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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.







CHAPTER ONE


Key To Fear


The coming of dusk, further intensified by banked-up ‘storm-clouds way back of the hills, did little to relieve that vague sense of discomfort which Gina always associated With Great-Aunt Tabitha’s lonely home. Morgan Tors, the house itself, was an eerie place to start with, and its surroundings, its masses of gloomy old furniture in Colonial style, its weather-darkened cedar-wood shingles and peeling paint-work, all added to the girl’s inherent uneasiness when she went there. But with night coming on, a storm brewing in the mountains, and the knowledge that Great-Aunt Tabitha’s restless spirit might be watching her efforts, Gina was conscious of even more deeply-rooted nervousness than usual.


“I always did hate this place,” she muttered, glancing round in the dim and cluttered half-light of the entrance hall. She was frightened, but wouldn’t admit it. And she was goaded by the most powerful influence in the world curiosity.


At her back the front door stood ajar, swinging a little in the rising wind that moaned through the cedars on either side of the isolated house. Out on the driveway the Ford convertible was a means of escape. She had only to turn round and run for it, drop behind the wheel and start up. An hour’s drive would take her into town, into brightly-lit Los Angeles, along Sunset Boulevard past the glaring neons and coloured fronts she knew so well.


But Gina did not turn and run for the car. She was here for a purpose and meant to carry it through. Even her sense of guilt at having lied to Martin about not being able to keep their evening date failed to change her mind. Martin would understand. He’d have to, and if he didn’t it would be too bad. She simply had to find out about the puppets.


Very slowly, her breath coming more quickly than usual, the dark-haired girl in the flowered two-piece crossed the hall and headed for the creaking shadows of the stairway. On the mohair seat of the Ford outside lay a wide-brimmed summer hat. She still wore thin lace gloves, scarlet sandals and a bandeau round her forehead. She looked very small and afraid as she mounted the stairs. Great Aunt Tabitha was dead, but if her spirit was watching the girl it would have smiled, a smile full of promise, a gloating smile such as one might give watching someone innocent and unwary walking freely into danger. For that was exactly what Gina Collis was doing; she was not aware of it, had not thought about it, in fact, and only knew fear on account of stories she had listened to as a child. It was partly because of the stories, partly because of her own inordinate curiosity, and partly out of sheer bravado that she was here in the gathering dusk instead of dining and drinking amid the bright lights with Martin for company. At bottom she recognised these things, but still she was afraid. No matter how hard she tried to talk herself out of it, there was fear that seemed to breed in the house itself. Morgan Tors was disturbing even in bright sunshine; at nightfall it was a place of dread to a sensitive mind.


At the head of the stairs a long, dark corridor extended away on both sides, giving access to the east and west wings of the rambling building. Dust, even after so short a time, had accumulated thickly on the banisters and overcrowded furniture. Whichever way she looked, Gina saw the visible, tangible evidence of an old lady who until her death less than three weeks ago had lived here among a mass of faded splendour. Great-Aunt Tabitha had lived entirely alone, her only contact with the modern world being through an old coloured servant almost as ancient as she herself had been. And now she was gone, no more real than the dust that stirred slightly as Gina moved her foot across the upstairs corridor.


And all this was Gina’s—even the dust and silence.


The girl herself made no bones about it; she had never expected to inherit her great-aunt’s wealth; she had never been a favourite of Tabitha’s, had in fact been terrified of the old woman for as long as she could remember. But Tabitha’s will had been read on the day of her funeral and everything she died possessed of was Gina’s now.


Which included the puppets, always assuming that they really existed.


Gina glanced over her shoulder with a nervous start as the first rumble of thunder stirred the echoes in the pinon woods that clad the hills. It was solely on account of the puppets that she had lied to Martin and sneaked up to Morgan Tors. Now she wished with all her heart that she had been more sensible, but he had grinned in such a knowing fashion, had been so sceptical without saying much, when she told him about the puppets that she had sworn to find them and confront him with their actuality—a thing he and most other people doubted.


“But, darling,” she had said, “you study this kind of thing! You of all people should believe the stories!”


