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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 Tomb at Luxor


Among its many mysteries, perhaps one of the most fascinating of all the Egyptian relics at Luxor was the mysterious Eye Temple. Amidst all the customary figures of ancient Egyptian mystery and magic, there gazes down upon the visitor an Eye. A hideous eye: it is strangely coloured and incredibly realistic in its workmanship. It is difficult to believe that countless centuries must have passed since that strange optic orb was frozen by the skill of some devil-inspired craftsman onto the wall of the temple … the pigments have almost defied Time. The eye has mellowed and matured; it had not decayed.


Upon the capitols of the columns surrounding the Eye are colossal fetishes of the goddess Hathor. There are also garish representations painted and carved in rather frightening colours of Mu and Atun. It seems as though all the gods of mythology have somehow found their way into the Eye temple. Here are rather derogatory images of Ra, as though they were meant to be caricatures of that great divinity.


Khepri and Shu are also depicted, yet all of them seem to be in some kind of artistic subservience to the Eye. Here are Tefnut and Amher, beside Geb, or as he is sometimes known, Seb or Keb. Nut, whom the Greeks used to identify with Rhea is also depicted. Even the great Osiris, and the mighty Isis are somewhat bereft of dignity in the presence of that great Eye. No historian has ever explained it satisfactorily. No archaeologist has ever uncovered its mysteries.


Here, engraved upon tablets of timeless stone, is the falcon-headed Horus; and Set is shown with the head of the Typhonian animal. Nephthys, with his sinister, funereal qualities, seems to be weeping strangely crocodile-like tears …


And there is a very primitive representation, just below the Eye, of Harmakhis, the great Sphinx of Gizeh. Here, too, are Haroeris Harakhtes, and Behdety, some of these gods showing decidedly Greek influences, others seeming to go back to the most primitive period in Egyptian history. The idea has been put forward from time to time that the Eye Temple of Luxor was nothing more than an ideological, or archaeological hoax, on a par, perhaps, with the discredited Piltdown Skull. And yet what hoaxer could deceive the experts for so long? Deceive the experts, perhaps; but what hoaxer could deceive the memory—tribal memory, racial memory almost, of the villagers? The oldest living inhabitants remembered that the Eye Temple had been old when they themselves were children, and they remembered that their grandfathers had spoken of it. It was a place of dread, a place of terror, a place of fear. There were no worshippers in the Eye Temple.


The Eye looked down on its craggy domain, surveying scornfully all that passed before it.


The gaze of that great orb seemed fixed on distant horizons, as though the walls of the Temple surrounding it were no barrier at all to its gaze. That, perhaps, was one of the most terrifying things about it.


It was night; dark, terrifying night. Night as it can only fall in Egypt; night as it can only fall across the ruins of ancient temples and necropoli; night, as it can be, a black, velvet terror and not a friendly herald of Morpheus. The Egyptian night of the ancient burial chambers, and of the timeless sands of the desert, was a dreadful thing; a hideous, frightening thing. Night was a living black monster whose first touch, like the first touch of the sundew that engulfs the insect, was gentle and somehow, sickly sweet. Then, with inexorable, relentless pressure, night seemed to close in upon the sleeping country.


Yet, the great eye on the temple wall glared out, as though light and darkness were all one to its time defying delineation.


Below this temple, in the darkness, glared another eye, but this one was flesh and blood. There was only one, for the other had been closed by a gunshot wound that had been intended to end the life of its owner. It was the eye of Mustapha Yusef that glared into the night below the temple. Mustapha would have been a giant had he not been a hunchback. His spine was twisted and deformed, and his shoulders were a great, rounded, knotted mass of muscle and vertebrae. His long arms trailed and dangled to the very floor, to the ground upon which he stood. His knuckles grazed the ground as he walked, like some gross, misshapen quadruped, rather than a human being.


In the belt below Mustapha’s robes was a knife, a most unpleasant looking, wickedly-curved knife, a knife that was hooked and barbed, as though it had been fashioned by the evil genius of a supreme knife-craftsman from the infernal regions. It was a torturer’s knife, a killer’s knife, not the clean, straight-bladed knife of the hunter, not the sharp, ruthless blade of a political assassin, who does at least strike with cause and with purpose, however misguided it may be. This was a sadistic knife, a perverted knife; a knife that was as twisted and repulsive as its owner. There was more terror in those barbed, curved prongs than in a hundred bayonets.


