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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.






CONTENTS

TITLE PAGE

GATEWAY INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION BY JOAN AND LIZZA AIKEN

THE WOLVES AND THE MERMAIDS

A ROOM FULL OF LEAVES

THE PEOPLE IN THE CASTLE

THE MYSTERIOUS BARRICADES

SAILORS’ LEGENDS

THE SALE OF MIDSUMMER

CRUSADER’S TOBY

MERMINSTER

LOB’S GIRL

THE MISSING HEIR

POTTER’S GREY

THE LAME KING

WATKYN, COMMA

DANCING IN THE AIR

THE FEATHER AND THE PAGE

A NASTY, MUDDY GHOST DOG

THE DANCERS

LUNGEWATER

WEBSITE

ALSO BY JOAN AIKEN

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

COPYRIGHT




Why do we read Ghost Stories?

INTRODUCTION BY JOAN AND LIZZA AIKEN

From an early age Joan Aiken was fascinated by Ghost Stories. For her second birthday her father, Conrad Aiken, who clearly hoped she would be an infant prodigy gave her a newly translated edition of Collodi’s sensational story of Pinocchio, with absolutely terrifying illustrations, which she adored and kept all her life. At the age of six she began writing her own scary stories with titles like ‘Her Husband was a Demon.’ Either she had an unusually grounded childhood, or her uncensored reading allowed her to develop a very broad outlook, as for the rest of her writing career her fantastic and spine chilling stories continued to be among her most popular; she believed that this was because engaging with fantastic stories helped us to confront the mystery of life.

She wrote:


“In the course of my writing career I have put together five or six collections of ghost or mystery stories, and among my novels, three short ones had definitely supernatural themes (The Shadow Guests, Voices – in the United States called Return to Harken House – and The Haunting of Lamb House); significantly, all of those have sold rather better, and continued to stay in print longer, than my non-supernatural works. And a tiny ghost tale, The Erl King’s Daughter, actually found its way onto a best-seller list. All of which proves, to me at least, that readers like ghosts and need them.

Perhaps ghost stories are a kind of homeopathic remedy against real terrors: Take one a day to guard against anything of this kind happening to you. Most modem readers lead lives which are, to a great extent, insulated from primitive fears. But this, I believe, leads to a build-up of unacknowledged anxiety that may be liberated and drawn to the surface by the artificial alarms of ghost stories.

Henry James said that ghost stories were on a par with fairy tales, and there is a generally accepted theory that the human race needs fairy tales and myths; that children who grow up without this kind of mental nourishment are permanently impoverished. Perhaps it is such people, deprived of fantasy in their early years, who turn so eagerly to ghost stories in adult life.

Ghosts themselves have changed, though. In contemporary stories, they no longer clank chains and trail white sheets; they do not inhabit ruined abbeys and crumbling castles. They are to be found in subway trains and elevators, peering out of TV screens and car windows, sending postcards through the mail, or messages over the telephone. Ghosts are more sophisticated than they were in the days of our grandparents, but they are just as potent.”



In her later years Joan Aiken turned away from overtly scary stories for younger readers, although she herself had read Edgar Allan Poe as a six year old, and when young lapped up the stories by her father Conrad Aiken and stepfather Martin Armstrong who both produced some notable ghost stories. She must have had a very secure childhood, or been a fairly unusual six year old to have had such ghoulish tastes, but as she grew older she felt unwilling to add to the store of horror in the world, and turned instead to tales of myth and mystery. But she always enjoyed writing from dreams, and messages that seemed to come from her subconscious, feeling that in some ghostly way, these ideas didn’t come from her, but were sent to her. In a talk she gave on writing ghost stories she once said: “Being a writer is not unlike being a medium; sometimes the message comes through loud and clear, sometimes it doesn’t.”

Perhaps this is not unusual for those like Joan Aiken with a real gift for sensing odd atmospheres or noticing the unusual in the everyday, as she certainly did. Her love of writing short stories, above all other forms of fiction, came from being aware of this gift; although it often seemed that some ideas for stories arrived almost fully formed, being able to harness them and shape them, was a skill she that she had to nurture. As she said, it took years to learn to listen for that voice, to pay attention to her dreams, and then look out for, and make a note of the odd apparently serendipitous occurrence that would add the final spark or structure to complete a story.


“Life is uncertain enough,” she wrote. “The world is not a simple place, far from it. The writer’s duty is to show that it is an infinitely rich, strange, confusing, mysterious place. We are surrounded by layers of meaning that we can only dimly apprehend, but myths and ghostly tales can interpret and resolve the contradictions we see around us, and give younger readers the confidence to deal with reality. We don’t have angels and devils any more, but we are still stuck with good and evil.