And Martin had smiled that lazy, teasing smile of his and then kissed her gently. But he had not answered her. Well, if she could find whatever the key fitted, it might lead her to the puppets. Then it would be her turn to jeer. But she would do it kindly, of course. After all, Martin meant a great deal to her; she valued him far more than her new-found wealth. But she must prove her point, and the key in her glove, which until that very morning had lain in a safe deposit, was almost certain to be what she wanted.


She reached the end of the corridor and hesitated outside the door of her great-aunt’s room. She knew what the room was like inside, for on the few occasions on which she had visited Tabitha the old woman had been lying there in bed. Gina remembered that whenever she saw her great-aunt she had visualised Catherine the Great. Tabitha had been just as despotic, just as dictatorial and enigmatic. Even now, when her body was already decaying in the hot Californian earth, the presence of her remained almost as vivid and real as the faded, monkey-like features of her cosmetic-laden face and piercing blue eyes. Gina glanced round uneasily at the heavy lace hangings, the brass rail of the enormous bed, the dozens of knick-knacks. Everything was there, everything one would look for and expect in such a room even down to a brass pot containing a monster aspidistra, the leaves of which were grey with accumulated dust.


Lightning flickered unsteadily over the massed heads of black-crowned piñon beyond the driveway. Gina, suddenly cold in spite of the warmth, shivered. Her hand went out and switched on the electric light, dispersing the gloom and some part of the oppressive sensation of loneliness in the brooding silence. She breathed more freely now. She was sure that somewhere in this strange house there would be something, some lock or other as yet untried, which the key would fit. Tabitha’s own bedroom, in which the old lady had spent her declining years, seemed the most likely place to begin a search. It would have been simpler, thought the girl, if she had known what she was looking for. A cupboard? A secret room? A chest? She didn’t know. But the key was not a large one.


She stood indecisively, looking about, biting her lower lip nervously, frowning a little. The glare of the electric light glinted in the brushed black hair that rested on her neck, free above the coloured bandeau. For once her brown inquisitive eyes were puzzled and grave. She had been here before since Tabitha’s death, examining her inheritance in company with Martin and her great-aunt’s attorney, a little man with a turnip-shaped head and the fussy manners of a bygone generation. But that was before the key had turned up. It had come via the attorney’s office with a note to the effect that a safe deposit authority had been discovered among Tabitha’s effects. The key was the only item stored, but attached to it had been directions to hand it straight to Gina “… for a number of reasons which will become apparent when she uses it.” Instinctively, the girl had known that those reasons, vaguely though they were hinted at, were connected with the puppets. For that reason alone she would have made every effort to find what the key fitted. In the face of Martin’s gentle disbelief her determination was increased a hundredfold. It piqued her that Martin, a professed student of the occult—a term which Gina assumed would cover all manner of strange things beyond the common ken—refused to accept those stories about her late great-aunt. If she could actually produce the puppets around which they centred at least she would have established their existence, a thing which Martin and others refused to accept. The whole trouble was that no one had actually seen the puppets, or if they had they kept silent on the subject. It was a problem, the solving of which had grown to be tantalisingly important to Gina. So much so that she had even gone to the extent of lying to Martin so as to free herself for this evening.


But now the magnitude of the task was brought home to her forcibly. Morgan Tors was a big house, rambling, crammed with out-dated furniture from cellar to attic, lumbered with the fineries of an old, eccentric woman.


At that moment Gina would gladly have climbed down and turned to Martin for assistance. Had she approached him in the right way he would certainly have honoured her by lending a hand in the search. Her own pride had been a stumbling block, however. She was on her own in this thing, this quest after knowledge, the roots of which were deep in the queer macabre stories she had listened to concerning Great-Aunt Tabitha and the fabulous puppets.


Pulling herself together, Gina made sure that all the drawers and cupboards in the littered room were free to open. Some she had already investigated with a certain curiosity on her previous visits to the house. None were locked now, nor capable of concealing any secrets. It was not until she was on the point of giving up and trying some other part of the house that she realised that standing at the foot of the big brass-trimmed bed was an old trunk covered by the folds of a faded length of casement cloth. Had she not kicked her toe against it absently she would not have given it a thought, but there it was, securely locked and simply crying out for investigation.