Besides the knife, Mustapha carried a gun. From his robes one might romantically expect the deformed one-eyed man to carry one of those picturesque, ornately carved Arabian rifles but this was not the case. The gun was very efficient, very modern, very up-to-date. How Mustapha had come by it was a long, and rather sinister story. The fact was that he possessed it, and the fact did not bode very much for the rest of humanity; for with or without a gun or knife, Mustapha was a singularly unsavoury specimen.


The eye in the temple, and the eye in the head of the killer continued to glare out into the darkness. The ears on either side of the hunchback’s hideous, scarred head were listening to the night, like the ears of some nocturnal beast of prey.


There was a faint sound from the narrow path across the ravine below him. It was a treacherous path, one that scarcely anybody would take in broad daylight let alone at night! By the certainty of the steps, Mustapha Yusef felt thoroughly convinced, and more than usually confident, that the user of the path was the man whom he expected. He listened again his ears supplying him with an audible image of the maker of the sound. One set of feet walked swiftly, firmly; there were others that did not walk so swiftly, did not walk so firmly, the others stumbled, tripped, slithered upon the dangerous ground, and as he continued to listen, Mustapha Yusef caught the clinking of a chain.


He heaved what might have been a sigh of relief in a normal human being. It was his apology for such a sound, the nearest his misshapen lungs and larynx could get to the appropriate noise. All the same, almost entirely convinced as he was, he still gave the challenge:


“Is that you, master?”


Silence for a second, then another voice: a voice that was as deep and powerful as the boom of a gun. A voice that sounded like thunder and erupting volcanoes singing a duet, it was the voice of Abdul Raschid.


“It is I, misshapen fool! Who else would it be upon this path by night?”


The moon rose unexpectedly from behind the mountain and illumined a scene that brought gasps of fear and terror from the chained captives that were following Abdul Raschid along the path.


“Silence, fools, or Mustapha will kill you!” snarled Abdul. As though to emphasise his master’s words, Mustapha drew the devilish knife and flashed it in the air. It gleamed in the moonlight. The gasps of the chained prisoners died away like magic. The eyes of Yusef the hunchback travelled along the line.


“There are six, master,” he commented.


“I know there are six, fool! There should have been more, but the accursed Ali Ben Melut was unable to do better. All my servants are worthless trash! He is perhaps most worthless of them all.”


“Shall I kill him, master?”


“No, fool! For a worthless servant is better than no servant at all.”


Yusef returned his attention to the line of chained prisoners.


“Do you think that there will be enough to achieve success in the temple, master?”


“If not we can fetch others later, but it will be an unfortunate waste of time.”


“Yes, master,” said Mustapha.


There were five men and a girl chained together.


“Master,” said Yusef.


There was a note in his voice that brought renewed terror to the captives.


“Master, could I have this one before they are used in the temple?”


“As you will,” answered Raschid, “it is of no consequence to me, so long as it is fit to do its work in the temple, do what you will with any of them. It is of no consequence afterwards …”


“Thank you, master.”


The hideous hunchback made his way along the line, took a key from his belt, and unfastened the girl. The look on her face was terrifying to behold. She looked like a condemned soul on a painting of Dante’s Inferno!


“Come this way,” snarled the hunchback. “Quickly now.” Her eyes went from that hideous, scarred face to the knife at the belt.


Then suddenly, as though supreme terror had driven her, had given her a strength that was not of this world, she tore herself away from the steely grip of the hunchback’s claw-like hand and raced down the path. Mustapha Yusef sprang in pursuit. The gigantic mountain of flesh with a voice like an erupting volcano, set off in pursuit of the hunchback


The girl had two advantages, fleetness of foot, and a terror that was worse than the terror of death. After a few paces Yusef and Raschid gave up the chase.


“You are a thrice-accursed fool,” snarled Raschid, and struck the hunchback heavily with the back of his enormous hand. The one-eyed man sank to his knees.


“Mercy, master, mercy! I had no idea that——”


“You never have any idea, accursed one!” said Abdul Raschid. He struck the hunchback again, with evident enjoyment. “She has escaped, but it will do no good. Her story will not be believed! Even if she dares to tell it, and what has she to tell? It is a pity there are now only five instead of six.”


“Do you think she will pass the ravine in the darkness? She runs like one who is mad.” said the hunchback.


There was a sudden sound in the distance, and a crash as of something heavy falling through scrubby vegetation.


“There is no problem now,” commented Raschid. “It is fortunate for you that the ravine has done your work.”


“Let us waste no more time, master,” said the hunchback, suddenly. “If it is necessary for you to return and find others then it is best to use these swiftly.”


“For once you have said something that pleases me,” said the gigantic Abdul. “Very well. Take the first one in, and do not lose him!”


