Edward glanced over to the Morzen. “If we don’t settle here, how long do you think these Bretons will wait? If they’re on the spot, they’ll have these fishing banks all to themselves, the bastards.”

“They’re bad enough on the other side of the Channel,” Richard said. “Would you want them living a long spit down the coast from you?”

“Well, if the other choice is spending the rest of my days jealous because they’re here and I’m not, maybe I do.” Edward Radcliffe weighed his words and nodded yet again. “Yes, son, maybe I do.”

The crews of the St. George and the Morzen spent ten days on Atlantis. The longer Edward Radcliffe stayed, the more he wanted to come back, to settle and never to leave. He kept glancing at François Kersauzon out of the corner of his eye. Was the same thought in Kersauzon’s mind? How could it not be?

Henry did knock a honker over the head. It was as easy as the Breton said it would be. The enormous bird stared at the man with a kind of dull curiosity as he walked up to it. It wasn’t afraid of him; it had never learned to be afraid of things that looked like him. It died without ever knowing it should have learned to fear.

More than anything else, that made Edward sure Atlantis had no natives. If even savages lived here, the local beasts would have learned to run away from them.

And Edward found himself eyeing François Kersauzon in a new way. The other skipper was properly alert, but if he got knocked over the head. … Half in regret and half in relief, Edward shelved the idea. He wasn’t afraid of wearing the mark of Cain. He was afraid he would have to kill all the Bretons to make killing Kersauzon worthwhile. And he was afraid he would lose too many of his own fishermen in the fighting. Sometimes—not always, but sometimes—peace was smarter than war.

Perhaps three miles south of where he’d first come ashore, he found a river flowing strongly out into the sea. Henry was with him when they came to the mouth of the stream. The younger man pointed inland. “It’s bound to come down from the mountains,” he said.

“No doubt. It would have to, with so swift a current,” Edward agreed. “It runs hard enough to power a great plenty of grinding mills.”

“Aye, belike, if the mills have a great plenty to grind,” his son said. “No grain growing here, not yet.”

“No, not yet.” Edward looked inland again. He was also looking into the future—through a glass, darkly, which is as much as it is given to a man to do. “But do you see any reason why grain shouldn’t grow here?”

“I seen none,” Henry replied, “which is not the same as saying there is none. We don’t know.”

“I want to find out!” Edward said. “I want to live here, where when I’m ashore I can do as I please. I can hunt deer without poaching on the lord’s land—”

“I haven’t seen any deer here, either,” his son broke in. “No one has, that I know of.”

“Fine. I can hunt these honkers, then,” Edward said impatiently.

“Oh, yes—they make fine sport.” Sarcasm dripped from Henry’s words. “The excitement of the stalk, the thrill of the chase …” He mimed bringing his club down on a big, stupid bird’s head.

“They make mighty good eating, though,” Edward said, and his son couldn’t very well argue with that—the one Henry had killed was smoking on the beach where they’d landed. Edward went on, “And if there are no deer here now, what’s to keep us from bringing them across the sea like sheep or cattle or horses or—?”

Henry interrupted again: “Everything else we’d need to live.”

“Well, what of it?” Edward said. “Are you telling me we can’t do that? We can find this place again, or near enough—we know the latitude. And if we don’t settle right here, any other stretch of the coast would do about as well. Will you tell me I’m wrong?”

“No, Father,” Henry said. “But it’s a big step, to up-root ourselves from England and cross the sea to try to make our homes on an unknown shore.”

“It won’t stay unknown long. By Our Lady, it’s not unknown now—we’re standing on it,” Edward Radcliffe said. “And if we don’t make homes here, the Bretons or the French or the Basques or the Galicians will. Then we won’t even be able to fish here. They’ll be in their own back fields, you might say, and we’ll have to cross the Atlantic both ways. We’d never stay in business against them. Do you want that? We’d be second best forever. That’s no fate for Englishmen. That’s no fate for Radcliffes!”

Henry sighed. “Father, it sounds good when it comes from your lips. But when we get home, what’s Lucy going to say to me?” He put his hands on his hips and raised his voice to sound like his wife, who’d always struck Edward as a bit of a shrew: “‘You want me to leave my kin and cross the sea? You want me to put our babies into a fishing boat? You want to sail away from my mother?’ “

“By God, yes to that!” Edward said—Lucy’s mother was more than a bit of a shrew.

