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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 I



BELLENGER was dead when they found him. That Bellenger was dead was probably the understatement of the year. Bellenger was horribly, violently dead!


If there can be various degrees of anything so terrible and so final as death, then it could be said that Bellenger was as dead as it was possible to be. There is the restful, peaceful death of the very old, who with the quiet mind have slipped away from one world to the next. They have crossed the twilight bridge on tiptoe. There is the death from “natural causes” where the victim—no matter what his age—looks naturally dead… But there is also the kind of death that Harold Bellenger died.


It wasn’t that anything violent had happened to Bellenger. It was the look on his face. There was an expression in Bellenger’s eyes that was completely beyond description. The eyes looked as if they had been trying to escape from his face when whatever it was that had got him had approached. Men who are strangled; men who are hung; men who are suffocated, or asphyxiated, take on that awful bulge-eyed, rabbit look, but none of them had it as bad as Bellenger had it. It was as though his eyes were two planets that had suddenly broken free from gravity and got whirled off—victims of centrifugal force.


There was another thing about his body, too. It wasn’t only the fact that his eyes were standing out from the rest of the corpse, there was the awful twisting of the features. Doc Morgan was a pretty tough character. A man has to be tough to be a police pathologist, but when he stooped and began examining Bellenger’s body for other damage, he suddenly straightened and swallowed hard. It was the supreme effort of a strong man bringing his nerves under the control of his will …


“Well?” asked Kinston. Inspector Kinston—tall, slim, dark, looked almost like a matinee idol of a bygone day. He was sleek and well groomed, yet it was obvious that the aristocratic exterior hid a core of the toughest physical steel that a human personality can be made of. Kinston had been to an awful lot of trouble one way and another. He had fought his way through a brace of world wars. He had got into the first by adding half a dozen years to his age when recruiting was not strictly controlled. He had wangled his way into the second when a lot of other people were busy wangling their way out … by taking that same half a dozen years off.


Now, looking far younger than the fifty-odd years that he carried, he seemed to combine the strength and stamina of a man in his prime with the wisdom and maturity of middle age. He was a pretty formidable opponent. There were many men on the other side of prison bars—particularly several tough cases down on the Moor and over on the Island—who had good reason to wish that Claud Kinston had never come back from those raids on No-man’s Land that had won him an extremely distinguished Service Medal and two bars.


Despite their ill wishing, however, Kinston still moved and had his being and enjoyed his regular pastime of breathing and eating and sleeping, and generally, despite the nefarious world in which he lived and moved, he managed to enjoy life.


He was not enjoying it at this moment.


The charwoman who had found Harold Bellenger was still being pacified by a matronly policewoman.


So far he and the doctor were the only two men to see the corpse. He decided if that select company could be kept as select as possible, it would be a very good thing! This was not the sort of thing that could be termed an attractive sight, even by the most hardened connoisseur of the macabre.


“What’s the matter, Doc?” Kinston’s voice was deep, and surprisingly rugged for so smooth looking a man.


Morgan pursed his lips for a moment without speaking.


“Just feel that man’s ribs,” he said very softly, “and then you tell me!”


Claud knelt beside the body and touched Harold Bellenger’s side.


He, too, straightened up with a slight grimace.


“What did that?”


“I should like to know,” replied Morgan. “I should like to know very much indeed.”


He could understand something of the message of terror in those eyes now. Those dead eyes that were trying to escape.


“I have seen two men who have been crushed as this man has been crushed. One of them was hit by a train,” went on Morgan very quietly. “The other was caught by a hydraulic press! One was an accident. The other was murder. You see, the difficulty here. Inspector, is that there’s no hydraulic press and there’s no train. There’s nothing but a perfectly ordinary bachelor flat. A flat of contemporary furnishing, modern design, quietly tasteful, respectable. Very much ‘anywhere in the suburbs.’ Could have been your living-room, Inspector—could have been mine. We find a body which looks as if it had been squeezed by a savagely angry grizzly bear.”


“Yes—going back to your remarks on the train and the hydraulic press,” said Kinston. “Surely those bodies were——”


“Yes, they were! They were horrible! They were mangled. Badly mangled. This one is hardly touched, there’s no external bleeding. Whatever got him and gave him one fatal, crushing squeeze was relatively soft on the outside. There was no sharp surface, no hard surface. More like the work of a bear or a gorilla than anything else … Yet you know without me telling you that human bone is twice as strong as oak, size for size, volume for volume. Its tensile strength is greater than that of any wood known to man. It doesn’t rank beside metal, but it’s one of the strongest substances nature produces. No ordinary human being could do that to another. It wasn’t done by any mechanical device because nothing is here now. A press big enough to do that would take quite a lot of lugging about.”