Her heartbeat increased as she dropped to her knees in front of the trunk. More precisely it was, a leather-bound chest, secured by means of a hasp and padlock. These were not apparent until she had uncovered it and heaved it out from against the end of the bed. It felt heavy, so that her curiosity rose to fever pitch as she wondered what it contained.


Forgetful of the rapidly increasing sounds of the approaching storm, she fumbled with the key, shaking it from her glove excitedly.


She turned the padlock over, only to find a large wax seal over the keyhole. A double end of red silk ribbon hung down from beneath the seal, inviting her to pull it free. It was the sight of the seal with its queer hieroglyphic sign more than anything else which Convinced Gina that this was what she sought. Such a seal, and the mumbo-jumbo attached to it, was exactly what a person like Great-Aunt Tabitha would have indulged in.


The deep-throated roll of thunder echoed loudly as her fingers tightened on the ribbon. The key lay immediately below the lock, on the floor. A sudden and unexpected fear invaded the girl’s heart. She could not put a name to it; nor could she have restrained herself from opening the chest at this stage. It had to be what she wanted to find!


The seal came away with little effort. She dropped it on the floor and picked up the key, glancing over her shoulder as she did so. What was there to be afraid of? she asked herself. It was childish to fear the spirit of an old woman. If that was what she did fear. Even Gina wasn’t sure. And the air grew oppressively close as the storm closed in. The wind was beginning to moan in earnest now. Without looking up from where she knelt she could see the constant restless play of lightning outside the window. She thought of the city with its life and brilliant light, of Martin, of the car standing waiting for her down there on the driveway. Those things gave her fresh courage. She hesitated for only a moment longer, then steeled herself, beginning to slide the key in the padlock.


Hardly had she made the first move before the entire house seemed to shudder to a crashing concussion of sound. The light blinked and went out. Violet flame seemed to bathe the room as lightning danced beyond the windows, its vivid glare throwing grotesque shadows on the wall.


So sudden had the onslaught been that Gina stifled a cry of involuntary terror and started to her feet, dropping the key and making a wild dash for, the door. The failure of the light was worse than anything else, for in between the flashes of lightning the sky outside was black as night so that inside the gloom of evening was intensified into something real.


Her nerve broken for a time, she reached the corridor and scrabbled along it hurriedly, desiring only to reach her car and get away from this awful place.


Before she reached the stairway, however, a door crashed loudly below, its impact mingling with the thunder. The sound only deepened her heedless fear. Wound up as she was, she heard it dully, like a message from the very devils of hell. It drove her on with senseless haste, unmindful now of any consideration except escape from the piled-up terror that was cold in her veins.


From the top of the stairway she looked down to the hall.


The front door swung back and fore, crashing again, giving a brief glimpse of the gravel driveway that was blue and white beneath the flash of lightning. But there was something else in the hall now, something that had not been there when she arrived. She saw it only when the lightning formed a luminous backcloth to the darkness. And seeing it she froze in her tracks, clinging to the banisters, cringing from the dark cloaked shape below.


Terror, stark and unfettered, rose and choked her when she might have screamed. The wild cacophony of the storm dazed her senses. To the thunder there was added now the sibilant hiss of torrential rain. And the black shape in the hall moved swiftly, coming towards the stairs, all noise of movement drowned by the elements. It had the form of a man, with a wide brimmed hat and heavily cloaked shoulders. Gina saw it plainly silhouetted against the front door. A cold gale of wind tore in behind it, screaming up the stairs and chilling her, smoothing the fabric of her dress against her body, touching it as it were with the fingers of dread unleashed.


The figure below stopped abruptly, its head raised as it looked up at Gina. She was conscious of penetrating eyes, bright with some inner fire against the surrounding gloom. Her mouth was dry; she could not utter a sound. Then the form began to move again and something snapped in her brain. With a pitiful sob she collapsed, falling from top to bottom of the dusty stairway, coming to rest a crumpled, senseless heap on the floor of the hall.