His son went right on imitating his daughter-in-law: “‘You want me to carve a farm holding out of nothing while you fish the way you always did? You expect me to live without neighbors, without friends?’”

“We won’t be the only ones going—tell her that. We’d better not be, or the venture fails,” Edward said.

“True enough. What can you promise the others, except a dangerous voyage over more sea than anyone in Hastings cares to think about?”

“Besides the best place to fish they ever saw? Besides land that stretches to the horizon, there for the taking? Besides freedom from lords? How about freedom from peasant risings, too?” Edward said. Only a couple of years earlier, Jack Cade and his rebels had almost chased the King of England from his throne.

Henry nodded thoughtfully. “There is that. What do you suppose Mother will think?”

“She’ll go along,” Edward said, more confidently than he felt. Nell Radcliffe had a mind of her own and a tongue sharper than Lucy’s. She would go along if she thought going along was a good idea. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be shy about saying so.

“Well, we’ll see,” Henry said, which only proved he too knew his mother well.

Crossing the Atlantic from west to east was easier than sailing the other way, for they had the winds with them through most of the journey. They put in at Le Croisic, where Edward paid François Kersauzon the price to which they’d agreed. Seeing a Breton take so much salt cod from the hold of an Englishman’s ship made the locals smirk.

Edward looked suitably chagrined as he piled fish in front of the Morzen. He didn’t believe many Bretons knew of Atlantis yet. What did they think? That Kersauzon had won some enormous bet from him? He wouldn’t have been surprised. Let them think what they wanted, though. He knew, and Kersauzon knew.

Two could hold a secret. Could Kersauzon keep the fishermen on the Morzen from blabbing? The odds were against it. The Bretons had brought back more smoked honker, and Radcliffe had a leg bone. They would have to explain where those came from. What would they say?

Whatever they said, it would make the other fishermen—and even the local lubbers—curious. They would want to sail west. That meant Edward needed to move fast if he wanted his countrymen to take their fair share of Atlantis.

He needed to move fast—and he couldn’t. Contrary winds held him in Le Croisic day after day. He fumed and swore, but he couldn’t do anything about it. His only consolation was that what held him in port held the Bretons, too. That wasn’t quite true: they could go down the coast to the south. But he didn’t think they would spill the secret to Frenchmen. They scorned the French even more than Englishmen did, which wasn’t easy.

At last, the wind shifted. He took the St. George out of the harbor and sailed around Cap Finistère and into the Channel. The waves there, squeezed between Europe and England, grew taller and more menacing than they had been out in the open ocean. Even fishermen with strong stomachs stayed close to the leeward rail. The waves helped push the cog along, though. She made good time on the last leg of the voyage home.

Hastings was the westernmost of the Cinque Ports: in reality seven towns, though the name had room for only five. They pooled their resources against pirates. There Edward felt safe enough—corsairs were after silk and silver, not salt cod. What he brought home wasn’t worth stealing, but a man could make a good living at it. What more could you want?

The old, deserted Norman castle still stood on West Hill, looking down on the town. William the Conqueror had based himself in Hastings, of course—everybody knew that. With Plantagenets still ruling England, no one said—out loud—that he wished the Saxons had won the fight not far away. What would the country be like today had Harold prevailed? Different, Edward thought, and he was bound to be right about that.

He brought the St. George into the Stade, the fishing boats’ harbor. “You’re back late,” a dockside lounger called. “We’d almost given up looking for you.”

“You’re holy men, though,” another man said. “With so many Masses going up for your souls, how can you be anything else? I wish I were so sure I had all my sins washed away.”

“Not much room to sin in a fishing boat,” Henry said with a grin. “We’ll have to make up for it now that we’re here.”

A dealer hurried out onto the pier where the fishermen were tying up. “You’ll want to sell your fish to me, won’t you, Edward?” he said, his voice as greasy as cod-liver oil.

“If you give me a proper price for them, Paul,” Radcliffe answered. “If you act like a Jew the way you do most of the time, I’d sooner sell them to an honest man instead.”