“Which means,” said Claud thoughtfully, “that: (a) the body was brought here after it was crushed, or (b) we are up against something that’s horribly out of the normal. It completely rules our suicide or accident or ‘natural causes,’ doesn’t it?”


“It most certainly does,” said the doctor. “That,” he pointed to the corpse, “was very definitely murdered.”


He examined the position of the body in relationship to the floor very carefully. “It’s only a hunch,” he said, “one of those things you get a ‘feeling’ about, after you’ve seen enough of it. But he wasn’t dragged, there’s no mark on the carpet.”


“You’re crossing over into my department, you know,” commented Claud, “but carry on.”


“He wasn’t dragged and I don’t think he was carried in. You get the ‘feel’ of these things. You know when a body has been killed and dropped, or whether it’s been carried in and left. There’s something about the way they fall—one’s natural, and one isn’t. This is natural—even though at the same time it’s horribly unnatural—supernatural, abnormal, weird”—he paused, at a loss for words. “There’s something grim, frightening … horrible about this. Something that doesn’t smack of human crime at all … Could be the work of an immensely powerful maniac, or a beast … or ———” He left the sentence unfinished.


“I know what you mean,” said Kinston, “and I don’t like it any more than you do.”


They threw a sheet over the recumbent form.


“The photographers and fingerprint boys will be here in a moment,” said the Inspector. “I think we can leave this to them now. I’ve got to do an awful lot of thinking about this. I want to do some checking up. I specially want to know if anything has escaped. I want to know if any person has escaped from any of the criminal lunatic-asylums.”


“I don’t think even a lunatic with superhuman strength could have done it. It’s a greater strength than that. You see, I’ve been examining those marks on the body”—he was speaking in short, jerky phrases, a sign of the strain and stress to which his mind was being subjected—“you see, Inspector, an ordinary man, such as you or I, would crush quite slowly, no matter how hard we tried to speed up our movements. We’d have to be a world weight-lifting champion to do anything like that, and even then we couldn’t do it quickly. It would take time for the muscular co-ordination to reach its peak. This wasn’t done like that at all. This was done by something immensely strong, something that could squeeze a man’s body as easily as you or I would squash a grape.”


“It’s as bad as that, is it?” queried the Inspector.


“Yes, it is,” said Morgan. “If I believed in mythology and folk lore I’d say that man had been picked up by a Titan, by a Frost Giant. I’d say he’d fallen foul of an evil Hercules. That Thor had smashed him with his hammer, or that Zeus had struck him with an invisible thunderbolt. It’s one of the most straightforward, and yet, at the same time, most baffling deaths I’ve ever come across …”


“I’m going back to the station,” said Kinston. “Do you want to hang on?”


“No, thanks,” said Morgan. “I’ve got a pretty strong stomach but it’s not that strong. I don’t want to stay here any longer with that. I’m a civilised man, and not normally afraid; I get blasé in this job, too. I could eat my dinner in a laboratory full of objects that would turn an ordinary man’s stomach inside out. But I’m not so blasé that deep down in my sub-conscious mind there lurks the fear that whatever did that may come back! I want company. I want to get away from this!”


“I’ll do some checking … I don’t like the thought of that thing loose.” The doctor and the pathologist left together. As an extra precaution Claud Kinston posted two constables on the door instead of one …


He made his way back to his office very deep in thought, as he drove through the stillness of the London night. “1960,” he told himself “I’m a civilised man living in a civilised community; there’s lights and laughter and music and song; television, radio, buses, advertisements, newspapers, everything that goes to make life modern and understandable. Everything, in fact, that goes to make life ordinary and prosaic … Then suddenly this happens, and it isn’t ordinary and prosaic any more. In the middle of the ordinary there comes the extraordinary. In the middle of the everyday comes the once-in-a-blue-moon occurrence. It’s as though the veil that we call contemporary life, with which we try to disguise from our poor little finite minds the great eternal mysteries of time and space. These things are thrust in upon us. Our veil is torn and we stand naked in soul and stripped bare in our minds, exposed to thoughts that are so penetrating, exposed to elemental forces so old and so vast that they’re too big for us. They crush us by their very immenseness. By their very size; by their very magnitude.” He drew a deep breath. “I wonder … I wonder what it was could kill a man in that way, and leave no other trace. What could walk into a man’s flat and crush him as a spider crushes a tiny fly. What could pick up a human being and frighten him to death and then squeeze the life from him as easily as a man squeezes water from a sponge? Anything natural! Anything human?”


