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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


The Lane


LEROY THOMPSON pushed back his Tyrolean trilby and rubbed some of the sleep from his eyes Thompson had been driving hard. He had driven a long way. He was tired, yet only physically tired, his brain was in that mood that usually comes to a man in the small hours of the morning.


He put the loud pedal down hard and his big sedan tore into the night like a bullet on wheels. He drove for another hour and then slowed to take a right-hand left across the moor. He went down through the gears with a skill born of long practice and complete familiarity with his car. The black sedan lurched gently as it took the rough surface of the by-road in its stride.


The moor gave way to agricultural country. The by-road became little more than a lane, but it was a lane that saved Leroy Thompson twenty odd miles a night and he was glad to take it. The old Roman road had run this way and the druids had used it before that, so the local archæological society claimed. Leroy guessed that they knew what they were talking about. He was prepared to take their word on the origins of the road. It was certainly straight enough here to justify the Roman claim. There were other parts that weren’t so straight. In many places it twisted and curved like the proverbial cow’s hind leg. Leroy changed down and began to negotiate the curves carefully.


He saw a darker patch moving in front of him and blinked a little as he braked. Somebody walking? He glanced at the dashboard clock. It was three a.m. The headlights revealed the sharp clear outline of the figure in front. Headlights and moonlight shone on glossy black hair, shoulder length. The girl turned at the sound of the sedan’s engine. There was scarcely room to pass. Leroy wound down the passenger window and leaned across.


“Can I give you a lift?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” she murmured.


“Hell,” grunted Leroy. “What kind of answer is that?”


“I don’t know if I want a lift”


“Are you just walking home from the last one?” Then he noticed her cloak. “Sorry, I guess you’re a nurse on late shift at the cottage hospital.”


“No.”


“What kind of answer is that?”


“I’m not a nurse.”


“Look, Miss, I’m tired and I’ve driven a long way. If you want a lift you’re welcome. If you’d rather not, there’s no offence.”


“I’d like to come, please.” She climbed in rather tentatively. Her raven tresses fell seductively across her shoulders as she entered. Looking at her he got the impression she wasn’t very familiar with cars. That wasn’t surprising if she lived locally. He got a look at her dress as she climbed in. It was the most becoming evening gown he had ever seen. It clung to her superb figure like a second skin of deep red velvet. Its low cut emphasised rather than concealed the fullness of her firm young breasts. Leroy Thompson began to feel considerably less tired. Maybe this was going to be his night. Life had been very ordinary for months. It was about time something interesting, or exciting, came his way. He could feel the blood tingling in his veins as he let in the clutch and slid the big sedan along the lane once more.


“This is nice,” said the girl softly. Leroy listened to her voice and felt his throat beginning to go pleasantly dry with anticipation. Her voice matched the rest of her. It was all woman. Her words were as soft as honey, as exciting as rare continental perfume. He wondered who she was and what the devil she was doing out here on this lonely East Anglian countryside. What could a girl like her be doing in a lane? She was dressed for a Mayfair dinner party. He glanced down curiously to see what kind of shoes she was wearing. A shaft of moonlight fell obligingly through the side window and down on to the floor on her side. Leroy suppressed a startled gasp. His incredibly lovely passenger wasn’t wearing shoes. She was as barefoot as a gipsy dancer. Gipsy? Perhaps that was the answer. But did gipsies wear dresses like that? He cast another swift sidelong glance at her magnificent figure. Come to think of it, who did wear dresses like that? The style was as old as Nell Gwynne, older perhaps. A fancy dress ball? Out here in the wilds? Things weren’t making sense.


“What’s your name?” asked the girl suddenly. Her words cut across Leroy’s thoughts.


“Leroy Thompson,” he smiled.


He wondered what the hell was wrong with him. He was behaving as awkwardly as a high school kid on his first date. “What’s your name?” he asked suddenly.


“Lilette,” she whispered softly. The way she said it there was magic in it.


“It’s a lovely name,” murmured Leroy, knowing as he spoke that it must sound as corny as old rope. She didn’t seem to find it corny. Her soft black hair moved a little closer to him in the moonlit interior of the sedan. Without making it obvious he slowed down and depressed the clutch gently. The sedan rolled to an almost imperceptible halt. Her big, round, black eyes regarded him enquiringly.


“We are stopping? Do you live here?”


“No.”


“Why have we stopped?”


“We’ve run out of petrol!” It was the oldest line in the world. Nobody would have bought that one, not even Eve in the Garden of Eden, thought Leroy. The incredible girl beside him raised one magnificently arched eyebrow.