“You wound me,” Paul Finley said, but this was as much a dance with formal steps as the dicker with the Breton salt dealer had been. And when Finley saw the size of the cod and the slabs of cod that came from the St. George’s hold, even his air of world-weary contempt for anything that had to do with salt fish cracked. “I don’t know the last time I set eyes on the like,” he admitted, which meant he’d never seen fish that came close to these. “Where did you catch ’em?”

“I planted them in the dark of the moon, the way you do with crops that grow below the surface,” Edward Radcliffe answered gravely. His men sniggered. Sooner or later, one of them would get drunk and spill the word. With a little luck, it would be later.

Paul Finley gave him a very strange look. “I almost believe you.”

“Fair enough, for I almost told the truth,” Edward said.

The dealer’s eye raked the fishing boat. “I don’t see Hugh. Tell me nothing happened to him, please—he’s a good man.”

Edward’s mouth tightened. “We lost him, I’m afraid. You’ll keep that to yourself, by God, for I’ve not yet spoken to his wife and his father.” He remembered the master salter’s scream and the eagle tearing at his kidneys and flying off with his blood dripping from its beak and claws.

Finley crossed himself. “Lord have mercy on him. This was at sea?” Before anyone had to lie, he answered his own question: “Well, of course it was. Where else would it be?” He forced himself back to what lay before him. “You have the hold full of fish this size and quality?”

“Two-thirds full,” Edward said, his voice flat: if Paul Finley wanted to make something of that, he would have to do it himself.

He raised an eyebrow. Before he spoke, though, he seemed to think better of it. “Mm, that’s your business—or your misfortune, depending. If you’d come home earlier in the season, you would have got a better price for them.”

“You’ll take any way you can find to knock down what we did out there, won’t you?” Radcliffe spoke without heat. He knew Finley was still following the steps of the dance.

“You do your job, I do mine,” the dealer said easily. “You want to make money when you sell, and so do I.” He named a price.

Edward Radcliffe’s bellow of rage was a permitted step, but not a common one. You needed to feel some of that fury to show it, and he did. “Even you know that’s thievery, Paul. I’ve heard what worse cod than this is bringing.” He named a price close to three times as high as Finley’s.

They went back and forth, back and forth. Edward knew his quality. He also knew his hold was one-third empty, which made him hold out for every farthing on the fish he did have. Finley came up ever so slowly, like a drowning man who didn’t want to break the surface.

Both of them were sweating when they finally clasped hands. “If you’re going to be that tough with a full load of fish …” Finley shook his head. “Lord Jesu! Maybe I ought to let some other dealer see how he likes matching wits with you.” He counted out silver and gave it to Edward. “That’s what we said, yes?”

Radcliffe counted the money. It wasn’t that he thought Finley was trying to cheat him. But checking never hurt anything. He nodded. “Yes, that’s what we said.” Their hands joined again.

“One of these days, you’ll tell me where you really came by cod of that size,” Finley said.

“Yes, one of these days I will, and it may come sooner than you think,” Edward agreed. “But not yet, Paul. Not yet.”

Childbearing and hard work had coarsened Nell Radcliffe’s figure. The years had lined her face and streaked her red-blond hair with gray. When Edward looked at her, he still saw the beauty he’d married more than half a lifetime earlier. He made love like a sailor newly home from the sea—in the daytime, which would have scandalized the neighbors had they known, and had so many of them not been fisherfolk themselves.

Then he told her why the St. George was so late coming home, and of the new land he’d trodden. “Atlantis?” she echoed, the fine lines at the corners of her eyes crinkling as they narrowed. “But Atlantis is a story, a fable, a make-believe, like the drowned city of Ys and the bells you hear under the water.”

“Funny you should talk of Ys, when a Breton guided me west to Atlantis,” Edward said. “But it’s no dream. We still have the bone from a smoked honker leg—we ate the meat on the way home, when the fishing flagged. And Hugh Fenner died on the coast of Atlantis.”

“How?” Nell asked.

“Bad. Hard.” Edward left it there. He didn’t intend to say more to Meg Fenner, either, or even that much. “But all the same, it’s a true place, a good place, a place of great promise—you should have seen Paul’s eyes when he got a look at the cod. Not Paradise, or Hugh would live yet, but a good place. A fine place.”