The police car pulled up, he mounted the steps, passed quickly through the charge room, and so into his office.


His first call was to Records.


“I want the full griff on the late Harry Bellenger,” he said. “Anything you can dig up, and I want it fast!”


“Late?” inquired the Records officer.


“Yes,” said Kinston. “Very late! Horribly and rather unpleasantly late! Now dig it up as fast as you can, there’s a good chap.”


“Will do!” said Records, and the ’phone cut down.


Claud was deep in thought when the files came up. It was greatly to the credit of the C.I.D. that they had one of the most comprehensive and at the same time most easily accessible filing systems in the world. Accessible, that is, to authorised officers.


A filing system must serve two purposes: it must contain information, and that information must be so coded, drafted and tabulated that it can be ready at a fingertip moment’s notice. The C.I.D. files were so cross-referenced and so well known by the men who were in charge of them that every known fact about Harry Bellenger was waiting on the Inspector’s desk within a matter of minutes of his putting the call through.


He sat back in his deep, comfortable, leather armchair, lit his pipe, and began to read through the Bellenger files.


The late lamented Harry Bellenger had obviously been a very unostentatious man. He had been a Professor of Egyptology, his age 39; his height, weight and various other physical characteristics were given. He had no criminal record. The facts were taken from his Army discharge reports. He had served with the Education Corps in Egypt during the second World War. A list of about half a dozen very technical books that he had written on weird Egyptian cults and comparative religion were included. They were the sort of thing that sold at five guineas a volume to a very limited reading public. Each one of them would have been enough to win a man a Ph.D.


Bellenger was one of those people who had more letters after his name than in it!


Yet he had lived quietly. Lost, apparently, in the world of prehistory, and his books. His world was a mental world. He did not appear to have any enemies. He did not appear to have done anything to cause him any enemies—nor friends for that matter! A singularly, lonely type of man. Almost a recluse in many ways, and yet for all that, a brilliant man in his field. There was nothing in the record that gave Claud Kinston any lead at all, yet there had to be something!


Unless it was the work of an insane homicidal maniac, which certainly appeared to be as likely as anything, there seemed to be no reason for whatever it was that had chosen Harry Bellenger—it might have chosen the Inspector himself!


One of those pointless crimes of an almost insoluble type.


The Inspector chewed his pipe reflectively, and stirred the glowing embers with his dead match … he couldn’t help thinking about that body. The thought was not pleasant.


Where could he turn for a new lead? The files had shown him nothing. He had made arrangements for Bellenger’s next-of-kin to be informed some time previously.


The telephone suddenly jarred shrilly, jerking him out of his reverie. The charge sergeant was on the other end of the wire, at the reception desk.


“There’s a Miss Bellenger to see you, sir, a Miss Lucy Bellenger.”


“Oh, that’ll be the Professor’s daughter, Lucy. How is she?”


“Surprisingly calm, sir, in the circumstances. May I send her up?”


“Yes, yes—I’d like to see her, she may be able to give me some kind of advice. There’s one or two questions I want to ask her, in any case, but I wasn’t going to trouble her tonight. Not while she was still shocked, as you might say.”


“She seems a very practical, matter-of-fact young lady, sir. I don’t think you’ll have any difficulty in questioning her.”


“Oh, good, that’s a relief.”


Lucy Bellenger was shown in.


She was an attractive, rather heavily built, auburn-haired girl, and there was something odd about her eyes. They were not so particularly British or European; they turned up just a fraction at the corners. The Inspector found it attractive and unusual.


“I’m sorry that we had to meet under such unpleasant circumstances. Miss Bellenger,” he began.


“I suppose it’s all in the day’s work for you, Inspector,” she replied. There was a cold cynicism about her, as though she used it as a shield between the world and herself.


