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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.







The Crimson wizard


It was dark in the room even though Arlie knew it was daytime outside. A little light crept in around the edges of the window shades, and the illuminated clock face on his night table said 7:30. He smiled because he knew a train would pass on the nearby track in a little while. He always listened for the passing train, the steady clatter of its metal wheels on the tracks and the occasional piercing sound of its whistle. He could make believe he was a passenger on the train, make believe that it was carrying him away from his home and his sickbed.


Arlie’s imaginary train rides were more fun at night, when he could imagine himself a passenger aboard a sleek streamliner. The train passed through a darkened, tree-lined countryside. Mountains rose in the distance, a crescent moon shone though wisps of clouds, and the towers of an ancient stone castle rose, silhouetted against the landscape.


Travel on the morning trains was more difficult. Arlie knew that most of the passengers were workers on their way to their offices or students on their way to school. Still, it was fun to pretend that he was one of them, rather than confined to his bed.


He could hear his Aunt Cora bustling in the kitchen. He knew that she would be in with his breakfast and his medicine soon. Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary would already have left for work. They got up early and took the bus to the factory where they built tanks for the army. Now it was just Arlie and Aunt Cora in the apartment.


Aunt Cora was actually Arlie’s great aunt, his grandma’s sister. Uncle Mort was Aunt Cora’s son and Aunt Mary was Uncle Mort’s wife. And since Arlie’s mother was dead and his dad was fighting in the army, Aunt Cora and Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary had taken Arlie to live in their apartment.


It was mainly Aunt Cora, though, who cared for Arlie.


The apartment wasn’t as nice as his house had been, but they didn’t have the house any more, and a boy his age could hardly have lived there by himself alone, even if he’d been healthy.


The door of Arlie’s bedroom swung open and Aunt Cora appeared, carrying his tray. Some light came in through the doorway, too. Arlie blinked. The light shone around Aunt Cora. Arlie could see her smile, see her tooth with the little golden filling in it, her gray hair tied behind her head in a bun.


Arlie pushed himself upright against the old wooden headboard, a pillow propped behind his back. Aunt Cora set the tray down on the comforter. It balanced neatly across his legs. Aunt Cora held his face between her hands and kissed him on the forehead. She muttered something in the language they used to speak in the old country. That was what she always called it, never mentioned its name, just the old country.


She opened the bottle of dark medicine and poured a spoonful of it. She held it for him and he swallowed it. It tasted terrible. She screwed the top back on the bottle, gave him his pills one at a time and waited while he washed them down with a glass of orange juice.


Breakfast was a bowl of oatmeal and scrambled eggs and toast. Arlie ate as much as he could, which wasn’t much, and lay back against his pillow. Aunt Cora tried to coax him to eat more, and he took another forkful of eggs. They didn’t seem to have much taste, and eating made him tired.


After breakfast Aunt Cora picked him up and carried him to the bathroom. When he was ready she carried him back to his bed, took off his pajamas and gave him his sponge bath. He didn’t know why it was called a sponge bath, Aunt Cora just used a warm washcloth and a dry, soft towel. After his sponge bath she put him in a set of fresh, clean pajamas, even if the old ones weren’t dirty.


“You want a nap, darling?” Aunt Cora asked as she tucked him back into his bed.


Arlie nodded and slid down under the comforter. He closed his eyes and listened for the train.


He heard the distant whistle, smiling to himself in the darkened room. He knew that Aunt Cora had tiptoed out, whispering something before she pulled the door shut. He couldn’t make out what she said but he didn’t need to. She said that he had to get well because his daddy was in Europe fighting and Arlie had to be well and strong when he got home, after he’d beaten Hitler.


The train clattered past the apartment building. When Arlie was well he used to stand in the cement courtyard four stories below his window and watch the train go by. Now he could only listen to its wheels and its whistle, but he could close his eyes in the darkened room and see it as clearly as if he’d been standing in the courtyard watching.


He wanted to reach over to his night table and turn on the radio but he felt too tired so he just waited until he couldn’t hear the train any more, then he thought about other things while he waited for Dr. Goldsmith to pay his daily visit.


The visit was always the same. Arlie would hear the doorbell ring, hear the door open and close again. There would be a mumbled conversation between Dr. Goldsmith and Aunt Cora. They spoke in a combination of regular American and the Old Country language. Then Dr. Goldsmith would come into Arlie’s room carrying his black doctor bag and set it on the bed next to Arlie.


Aunt Cora would stand behind Dr. Goldsmith while he examined Arlie. He would take his temperature, look inside his ears with a little flashlight, then make him open his mouth and say ahh while he pushed his tongue down with a flat wooden stick and looked around inside. Then he’d take his stethoscope out of his doctor bag and put the little tips in his ears. Arlie was pleased that he knew the word stethoscope. Arlie would have to lift up his pajama shirt so Dr. Goldsmith could press the icy cold metal part against his chest.