“You sound like you want to go back,” his wife said.

He nodded, there beside her in the bed so much wider and softer than his bunk aboard the St. George—and he was lucky to have a bunk on the cog, when his sailors slung hammocks instead. “I do,” he said. “It’s a broader land than this one, and a man could live there free of a lord. A man could be a lord there, by heaven, for who would say he could not?”

Nell stirred, so the leather lashings under the mattress creaked—not the way they had a little while before, but enough to make him smile. “You don’t just want to visit,” she said slowly. “You want to stay.”

“I do,” Edward repeated.

“What about me, then? What about your children? What about—everything?” Her wave took in not just the house, not just Hastings, but all of England.

“I’d want you to come along, that’s what. We’d make a new life there, a new town—we could call it New Hastings, if you like.”

“I like this Hastings well enough,” Nell said.

“Talk to Richard and Henry. They’re as wild for Atlantis as I am,” Edward said, though he wasn’t quite sure that was so about Henry. “Talk to Mary and Kate and Philippa”—his daughters, all of them married to fishermen. “Do you think they’d be sorry to have gardens as wide as they could grow them, and no noble landlord and no rent to pay?”

“I think they’d be sorry to sail to the edge of the world and maybe off it,” Nell answered. “I think I would be, too. I thought I’d live my whole life in Hastings. I never wanted to do anything else.”

Edward Radcliffe had to remind himself not to get angry. Nell wouldn’t be the only one who’d want to stay right here. Most people were like limpets, clinging to one spot. If you went farther than a day’s walk from where you were born, it was the journey of a lifetime, and you’d bore your neighbors with it the rest of your days. Fishermen and traders were different; it was easy to forget how different. Edward had seen far more of the world than his wife had. He was eager to see more. She wasn’t eager to see any.

“If life is better there, why not go?” he asked, doing his best to keep his voice gentle.

“Who says it would be better? We’d have to start from the beginning, with nothing at all,” Nell said.

“We’d have everything we could bring with us from England,” Edward said. “Livestock and seeds and saplings and cuttings and tools …”

“And someone would steal them from us as soon as we set foot in this place. If you men spend all your time fishing, who would drive off our enemies? We couldn’t call on a lord or the king for soldiers, the way we can here if those nasty French dogs cross the Channel.”

Patiently, Edward answered, “There’d be no enemies. We would have the first settlement, the only settlement, on those shores.”

“Would we? What about that Breton pirate who sold you the secret—a third of the catch, Christ have mercy!” Nell said. “Is he lying with his wife right now, filling her head with wind and air about the marvelous land on the other side of the sea? Will there be a town full of those rogues around the cape from ours? They don’t even talk a language a regular person can understand!”

He almost reminded her he spoke Breton, but feared it would do more harm than good. And he didn’t know François Kersauzon wasn’t planning to settle down in Atlantis. He feared Kersauzon was. The Breton was nobody’s fool; if Radcliffe could see the advantages, so could he.

“And what about the wild men who’ll live there?” Nell said. “They won’t even know our Lord’s name, and they’ll murder us in our beds first chance they get.”

“No wild men.” There Edward spoke with assurance.

“How can you know that, on the tiny visit you had?” his wife demanded.

“Because the beasts in Atlantis had no fear of us,” he replied. “If they knew men at all, they would know to be afraid of them.” Even wolves and bears feared men. They killed men sometimes, but they feared them, and fled when they could.

“Well … maybe,” Nell said grudgingly. “Or maybe there just weren’t any savages close by.”

“If there are men anywhere in Atlantis, they’d be there. That land was too fine to stay empty.” Edward squeezed his wife. “Don’t say no right away. Think it through. You can’t imagine what you’re throwing away if you turn your back on this.”

“I know what I’ve got now,” she said. “I can imagine worse a lot easier than I can imagine better.”

“It will be better there,” Edward said. “For us, for our children, for their children, and for all who come after them, as long as there be Radcliffes.” The fervor in his voice amazed him.

“Well, maybe,” Nell said again.