“No—I never feel that way about it,” he answered. He was on his guard. Something about Lucy Bellenger wasn’t right. Something was out of place. There was a factor here which defied the norm. This wasn’t how a girl of her age was supposed to react when her father was found dead. It didn’t make sense. And when things didn’t make sense, Kinston’s nasty, suspicious policeman’s mind got to work, looking for ulterior motives …


His manner did not change perceptibly, but he felt a great deal of reserve towards this strange young woman.


“You’re taking things very calmly,” he said.


“There is only one way to take anything, isn’t there?” she questioned.


“No.” said the Inspector. “As a matter of fact, you’re the only person I’ve ever seen in connection with a murder case who reacted in quite the way that you are now reacting … Usually the complaint is that the public see too many films, and accordingly act with unnecessary melodrama in comparatively trivial situations. Grief-stricken heroines flop all over policemen’s offices and make the place generally untidy …”


His cynicism matched her own. She seemed rather taken aback.


“You, on the other hand,” he persisted relentlessly, “would appear to be one of those rare people who haven’t seen enough films.”


“I am too busy to bother much about the cinema,” answered Lucy Bellenger quietly. “It may have some effect on my bearing, but I didn’t think it had.” She was too hard-bitten; too hard-boiled; too good to be true. She was acting like a robot rather than a woman. Kinston wanted to know why … he knew the reason would show itself in due course. He felt it was beside the point. Every human being is as different from every other human being as chalk is from cheese. There are only certain basic patterns which the majority follow. The world’s population runs into millions, and even the ‘majority’ leaves a lot of people unaccounted for.


“I suppose I should be grateful that you’re taking things this way. It makes my job easier. We found your father’s body tonight and I’m afraid foul play is very definitely suspected. If it’s any consolation, his death must have been quick, but I wouldn’t like to pretend it was painless …”


“How did he die—exactly?” said the girl. “They wouldn’t tell me downstairs.”


“They couldn’t,” he replied, “probably because I didn’t tell them. So far there are three people who know exactly what happened to your father—though I don’t suppose the first is a very reliable source of evidence—the unfortunate charwoman who discovered him. She took one look and rap screaming hysterically out of the room. I’m afraid he didn’t look too good.”


“Would it be possible for me to——”


“No! I don’t think it’s necessary. We shan’t need evidence of identification at this stage. There are several other people who are a little bit older and a little bit tougher.” He was about to say ‘a little bit more hardened,’ but he wondered if it would be possible to find anybody more hardened than Lucy Bellenger …


“I’m not at all squeamish,” she said. “I’ve been used to unpleasant sights since I was quite a child.”


The Inspector had the beginning of his explanation. He wondered what it was. He knew quite a bit about psychology, and he had an idea that this girl’s sensitivity had been burned out of her by overexposure.


The sensitivity of a human mind, the ability to react, was very much like a film in a camera. Within certain limits, the more light which reaches the film the greater the impression received from the objects. The bright light cuts out all definition, and the film is just overexposed and shows nothing. This is what had happened to this girl’s mind. She had seen so much of something—something that would shock normal people to the verge of hysteria—that her shock mechanism had been burnt out; had been overexposed like a film. She couldn’t see it any more. No matter what is placed in front of a camera in which you have overexposed film, it records no more images. It had shot its bolt. That was what was wrong with Lucy Bellenger, he decided, or largely, anyway. He felt it was a terrible pity. The vital part of her mind seemed to have been destroyed. No doubt skilful psychiatric care could put it right again. But having lost the ability to be distressed, frightened, to be shocked, perhaps she wouldn’t want it back, even if it could be recovered!


Perhaps it was one of those attributes of the human race, that the race would be better without.


He realised that his mind was wandering away on one of its frequent by-passes. He brought himself back to reality with a jerk. “I’m a policeman doing a job,” he reminded himself firmly. “I’m questioning somebody who probably knows something very vital, about a singularly unpleasant and singularly baffling mystery.”


“You were saying that I couldn’t see my father’s body,” said the girl.


“I don’t think that would be advisable,” he rejoined. “On the other hand, there’s no real reason why I should refuse you permission if you feel that way about it. We’ll talk about that in a moment. I’ll just give you the detail broadly—your father was apparently terrified and crushed.”


“Was he mutilated?” asked the girl.


“No, just crushed. Crushed in the way a grizzly bear could have done it. In the way you or I could pick up a grape or a sponge and just squeeze it. Nearly every rib was broken. He probably died of the shock. I haven’t got the full report from the pathologist yet—but it will come pretty soon.”