It was not until my early thirties that I learned how to make my imagination work for me – that I discovered how to delve into it and make it rearrange reality, how to fetch out those haunting fears and mysteriously beautiful memories from before the age of five, which I think are sometimes recognised in my work by other people making connections with kindred experiences of their own.”



Quite a few of the stories in this new A Ghostly Gallery collection were included in a late and lovely book of stories and poems Joan Aiken put together, called Ghostly Beasts, which contained some of her most enduring stories, written, as her father Conrad Aiken would say, for the young of all ages.

In the introduction in 2002 she wrote:


“Which of my stories have been the most popular? Stories about animals come high on the list, and of my animal stories ‘Lob’ comes right at the top. Lob’s Girl is actually based on a true story I read in an American newspaper, where a girl was hurt in a street accident, and her dog appeared, begging to come in at all the different entrances of the hospital to which she was taken, which was many miles away. I never stopped getting letters about this story; I added a ghostly mystery to it that appealed to many, many readers. I am also especially fond of Crusader’s Toby – I seem to have written a number of stories about ghost dogs, and Potter’s Grey is a real horse, you can find him in the Louvre.

The stories in this collection were written over a span of more than sixty years, and getting the ideas and writing some of them was a wonderfully enjoyable experience – like swimming in a strong current or going downhill on a sledge. I hope they will give the same experience to readers. That is what a writer always hopes.”
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THE WOLVES AND THE MERMAIDS

THERE was once an old Doctor, who lived alone with his cat Jupiter in the village of Ware-on-the-Cliff. There were only a few cottages, set in a gap overhanging the sea, and the Doctor’s house was on the very cliff-edge. It was old and square, very large, and behind it lay a walled garden, protected from the furious sea-winds. In the garden there were long walks and borders, yew-hedges, a trellis covered with roses, and many fruit trees, but the curious thing was that all the trees were bare, the shrubs were leafless, and winter and summer alike not a plant or a flower grew out of the ground.

It had not always been so. When the Doctor was younger, his son Paul lived with him in the house. The son had learned to be a doctor, too, but as there was no need for a pair of them in so wild a part, he earned his living by driving the bus which ran twice a day, morning and night, to the village of Ware-in-the-Woods. It was a long winding road between the two villages, more than a day’s walk, and Paul was greatly blessed when he began driving his bus, for besides this the way was very dangerous. Before the bus began to run, many a man had started out to walk it, and had never been seen or heard of again. This was on account of the wolves and the mermaids.

At first the road curved out along the coast, to avoid the great bare hill which rose behind Ware-on-the-Cliff, and all the way beside this coastal road were the waters where the mermaids sang and combed their hair and enticed travellers down into the sucking waves. Then the road turned inland and ran through a great forest which reached in all directions beyond anyone’s knowledge. The forest was inhabited by myriads of wolves, so swift and fierce that if they scented a man he was doomed. But swift as they were, they could not overtake the bus, and loud though the mermaids sang, the roar of its engine was louder still, and so the people were able to travel from one village to the other in safety, and to go shopping and visit their relatives – a thing only the bravest had attempted before. As for Paul, he was indifferent to both the wolves and the mermaids, for he carried a charm, a magic silver watch-chain which would protect him from either beasts or men. Indeed, if the bus happened to be empty, he would often stop in the middle of the forest, and climb down from his cab, and go off hunting for rare plants and flowers among the trees. The wolves took no notice of him, and nobody minded if the bus was an hour late, for they knew that the plants he found were given to his father, who used them in the compounding of many healing ointments and drugs. Besides these he brought home beautiful wild plants which he set in the garden, for he was a skilled gardener and when he was not driving he spent much of the time there, digging, raking and pruning. The flowers and fruits he grew were larger and more beautiful than any others in the two villages.

They were very happy living together, the father and son. They needed little, for the people whom the Doctor cured mostly paid him in kind, a cake, a platterful of mackerel, or a dozen eggs, and this, with the vegetables that Paul grew in his garden, was enough for their wants. Old Jupiter would sometimes sit on the end of the pier which sheltered the fishermen’s boats and scoop up a fine lobster or a crab, or bring them in a fat rabbit from the down. In the mornings when the Doctor was off on his rounds, Paul would come back from his first trip of the day and tidy up the house and make their midday meal. Then in the evenings, after the surgery which the Doctor held in their kitchen, he went off for his evening trip, and his father would lean from the front door to shout:

‘Don’t be late now. Sausages for supper I’ and Paul, high in his cab, would wave and nod his head reassuringly.