Before long, Hastings bubbled with the name of Atlantis. If you wanted to go and settle someplace, you couldn’t very well keep where you were going a secret. Word spread fastest among fishermen and merchants, who had the ships to get to the new land. But others heard, too: the smiths and potters and carpenters who sold them the things they would need on the distant shore, and after that those in authority.

Edward Radcliffe was dickering with a farmer named George Tree over several laying hens and a rooster when a black-robed priest strode up to him. “I would have speech with you, Master Radcliffe,” he said importantly.

“What do you need, Father John?” Radcliffe asked.

“Step aside, if you please.” The priest made it plain he wanted no one else to overhear.

“Whatever you like, holy Father.” Edward nodded to the farmer. “I’ll be with you in a bit, George.”

“Them birds won’t fly away while you’re gone,” Tree said.

Father John had the smooth pink complexion and double chin of a man who’d seldom known hunger. He also had a blade of a nose and shrewd black eyes. “Do I hear rightly?” he asked after leading Edward down the muddy street till they could talk in reasonable privacy. “Do you purpose sailing off to the edge of the world and leaving the holy mother church behind?”

“I do want to sail off, yes, Father,” Radcliffe said, and the priest’s mouth tightened. Quickly, the fisherman went on. “But I never dreamt of leaving the church behind. If a priest would come with us, we’d count it a blessing. There should be a chapel in Atlantis—why not?”

“I … see,” Father John said slowly. Edward hoped he hid his own tension; he didn’t want every clergyman in town preaching against his venture. If anything could ruin his plans, that could. If people decided God was against them, they wouldn’t go. Father John tapped a forefinger against the side of his leg. “If a priest did come with you, you would give him proper support?”

“We’d be glad to have him, as I said. We’d give him what we could. I can’t say he wouldn’t have to work some on his own, though,” Radcliffe answered. “It’s a bare shore, you understand. We’ll all be working hard, at first, hard as can be. How can we have a drone among us, meaning no offense?”

“Priests are not drones. Drones toil not, nor do they spin.” Father John’s voice was as stiff as his spine. Radcliffe thought priests fit the definition more than well enough, but saying so wouldn’t do. Sure enough, Father John went on, “Who would intercede with God, but for priests? Who would baptize, who hear confession, who give unction at the end of life?”

“No one,” Edward said, as he had to. He didn’t want to go out of life without unction, the way luckless Hugh Fenner had. But he was a stubborn man in his own right. “A priest who is respected among men is better than one who is not,” he insisted. “Anyone who pulls his own weight in this world will be better liked than a man who expects to be waited on hand and foot. Holy Father, you know there are priests like that. We both wish there weren’t, but there are. We don’t need one like that where everyone else is bending his back like a beast of burden.”

Maybe his earnestness got through to Father John. “What sort of priest do you need then, eh, Radcliffe?”

Edward calculated for a heartbeat and part of another. As if he hadn’t, he answered, “Why, one much like yourself, holy Father.”

Had he read his man aright? “Me?” Father John rapped out. “Why would I want to sail to the back of beyond—beyond the back of beyond?”

“Where would you find a better chance to be your own man?” Edward asked. “You’d be … like a bishop, almost.” He didn’t wink at Father John. If the priest thought of himself the way Radcliffe hoped, he would rise to the bait on his own.

“If I am to be sent alone to a strange shore, I should become one,” Father John said. “This is to enable me to ordain new priests so that the Church may continue in that far-off place.”

“You will know such things better than I do, the same as I’m likely better at salting a cod,” Edward said. “Do you think you can make the necessary arrangements?”

“Well, well,” the priest said, and then again: “Well, well.” He rubbed his smoothly shaven chin. “Do you know, sir, it is possible that I might.”

“All right, then,” Edward said, as if that were a complete sentence. By the way Father John smiled, it was.

Edward Radcliffe was a man of some consequence in Hastings. Any successful fishing captain was. All the same, he didn’t expect a summons to the castle, and he didn’t expect the summons to be delivered by four large, unsmiling men in chainmail. The largest and most somber of them growled, “You are to come with us at once, in the name of Sir Thomas and in the name of his Majesty, Henry VI, King of England!”