“Petrol, what is that?”


Leroy wondered who was kidding who? They didn’t come that green, not even out here, not anywhere that he had even been. This wasn’t Tiber. They’d heard of petrol in the South Sea islands. This was East Anglia, England, 1964. Petrol had been a household word here for half a century.


A nasty thought went trickling through Leroy’s mind like a spilled glass of iced water. Was this girl sane? Had she escaped from some mental institution? He had heard rumours that there was a home for the criminally insane in these parts, but that its exact whereabouts were a closely guarded secret. Without appearing to, he took a long, slow look around the moonlit horizon. There was a building away to the west. It was pretty big, but he couldn’t make out exactly what it was. An asylum? He felt a thrill of fear as he looked into the girl’s dark eyes. Was there a knife concealed under that cloak? Did a deadly stiletto nestle next to her garter? It was a romantic thought! Leroy didn’t feel romantic, in that sense He didn’t feel romantic in any sense, any more. He felt strangely disturbed. The girl was looking at him curiously.


“What is wrong Leroy?” she asked. “Don’t you like me?”


“You were joking about the petrol, weren’t you?” he asked.


“Joking?” She had an odd habit of repeating his intonation as well as his actual word or words.


“Joking,” he explained slowly, “you know, making fun of me?”


“No. What is petrol?” She was deadly serious and he accepted it this time.


“Petrol is what powers the car. The engine won’t go without it.”


“Engine?” she asked. He looked at her searchingly. She was serious.


“Where have you been living?” he asked.


“Over there, with my father.” Her arm swept out towards the building he had seen on the horizon.


“What is that place?” he asked. His disturbed feeling was returning.


“Home,” said the girl simply. He didn’t feel like pressing the question any further. Maybe she didn’t know what sort of place it was. Thoughts of criminal lunatics in the company of such a lovely creature made him shudder. He decided to try innuendo.


“Who else lives there? Many people?” he asked.


“Only my father and I.”


“Is it a big place?” he asked.


“It is big enough for us. It supplies our needs.” The answer disconcerted him a little. It sounded vaguely sinister, yet the words themselves were innocent enough.


“You’re not married?” he asked suddenly.


“No.”


“Engaged perhaps?”


“No.”


She laid her head on his shoulder and snuggled up against him. Leroy’s arms stole around her waist. There was a powerful perfume about her. It was too strong. There was something overpowering about it. He got the impression that it might be cloaking some other smell.


“What perfume are you using?” he asked.


“Don’t you like it?” She sounded hurt.


“Sure, it’s fine.” He was lying.


“You don’t like it,” she said sadly.


“I only thought it was a little strong,” he murmured. It seemed sickly sweet, like chloroform, or incense. The power of it was stifling. He leaned across and opened a window. The night air was cool and refreshing.


“Perhaps I can find a different perfume,” she whispered.


Like a dark shadow high against the moon something flew overhead.


“What was that?” asked Leroy.


“I must go.” She sounded frightened. He released her very reluctantly.


“So soon?”


“At once.” She opened the door and ran back down the lane. Leroy restarted the engine.




CHAPTER TWO


Second Encounter


LEROY was aware of the presence of a huge shadowy something moving around in the moonlit sky. It vanished behind a cloud. He drove faster than usual down the rest of the old lane and he was strangely relieved when it rejoined the main road again. He felt strangely worried by his encounter with the strange Lilette for several days afterwards, and for the next few days he drove round the long way to avoid the dark mystery of the ancient lane.


It was exactly a week after their first meeting that Leroy Thompson noticed his fuel gauge was dangerously low. He hesitated for a second. The short cut across the moor and down the Roman line? It might just make the difference between getting home and walking. He didn’t fancy it really, but the sharp edge of his meeting with Lilette was dulled by a week in the office. He turned left across the moor.


Moonlight, paler and more ghostly than it had been a week earlier, for the moon was now well on the wane, illuminated the low hedges by the side of the old lane. Leroy Thompson was filled with a vague sense of foreboding. He tried hard to shrug it off, but it wouldn’t go. It clung to his spirit like a bloodstained shroud. He wondered if there was room to turn the big sedan, but there wasn’t. Besides he was now about halfway across. It would waste the last of the rapidly diminishing petrol. The needle was dangerously close to the empty. Was there going to be enough to get him through the lane? The thought of being stranded in the ancient lane filled him with a wave of unreasoning terror. A nameless fear crept along every fibre of his body.