When he finished examining Arlie Dr. Goldsmith always smiled. Arlie could make out his big smile even in the darkened room. Dr. Goldsmith always hummed a little tune while be put his little flashlight and his stethoscope back in his doctor bag. Then he would say, “Wonderful, little man, wonderful. Keep up the progress and we’ll have you playing halfback any day now. He always said the same thing.


One time, after Dr. Goldsmith left and Aunt Cora came back to stay with Arlie, he asked her what song Dr. Goldsmith always hummed when he examined Arlie.


Aunt Cora said, “Happy Days Are Here Again.” She asked Arlie if he liked that song and Arlie said that he did, it was a happy song and it made him feel good when Dr. Goldsmith whistled it.


Arlie was able to reach over to his night table and turn on the radio. That was another funny thing. He got sponge baths without a sponge and the table was next to his bed all the time, not just at night, but it was still called a night table.


He heard a news report on the radio. There was a big tank battle going on someplace called the Black Forest. He figured that his father was there, driving a tank and blowing up Nazis left and right. Arlie smiled.


After the news there was a quiz show and he knew most of the answers. If he’d been a lucky contestant he could have won fifty dollars and a year’s supply of canned soup, but he wasn’t a lucky contestant so all he could do was listen to the radio.


Then it was time for lunch, a lamb chop and spinach and a buttered roll. Aunt Cora cut the meat off the lamb chop and popped it into his mouth bit by bit until he couldn’t eat any more. He ate some spinach, too, even though he didn’t like it much.


Then he had his afternoon nap, and then came the second best part of the day, time for the radio stories.


He listened to Ace Larson Space Explorer. Ace Larson was the captain of a space ship that went to different planets. He had a girlfriend name Betty Blanton. There were always monsters on the planets they landed on, or sometimes space pirates. Betty got captured most of the time and Ace rescued her. Once Ace got captured and the giant scaly octopuses of Venus were going to sacrifice him on a big stone idol and that time Betty rescued Ace.


Arlie couldn’t remember much of what his mother had looked like, but he remembered a little. He remembered her hair was really dark and long and she wore dark red lipstick and she always smiled a lot. When he listened to Ace Larson Space Explorer he knew that Betty Blanton looked a lot like his mother. Ace Larson looked like Arlie’s father.


Today Ace Larson Space Explorer and Betty Blanton were on their way to a new adventure on the Poison Planetoid. Nobody ever went there because it was such a terrible place. All the plants were poisonous and the air was full of horrible mist creatures that looked like black ropes and twisted themselves around your throat and choked you so you couldn’t breathe but Jimmy and Janie Jansen, the twins whose dad was the President of Earth, had been kidnapped and were being held prisoner on the Poison Planetoid and Ace Larson Space Explorer and Betty Blanton were their only hope of rescue.


The episode ended as Ace Larson and Betty Blanton’s spaceship, the Isis, was about to land on the Poison Planetoid. Some mist creatures had got into the spaceship and they were attacking Ace Larson Space Explorer and Betty Blanton. They were both passing out because the mist creatures were choking them and if the Isis crashed onto the planet they were doomed.


After Ace Larson Space Explorer came The Crimson Wizard.


Arlie liked The Crimson Wizard even more than Ace Larson Space Explorer because he had copies of Crimson Wizard Comics and he could read about the Crimson Wizard’s adventures whenever he wanted to.


Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary got home from work and came to see him in his room. Uncle Mort brought him a comic book today, the new issue of Crimson Wizard Comics, and Arlie was so excited that he had one of his spells but it went away. Aunt Cora brought him dinner, a baked chicken drumstick and some beans, and he ate as much as he could.


He had to rest after dinner but then came the best part of the day. Uncle Mort picked him up and put him in his chair. He turned on the lamp over the chair. It had a lampshade made of cloth that looked brown when the light was turned off but orange when it was turned on, and a fringe of little strings hanging all around.


Arlie’s room was kept dark all the time and he had to stay in bed except when Aunt Cora took him to the bathroom, but every day after he ate his dinner Uncle Mort would put him in his chair and turn on the light for him. He was allowed to stay in the chair for an hour.


During the hour he had time to listen to two radio stories, and he always read during the stories. Aunt Mary used to be a schoolteacher before the war and she said it was a miracle that Arlie could read one story while he listened to another one and take them both in at the same time. That was exactly the way she said it, that he took them both in at the same time.


That seemed strange to him. He listened to the radio and he read his comic books. The only thing that he took in was his food and the medicine he had to take every day, but Aunt Mary said he took in the stories.