“Make one move to escape,” threatened Mustapha, as he unfastened the first of the shivering prisoners, “and I will kill you very, very slowly, with this!” The wickedly hooked knife flashed again in the moonlight. He led the terrified man almost hypnotically, as an eagle terrorises its prey by the power of its eye, into the first chamber. “Down below the temple is a secret passageway,” said Yusef, “it is necessary that something in that passageway be brought out.”


“What?” whispered the prisoner.


“Treasure! Treasure such as mortal man has never seen. If you bring it out your life will be spared, but there are things that guard the treasure!”


Suddenly the prisoner knew why he had been captured, and icy hands of fear closed over his heart like a vice, and seemed to wring it until it almost stopped within him. The muscles of his stomach contracted to freezing cold knots. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead.


“No!” he begged hoarsely. “No!”


He saw it all now in that one great, illuminating flash of terror That was why he and the others had been picked up as they staggered home from drinking dens in the Arab quarter, why they had suddenly found themselves shackled together under threat of death to keep silent. They had been hi-jacked, press-ganged, marched off up here into the mountains in the dead of night, like something out of a macabre film, or horror story, like something out of a feature film or a far-fetched thriller: but this had really happened this was true … the world of sanity had been left far behind them. They knew now the reason for their kidnapping. They were to be used as human guinea pigs; they were the cat’s paws They were to be sent into a booby-trapped tomb! There would be trap-doors and falling weights and swinging knives. A thousand and one unguessed-at terrors would bar the way to the treasure below the ancient Eye Temple!


So this was the plan of the man mountain Abdul Raschid, and Mustapha Yusef, the hideous one-eyed hunchback, his servant!










CHAPTER TWO



Noise in the Night


Johnny Coe was a vast individual. He had shoulders like a grisly bear, and a torso to match. His chest was the size of a barrel, and somewhat stronger. His abdomen was encased in a sheath of steel hard muscles that would have been the envy of any Adonis that the world has ever seen. But the rather rocky exterior, and the pleasantly-ugly he-man face that went with it, rather prevented Johnny from taking part in “Mr. Adonis” contests.


He stood on a pair of legs that were more like oak trees than human limbs, and he tackled life with the kind of zest that is only too rarely encountered nowadays.


Johnny Coe was a soldier of fortune, a swashbuckling adventurer, old enough to have knocked off the rough edges of youth; with none of the pious idealism that bests the teenager. Yet he was not so old that he had forgotten that life was, by and large a great adventure.


And the quickest way to grow old, and to die in the miserable strait-jacket of convention, was to lose sight of that adventure. In spite of turning a bit cynical, he really believed that deep down, under everything, there really was a purpose and a point in it all.


Anything further from a saint it would have been difficult to imagine. He was a big rough man, with rough language, he drank rough liquor and he lived a pretty rough life. But beneath that somewhat horny exterior there were things that were well worth discovering about Johnny Coe. He had an inordinate sense of loyalty, an innate feeling for justice, even though his kind of justice wasn’t always terribly concerned about the letter of the law. He loved freedom himself and he didn’t see any reason why every other human being shouldn’t have freedom to enjoy. It was a fairly simple philosophy, a fairly straightforward credo and manifesto, and yet, for all its straightforward simplicity—perhaps because of its very simplicity and straightforwardness, it was well worth adhering to. It had served Johnny Coe pretty well …


He saw no reason to change it. He lay on his back in a steep sided valley, listening with bewilderment to the noises of the night, thinking between his listenings of what he was doing there. There had just been a sound of footsteps, and above the footsteps something metallic had been clinking. Johnny had been in the Middle East long enough to know that that kind of noise at that time of night usually smelt like slave-trading, or at least, as if somebody in the chains was going somewhere he didn’t want to go.


Of course, it might be a purely legitimate Government sponsored prisoner being taken somewhere, but it hardly seemed likely. Prisoners of a law-abiding government were usually transported by day in some kind of wheeled transport. They weren’t shackled into chain gangs and marched off at night!


That was problem number one.


The sounds died away, and Johnny started thinking about the chain of events that had brought him there. It had been an answer to an advertisement in the personal column of the Times:




“Experienced traveller, used to outdoor expeditions, able to undertake very exacting work and organization, required by Professor Sanders.”





That was all. There had been no mention of salary. It was the kind of intriguing advert for something out of the rut that made big Johnny Coe prick up his ears with interest. When he had answered the advert he had been working as a ‘bouncer’—doorman and general chucker-out in a Soho strip club of the better kind.