Henry VI, King of as much of England as he can persuade to obey his writ at any given moment. The thought ran through Edward’s mind, but he kept it to himself. Sir Thomas Hoo, the local baron, was a loyal follower of the king’s. “I am at your service, gentlemen, and at Sir Thomas’, and of course at the king’s,” the fisherman said. If he tried telling them anything else, he had the bad feeling he would die as unpleasantly as Hugh Fenner.

Sir Thomas’ men had horses waiting in the street. They even had one for Radcliffe. He took that as a good sign. If they were going to throw him in the dungeon, they would have made him walk, probably with a noose around his neck to advertise his disgrace to the town.

He was more accustomed to riding a pitching deck than even a sedate gelding. Two of Sir Thomas’ retainers sniggered as he awkwardly swung up onto the horse’s back. “You’ve got more practice at this than I do, friends,” he said. “In the St. George, in a storm on the North Sea, you’d be the sorry ones, as I am here.”

“Just ride,” said the one who seemed to do their talking for them. Ride Radcliffe did, not well but well enough.

The wooden motte-and-bailey castle William the Conqueror built as soon as he landed in England and its stone successor had long since grown useless: the sea had chewed away most of the land that once stood between the old fort and the water’s edge. Its replacement, a solid mass of gray stone, safely stood farther inland.

Their horses’ hooves drumming on the lowered drawbridge, Edward and his escorts rode into the castle. Sir Thomas Hoo stood in the courtyard, watching some young soldiers hack at pells with swords. Sir Thomas was no youngster. He was five or ten years older than Radcliffe, and his strength, once massive, was beginning to fail. His stooped shoulders and wrinkled, jowly face warned of the storms of life’s winter ahead.

He rolled his eyes at Edward’s dismount, which was no more graceful than the way the fisherman had mounted. “What’s this I hear about you wanting to put all of Hastings on board ship and sail off with it to some unknown shore?” he growled without preamble.

“By the holy Cross, Sir Thomas, if you heard any such thing, you heard lies!” Edward exclaimed.

“Oh, I did, did I?” Sir Thomas Hoo’s eyes were red-tracked and rheumy, one of them clouded by the beginnings of a cataract. But they were very shrewd. “If it’s all moonshine and hogwash, why do I hear it from so many folk? Eh? Answer me that!”

“If you believed everything you heard from a lot of people, sir, you’d be a sorry soul, sir, and that’s the truth,” Edward said. A couple of his escorts scowled; one of them dropped a hand to the hilt of his sword. Then Sir Thomas grunted laughter, and his retainers relaxed. Radcliffe went on, “Rumor always outruns fact. And any man who wishes me ill would work to make it outrun fact the more.”

“It could be,” the castellan said. “I don’t say it is, but it could be. Well, then, what do you intend?”

“A small settlement on the new shore,” Radcliffe answered. “The fishing grounds there are finer than any in the North Sea. That I saw for myself. Would we want to let the Bretons and Basques and other foreigners seize the advantage over Englishmen in using them?”

“Fish. Cod.” Sir Thomas made them into words of scorn, if not into swear words. He glowered at Edward from under shaggy, gray-streaked eyebrows. “You want to get away from peasants in rebellion against their rightful lords and from French sea dogs.”

I should say I do, Edward thought. The French had almost burnt Hastings to the ground not long before. But he couldn’t admit what he wanted. Without the least hesitation, he shook his head. “How could we leave our homeland behind for good?” he said. “Where would we sell the fish we caught if we did?” That was a legitimate question; he couldn’t imagine cutting all ties with England even if he and his kin spent most of their time in Atlantis and off its shores.

“How many folk would fare with you on this madcap venture?” Sir Thomas asked.

“A couple of dozen families, sir, and we’d need to bring the seed grain and livestock to let us make a go of it in the new land,” Edward answered. “Does not the Good Book speak of casting your bread upon the waters? This is England’s bread, and she shall find it again after many days.”

“You’ve been talking with Father John.” Sir Thomas turned that to an accusation.

“I have, sir. He will vouch for me.” Edward Radcliffe hoped he would.

“He’s ambitious, too.” The castellan scowled once more. “Well, go, then, and I know not whether to wish you Godspeed or say be damned to you. Atlantis? Nonsense!” He hawked and spat and turned away.
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