“I see,” replied the girl. She suddenly fished in her bag and produced a photograph. “Did he look like this?” She handed it across to the Inspector. It was a picture of a body. The body of a man. Quite a nice-looking lad—or rather, what would have been a nice-looking lad, in life—he had dark, curly hair, a build that might have been that of an athletic Greek god. He lay twisted and oddly flattened and bundled now, in the picture.


“Who is he?” questioned the Inspector. “Or, I should say, who was he?”


“That was Dr. Henry Roscoe,” said Lucy Bellenger. “He was my fiancé. He was killed in Egypt three years ago.”


“Rather a gruesome photograph for a woman to carry about, isn’t it?” commented the Inspector.


“We hadn’t known each other long,” said the girl. “He was a professional associate of my father’s. They were working on a project together. It was one of those whirlwind courtships. We were to have been married.”


“How did this happen, and how was it explained?” asked the Inspector.


“Well, nobody would believe any information that I could give. You see, they were investigating some of the ruined temples at Luxor, and they were on to something far older than anyone had dreamed of. You see, the so-called ancient Egyptian civilisation is comparatively new …”


“New?” interrupted an astonished Inspector. This was a new angle!


“The civilisation that people call ‘ancient’ Egypt is as new in comparison to what we were after as we are new in comparison with Ur of the Chaldees and Jericho. These ruins at Luxor, the so-called ancient temples are of no more interest than Nissen huts that were built above a ruined monastery. It’s the ruin that lies beneath the ruin that provides the real mystery. The real field for study. It’s a fascinating field, too. We were having a wonderful time out there, we knew we were on the verge of finding something so exciting, so tremendous——” She broke off. “But that doesn’t matter now, it’s all over, and Henry and my father have both paid for it.”


The Inspector raised one eyebrow quizzically.


“Do you mean to suggest,” he asked quietly, “that this is the work of something supernatural, some kind of ancient Egyptian curse? Is that what you mean?”


“I didn’t think you’d be interested,” said the girl. The icy reserve had snapped back into place. “The Egyptian authorities were not very interested either when Henry was killed. I expect I’m wasting your time. Shall I be going?”


The Inspector shook his head.


“No! You’re misjudging me, as I probably have been misjudging you. Let’s start again. Let’s pretend that you’ve just walked in, and that you’re not cynical, and I’m not a hardbitten policeman. I’ve only known you for a few minutes, but I’d like to pretend, if you could, that I’m an old friend of the family. I’m someone you can trust. Someone who I promise you won’t laugh … Someone who won’t ridicule any ideas you have. I’m not hostile to your ideas, your theories. I want them. There have been an awful lot of cases in my experience—and it’s been quite a long experience—in which something apparently supernatural was held back. When it was brought to the light of day and analysed, coldly and naturally, it usually transpired that something human was masquerading behind superstition and legend, in an endeavour to throw the police off the track. I remember a case that was very carefully disguised as a Black Magic ritual killing. It was actually done for money by the dead man’s nephew … He thought if he stabbed his poor old uncle with a pitchfork on the evening of Hallowe’en and left the body in a spot that was associated with a coven of seventeenth century witches, we’d be put off the scent and think it was a bunch of modern cranks who’d done it.


“We did, for a time, bark up the wrong tree. Then somebody thought to question his alibi. And the alibi broke down. That wouldn’t have been conclusive till we started probing into his past and we found that he had some very desperate reasons for wanting his uncle’s money. There was a very unpleasant bookmaker in that case. A man named Ferreston—Fred Ferreston—and this unlucky nephew happened to owe Mr. Ferreston about twelve thousand pounds. He couldn’t pay. Ferreston had an unpleasant method of collecting debts. He sent a couple of tame gorillas that he had hanging around his office, armed with razors, to carve the non-payers up … But I’m being side-tracked—it’s a bad habit of mine,” and he smiled. “Let’s start again.”









CHAPTER II


The Gods of Luxor


THE girl was smiling now, frankly, genuinely, without a trace of the cynicism which had characterised her at first. The Inspector now knew why she had put the shield up, and knowing gave him understanding. Understanding gave him sympathy … He flashed his mind from the girl herself to the actual words … the story she had to tell was as fascinating as it was bizarre and weird.


“I’d like to begin by giving you some idea of what Egyptology is about. No doubt you know a great deal about a wide number of subjects, but I don’t suppose Egyptology is one of them.”
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