But one evening, as the Doctor looked out to wave goodbye, he noticed that the end of Paul’s chain was loose. He called out ‘Mind your chain I’ but his voice was drowned by the roar of the engine starting, and Paul did not hear him. It was winter, and dusk was falling. The lights of the bus were on, but there were no passengers inside, and the Doctor could see the rows of empty seats as the bus swung away up the cliff road. It was the last time he saw his son. Whether the wolves caught him or the mermaids enticed him into the sea, nobody knew, for the bus did not come back. And from that day the garden, which had been Paul’s pride, began to wither and die away, the plants faded and then rotted into the earth, and the trees dropped their leaves and grew no more.

The people in the village were very kind to the Doctor, bringing him gifts and trying to stop him grieving. He went on working even harder than before, and became more and more skilful at healing people’s illnesses and wounds until he was spoken of with wonder in both villages. A sum of money was collected and a new bus was bought. The Doctor drove it himself, for he felt so old and sad that he did not greatly care if the wolves or the mermaids caught him. If they ran or swam beside the bus he noticed them little more than flies.

But one evening when he was washing his hands after his surgery, before taking the bus out on the late journey, he felt a nudging and a pushing against his leg, and turning round was surprised to see a large grey wolf, who caught the Doctor’s sleeve in his teeth and began to drag him towards the door. The Doctor was more puzzled than afraid, and he called to old Jupiter, the black cat. Since Paul’s disappearance, the Doctor and Jupiter had grown very close together and could understand each other very well.

He said now: ‘Ask him what he wants, Jupiter.’

The wolf began to explain something in a pleading whine, scratching impatiently on the ground with his paw. At the end he again caught hold of the Doctor’s sleeve and tried to pull him out of the house.

‘What does he mean?’

Jupiter explained to the Doctor, by means of the sign language which they used, that the wolf wanted him to come to the aid of a friend who lay sick or wounded somewhere in the forest.

‘Very well, tell him I’ll come, but he must wait a moment while I get my bag.’

When he was ready he went out and climbed into the cab of the bus, indicating to the wolf that he should travel inside. This the wolf was not very anxious to do, and only went in with many nervous starts. When the bus began to move he growled fiercely, but luckily there were no other passengers. The Doctor took Jupiter with him as well, in case he needed an interpreter.

When they reached the middle of the forest the wolf tapped on the glass panel which separated him from the Doctor, and made signs to him to stop. They got out, the Doctor carrying Jupiter and his black bag, and the wolf plunged off the road and led them a long way until they reached a dense thicket of thorn and hazel. Here they found another wolf lying, desperately hurt, with more than a dozen wounds on his head, back and sides.

‘You’ve been fighting,’ the Doctor said severely, just as he did when Jupiter came in with a torn ear. The wolf, which was very weak, raised its head a little and then let it drop again; then the Doctor quickly went to work, stitching some of the worst wounds, bandaging others, and applying his healing ointment.

‘There,’ he said at length. ‘He’ll be all right now. Make him understand that he’s not to move for three days, and I’ll come back then and have another look at him.’ Jupiter explained this with many lashing of his tail and whiskers. The guide wolf, which had meanwhile been sitting and watching attentively, now rose and licked the Doctor’s hand. Then he led them back to the bus, waited till it had started, and trotted back into the undergrowth again.

From this time on the Doctor was quite often called in by the wolves. He learned that if two wolves fight, it is customary, if one becomes exhausted, for him to lie down on the ground and expose his defenceless throat to the conqueror. When he has thus acknowledged defeat he is spared by the winning wolf, and is allowed to get up and run away. It became usual in these cases, if the defeated wolf was badly wounded, for the victor to gallop off and fetch the Doctor, who soon began to have a large practice among the wolves. As they had nothing to pay him with, he taught them to know the herbs and wild flowers he used, and then they found the places where these grew and took him there.

One moonlit night the Doctor was driving slowly back through the forest from Ware-in-the-Woods, when there appeared on the road in front of the bus a wolf larger than any he had seen before. He pulled up, and as usual was led into the trees by the wolf, which every now and then glanced over its shoulder to make sure he was following. Each time this happened, he thought he saw a sort of gleam on its throat as if there was a white patch there, but he was not near enough to see it clearly, in that uncertain light. He found his patient, when they reached the hiding place, surrounded by a ring of wolves. They all stood up and bowed their heads when the Doctor and his guide approached, making him realize that the large wolf must be the king of them all, who had nobly deigned to bring the Doctor to a rival vanquished in combat.

The beaten wolf was very severely wounded, and it took the Doctor a long time to make him comfortable. When he raised his head at last all the other wolves were gone; only the King remained to lead him back to the bus. The Doctor was able to look at him closely for the first time, and then saw what he had mistaken for a gleam of white fur on the wolf’s neck. It was Paul’s silver chain.