Suddenly he saw her again. She stood motionless by the hedge. Her pale, entrancingly lovely face turned full in his direction. The thin moonlight shone fitfully on her long black hair. Leroy braked and switched off the engine. The headlights dimmed a fraction as the engine died away. There was something disconcertingly wrong about the scene in the headlights. He stared through the screen in fascinated horror for several seconds. Then the truth dawned on him. There was a tree stump just beyond Lilette. It cast a long shadow. The girl cast no shadow at all. He couldn’t understand it. There had to be a reason. Why? Why?? WHY??? he asked himself. The question screamed around in his mind. Fear leapt up like an erupting volcano. He forced it down again by a supreme effort of will. Slowly he leaned across and opened Lilette’s door.


Smiling, yet with lips compressed, she climbed into the passenger seat beside him. Her perfume was stronger than ever and sickly sweet. It was intoxicating and overpowering. There was a wild headiness to it. His mind began to swim.


“Where have you been, Leroy? I have looked for you.”


“I’ve been going the other way,” he confessed.


“Why?”


“I suppose I was afraid,” he admitted.


“Afraid?”


“Of you,” he said softly.


“What is there about me that frightens you …? I am only a girl. You are a man, a big man, strong and young.”


“It’s not the ordinary kind of fear,” said Leroy. “It’s not physical fear.”


“What then?”


“I don’t know.”


“Leroy, darling, we are wasting time talking. I want you to love me.”


Like a man in a dream, Leroy Thompson put his arms around that voluptuous body. His senses swam. He had held women in his arms before, plenty of times. He was quite a small-time philanderer in his own way. He took his fun where he could find it and he always took all he could get. Lilette was different. By the nine gods she was different! She drew him to her with a ferocious passion that rose up to meet his own. It surpassed him; she seemed intent on absorbing him body and soul. Her arms were soft, but incredibly strong. He was finding it hard to breathe. Her kisses smothered his neck in warm, moist ecstasy. He felt a sharp, tiny stab as her teeth closed on his throat. It didn’t matter. The embrace seemed to last a lifetime. At last she released him.


He sat looking at her intently. She smiled softly back without opening her lips. Something high overhead cut off the moonlight for a split second.


“I must go,” she gasped. “Come again soon, Leroy, I need you.”


“Tomorrow,” he promised. She leapt swiftly from the car, closing the door as she leapt.


Leroy Thompson drove thoughtfully away into the night. Half a mile further down the ancient loke the engine spluttered and died. Leroy tried to restart the big sedan but without success. He got out and swore savagely. A glance at the glass bowl below the carburettor showed that his worst suspicions were realised. He was out of fuel. He looked up and down the long loke. There was no sign of habitation. His thoughts turned to farmhouses with telephones. It was one-thirty a.m. He imagined the kind of welcome he’d get. He grinned as he imagined somebody giving him a shotgun blast as he crossed a moonlit farmyard. What would he be taken for at that hour of the morning? A chicken thief? Poacher? He would have to risk it, he decided.


But where was the nearest farm? Leroy Thompson climbed up on to the roof of the sedan and looked all round. The only building in sight was the strange dark outline on the horizon which the girl had indicated on their first meeting. She had said she lived there with her father. Had his first horrible suspicions been right, after all? Was she from a lunatic asylum? Was that building, dark, sinister and foreboding against the skyline, a home for those with dangerous mental abnormalities? In the distance it certainly looked big enough and grim enough. But it was the only place in sight. Leroy Thompson grew angry with his own fear. He set off jauntily towards the dark pile. His Tyrolean trilby was perched at a rakish angle.


He was trudging across moonlit fields for what seemed hours. The moon grew paler and weaker as it sank towards the horizon. The outline of the huge building became decidedly clearer as he approached it. It stood on two hills which rose gently above the surrounding fields. Along the perimeter of the nearer hill Leroy Thompson could make out the remains of a low stone wall, broken down in several places. He climbed the hill and walked along the ruined wall. It followed the declivity between the hillocks and rose again towards the main building. There was an air of desolation over everything. He could sense an atmosphere of dereliction, loneliness and neglect.


The second hill was steeper than the first. He climbed it slowly as he followed the orbit of the ruined wall. The main building rose stark and straight in front of him now. It was a castle. The moonlight shone faintly on the round and square patterns beloved of the Norman Romanesque builders. Although the bailey wall was in poor shape the keep itself was in good repair, as far as he could judge in the moonlight. It seemed to frown down on him from a great height. He approached the massive main doorway. It was set inside three concentric arches.
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