CHAPTER TWO


Puppet Master


She opened her eyes to find herself lying full length on a hard stuffed sofa in the drawing room to the right of the hall. Her body felt bruised and stiff, but otherwise she appeared to be unharmed. Mercifully, the light was on. It did not strike her as being at all odd that the light should be on after its sudden failure a short time before. And for a few moments at any rate her mind was blank concerning the events which had led up to her collapse in a faint. She realised that she must have fainted—a thing she had never done in her life before—but was vague as to why.


“I brought you a drink, miss,” said a voice.


She turned her head abruptly, startled by the voice. The figure of a man came round from behind her; he carried a chipped cup with a flower design round the brim. Water was slopping over the edge as he came to a halt. “Gee, but you gave me quite a scare flaking out like that,” he added with a nervous laugh.


Gina accepted the cup in silence, not yet sure what to make of this man. She had gulped a mouthful when she remembered the dark shape in the hall, the terror that had come to her mind from the storm, the awful stare of those piercing eyes as they watched her from below. The cup shook violently in her hand, so that the man quickly steadied her arm.


She shrank from his touch, shivering in the draught from the door.


“Don’t touch me!” she breathed uneasily. “You … you came in just a while ago, didn’t you? You were looking at me from the hall.” Fear grew up like a crawling thing in the pit of her mind. She felt suddenly sick and dizzy.


“Take it easy,” he advised with surprising gentleness. “Sure I came in. My auto got stuck in a wash-out farther up the hill. I guessed there might be a telephone I could use here. But I didn’t see you till you flopped downstairs and landed at my feet. The lights going out sort of put me off my stroke I guess. You don’t have to worry about me, miss. I just ducked in out of the storm.”


Gina swallowed painfully, clutching the half-empty cup in both hands now. Her eyes were fixed on him. He was so very ordinary looking, a man of medium height, about forty years of age, sandy haired and with thickish eyebrows. On a chair a few feet away was a broad-brimmed fedora. He was still wearing a long dark raincoat, blotched in patches of wetness from the rain. She must have been imagining things, she told herself. Her nerves had twanged when she saw him in the hall, that was why he had taken the form of something not of this world, a demon of the night.


He watched her with a nervous smile. “How you feeling now?” he inquired. “You want me to get you something else?”


“N—no thank you,” she whispered. “Who are you?”


“Sid Caufield,” he replied. “Commercial rep for a New York outfitters, that’s me! And you …? I wouldn’t want to be too inquisitive, but ain’t this a queer kind of joint for a girl to be in on her own a night like this? That your convertible outside?”


She nodded. “It’s mine,” she said quietly. She was more in command of herself by now. “I’m Gina Collis,” she went on. “This is my house now—I inherited it a few days back.”


He nodded slowly. “Uh-huh.… Turning the junk out, eh? That’s a fine job. Take you quite a while in a dump like this.” He grinned and looked round the room.


Gina swung her legs to the floor and sat up straight. Her fear had evaporated now. The din of the storm was the din of any other storm; they didn’t frighten her usually. And Caufield’s presence seemed to bring back all her old enthusiasm for the search she had started. He was such a normal man, a little shy, not aggressive, ordinary in every sense of the word. She almost liked him for being like that.


“I was looking for something,” she explained.


He grinned. “Hidden treasure? Say, I read a peach of a yarn last week about that sort of thing. But there, you wouldn’t be interested.” He paused. “Can I give you a hand, miss? What say we both make a search? Two can do a better job than one.” His face was shining with boyish excitement.


Gina smiled in spite of herself. She regarded him with steady brown eyes, wondering about him, trying to picture his home life, thinking him playing redskins with a couple of kids on a lawn in some garden outside New York. Saturdays, he’d take them to a ball game, then tea someplace for a treat. He was that kind of man.


“T’isn’t treasure,” she said. “I’m hunting for some puppets my great-aunt’s supposed to have had. They aren’t lying around so they must be hidden somewhere. This morning I was sent a key from a safe deposit. I have a hunch that it’s what I want. Just before you showed up I think I found what the key fits.”
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