For a moment he was struck dumb, and then pointing at it he stammered:

‘Where did you get that?’

The wolf did not understand, but Jupiter, who had accompanied the Doctor, as he was now in the habit of doing, interpreted. The wolf made some explanation, which involved much waving of his tail and gesturing with his paw, and Jupiter explained that he had found it on the seashore, many months before, twined about a great shell.

‘Since it is yours, you must have it back,’ the King-wolf said, and lowered his stately head so that the Doctor could remove the chain. He held it for a long time in his hands, looking at it as if he thought it could tell him where his son was. It seemed to him that this story must mean that Paul had been ensnared by the mermaids, and perhaps was not dead, but at this moment captive in some fastness under the sea.

From this time he began to feel a little spark of hope. He did not know how Paul might be saved, but he felt that somehow, perhaps it could yet be done. And the day after the king of the wolves had restored the chain, when he went into the garden, he found that on one rose tree a tiny bud had sprouted.

Some weeks later there had been fewer patients than usual at his evening surgery, and he had a little time before it was necessary to start the bus for the late trip. He went down and walked on the beach looking out to sea through the spring dusk.

Something moving on the breakwater caught his eye as he strolled, and he turned and climbed the stone steps to see what it was. He found an albatross which had hurt its wing, and lay weak from lack of food, sheltered by the low wall. He took it back to his house to set the broken bones, and fed it with some of the fish which Jupiter had caught for his supper. Then, locking it in his bedroom for fear of the cat, he set out on his evening journey.

The albatross stayed with him for several days, until he judged that the wing was fully recovered. On the fifth day it was as strong as ever, and he took it to the end of the pier and let it loose. It circled round him once and then flew straight out to sea.

That night, as he sat at his lonely supper, he heard a tap at the window. It was a gentle tap, but it turned him cold with fear, though he had thought he was no longer afraid of anything. He slowly crossed the room, raised the casement, and looked out, into the greenest and clearest eyes he had ever seen. They were set slanting in a white face, which rested on two long-fingered white hands.

His heart beat quickly and softly. ‘What do you want?’ he said.

‘You must help me.’ Her voice was like the soft, mournful whisper of the tide when the sea is far out, almost out of sight across the sand.

‘If I can.’

‘You healed my albatross,’ she said, ‘so perhaps you can heal me.’

He turned automatically across the dark room to find his black bag, and saw Jupiter in a corner, stiff with fear, every hair on end. Picking up the bag, he came back to face her again.

‘What is your trouble?’ he asked.

‘A broken heart.’

‘Ah,’ said the Doctor sadly, ‘if I could mend that, I should have mended my own. Nothing can cure a broken heart, my friend, except the person who broke it.’

‘But he never will,’ she answered, ‘for he hates me. Day after day I sing to him, I bring him the rarest treasures of the sea, but he sits grieving for his father and his lost garden, and never listens to me or looks at me.’

The Doctor’s heart gave a great throb at this, but he only answered gently:

‘There is no cure for you my friend. I cannot help you.’

She sighed – a long sigh like the breaking of a wave on a windless day.

‘Yet you healed my albatross,’ she said presently, ‘and I must repay you for that. What reward do you ask?’

‘May I ask for anything?’

She bent her head in reply.

‘Then give me back my son.’

For the last time her sad green eyes looked into his, and then she turned and beckoned him to follow her. They went down the winding cliff steps to the shore, and there the Doctor untied and dragged down his little boat, beached for many months. She waited for him by the water’s edge, and then turned and swam straight out to sea, while he rowed slowly after her into the dark.

It seemed to him that they went on for hours, until his arms and back were so tired that he could no longer feel them. But presently as he glanced from time to time over his shoulder, he thought that he could see a shadowy light glimmering through the water, and this became brighter and closer, until at length he could look down and see the whole ocean floor illuminated below him. There, fathoms down, was the bus, encrusted now with pearl, covered with waving plants and coralline growths of every colour. And in the cab, imprisoned, tied with a rope of seaweed – was it?

‘Paul!’ he called, and the sound of his voice set off the ripples, shimmering away from the boat in every direction. His guide had dived down and now with a stroke of her shell-knife set Paul free from his bonds. The Doctor leaned over the side of the boat and stretched down his hand to take his son’s.

‘Paul!’

‘Father!’

The Doctor turned the boat towards the shore.

‘Let me row,’ said Paul, ‘you’re tired.’ They moved slowly away into the darkness again, heading for the coast. All the way they were accompanied by the sweetest, most sorrowful singing that the Doctor had ever heard, until it gradually died away out to sea, and the lights of the village began to show on the cliff.

‘Nearly home, my son,’ said the Doctor. ‘And it’s sausages for supper.’
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