The job had had its compensations, but Johnny was getting a little tired of the alcohol and smoke of the atmosphere He wanted to breathe something bigger and freer. He wanted to be able to look out of his window in the morning and see rather further than the back of the club next door


He was a man who saw big horizons beckoning to him, and nothing short of the wide open spaces really satisfied Johnny Coe for any length of time. It had really been all like a dream, the way that he had gone to interview Chris Sanders. The little professor looked more like a tadpole than a man. He had eyed Johnny Coe up and down and asked him half-a-dozen completely irrelevant questions.


The eyes behind the glasses had twinkled, the little, paw-like hand had come out in a surprisingly firm grasp, and Coe found himself engaged.


Tadpole and oak tree set off together on a survey. Coe had been in Egypt during the war. He didn’t think that in the present state of affairs archaeologists were going to be terribly welcome, but Chris Sanders was more than archaeologist, in fact, only by the very widest stretch of the imagination could his real interest be termed archaeology at all. He was a kind of historical detective. Mysteries were his main cup of tea. And the mystery of the Eye Temple at Luxor fascinated him more than a little.


He was the kind of man who liked unravelling historical whodunits The kind of man who wanted to know what kind of man Kasper Hauser was. The man who wanted to know the truth behind Benjamin Bathurst, the kind of man who was determined to dig into the records of the Mary Celeste and come back with an answer that made sense. The kind of man who wanted to untangle the strange, twisted tale of the ‘devil’s footprints’ that appeared across the estuary of the Exe.


The sort of man who was interested in everything from psychic research to scientific paradoxes. He investigated everything that there was to investigate He had the kind of income to do it, for Chris Sanders was one of those very few and very fortunate people who had all the money he needed to satisfy his imagination.


There are many men with imagination and no money, and there are an even greater number of men with money and absolutely no imagination. The satisfactory balance is very difficult to achieve.


Chris Sanders had no sympathy whatever with the type of individual who said, ‘Spending my fortune is a problem,’ but he had every kind of sympathy with the man who said, ‘There is so much I would like to do, if I only had the money to do it with.’ It was one of those things. Sanders was very grateful that he had fallen as it were in that very satisfactory mid-way position.


The two of them, mainly due to some influence that Sanders had with the Egyptian government, because of services that he had been able to render them, in various administrative capacities, in other respects, were able to obtain a permit to investigate the Eye Temple and its environs for a period of six months. They had been there precisely two days in a pitched tent and were busy surveying the terrain.


Sanders himself—tadpole though he was in physical appearance—must have had a heart that was out of all proportion to his diminutive body, for he worked like a machine-gun. The great oak tree of a man that was Johnny Coe had his work cut out keeping up with the diminutive Professor. It was like trying to work beside an electric generator. The man was tireless! He just went on and on, until suddenly he decided that it was time to sleep. As though some warning bell in his mind told him that unless he forced that surge of energy to surrender to the needs of Morpheus then he would not get up in the morning. And with as much energy as he worked, little Chris Sanders threw himself down in his sleeping bag, and having hung up his mosquito net, he slept. As though that fantastic brain of his had an in-built alarm clock, at the precise hour of dawn, he woke. To him the whole thing was as simple and straightforward as that, a fact of mind over matter.


His other investigations had included Yogi and he was something of an expert at that strange Oriental art.


Big Johnny Coe did not find sleep so easy, those noises in the night disturbed him. He lay listening, and then he heard voices, very high above his head in the ravine, very high, very far away, ghostly, ethereal. Maybe some of these old necropoli were haunted he told himself. Maybe, and then again, maybe they weren’t. Johnny Coe was not a man prone to believe in ghosts. He listened again.


“I wonder,” he said, half to himself, half to the tent. “I wonder—was that a woman screaming?” And then—unmistakably—loud voices and running footsteps; a spattering of stones down the side of the ravine; shouts; cries … “What the devil” He said it out loud this time, and more to Chris Sanders than to the tent. Sanders opened one large, brown, intelligent eye, groped for his glasses, opened the other eye, put his glasses on, and sat up—sat bolt upright—and cocked his head on one side like an intelligent bird.


“What’s that, John?” His voice was pert and dry, rather like the voice of an intelligent old solicitor. There was a rather archaic quality to the professor’s voice.


“Don’t know, Professor,” said the oak tree man, “I heard a pattering of stones, but before you woke up I heard a sound like a party of slaves in chains being led up that mountain, over that narrow ravine bridge, in the darkness. Reckon it would be about twenty minutes ago, maybe less. It’s difficult to judge time in the darkness.”
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