There were different stories every night. It wasn’t like the radio programs he heard before dinner. Programs like Ace Larson Space Explorer and The Crimson Wizard were on this same station every day, Monday through Friday, and the stories continued every day.


But the night-time stories were different.


Tonight they were Tex Wilson, Sheriff and Crooks Beware!


Tex Wilson rode a famous Arabian stallion named Pharaoh who was as smart as most men. Tex always wore a ten-gallon hat trimmed with a band of turquoise beads given to him by a friendly Indian tribe for saving them from a disaster caused by Snake Williams who wanted the oil that was under the Indians’ land. Snake Williams had miscalculated and used too much dynamite, trying to get the oil to the surface, and instead wakened a long-dormant volcano that sent rivers of red-hot lava pouring down its sides.


The hero on Crooks Beware! was Homicide Sergeant Jack Martin. Jack’s boss was Lieutenant Gibson, and his best friend and confidant was the lovely Marguerite Moran. Tonight Homicide Sergeant Jack Martin tackled the case of the terrible termagant. Arlie didn’t know what a termagant was but it made a scary noise that sounded something like a person’s voice but wasn’t, and it took all of Homicide Sergeant Jack Martin’s skill and courage, plus the help of the lovely Marguerite Moran, to defeat the menace.


Then your announcer Larry Thorson signed off with those familiar words, “Don’t forget to tune in a week from tonight, same time same station, for another thrilling episode of Crooks Beware! Uncle Mort came back and picked Arlie up and took him to the bathroom, then tucked him in his bed again and turned off the light.


Arlie closed his eyes. He lay in bed, listening to Aunt Cora and Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary talking in the living room. He could hear their voices and make out a word now and then, sometimes a regular American word and sometimes a word in the Old Country language, but he couldn’t tell what they were saying, not really. Except that he heard his own name once in a while.


He tried to stay awake but he was too tired and he fell asleep. He didn’t have any dreams. But then he woke up when he heard a train going past. He looked at the clock on his night table and it was really, really late at night. He couldn’t hear Aunt Cora or Uncle Mort or Aunt Mary, he could only hear the click of the train’s wheels getting louder, then the whistle sounding exciting in a kind of sad way, then the wheels getting quieter again, and then the train was gone.


But Arlie was awake now.


He pushed himself upright, the pillow behind him. He pulled the comforter up because he felt cold. He looked in the corner of his room. There was a radiator there, and sometimes when it got too cold in the apartment and there was no heat coming up Aunt Cora would get a hammer out of the kitchen drawer and bring it and bang on the radiator.


“That will let the super know we need some heat,” she always explained to Arlie. He knew that “super” wasn’t short for Superman or Super Mouse or Super Rabbit, it was short for superintendent, the man in the basement of the apartment building who sent steam up through the radiators.


Next to the radiator was the darkest part of Arlie’s room. In the daytime, with even a little light coming around the window shade, Arlie could see that there was just plain, dark, blank wall there.


At night the wall was even darker there, darker than any part of Arlie’s room. In fact he could see that there was an opening in the wall. It led to a tunnel. The tunnel was very dark, but there were lights far away inside the tunnel. Arlie could see the light places inside the tunnel. He could see people in there and other things too.


He could see Tex Wilson and the great Arabian stallion Pharaoh. Tex was sitting on Pharaoh’s back. Arlie could see Tex’s lariat hanging from the pommel of Pharaoh’s saddle, and Tex’s glittering silver six-shooter in Tex’s holster.


Tex was waving to Arlie and saying something that Arlie couldn’t make out no matter how hard he tried. He leaned forward in his bed, trying to hear what Tex was saying but it was no use.


Finally he saw Tex turn Pharaoh away and they galloped off across the great open plains in search of adventure. Arlie slid down in his bed, pulled the comforter up to his chin, and fell asleep.


The next morning Arlie was still asleep when Aunt Cora came to check on him before breakfast. He found himself with her arms around him, his face pressed against her house dress. When he said, “Ouch, you’re squeezing me too hard,” Aunt Cora laughed and squeezed him even harder before she let him go.


She took him to the bathroom, brought him back to bed, gave him his sponge bath, and dressed him in fresh pajamas. Today’s pajamas had little baseball players all over them.


He took his medicine and ate some breakfast, part of a pancake and a slice of bacon. Then Dr. Goldsmith arrived and examined Arlie the way he did every day. He didn’t smile exactly the way he did most days. He did say, “Keep it up and you’ll be playing halfback one of these days,” but when he left Arlie’s room with Aunt Cora he wasn’t even humming “Happy Days Are Here Again.”


Dr. Goldsmith and Aunt Cora talked for a long time, mostly in Old Country language, before Dr. Goldsmith left. Aunt Cora opened the door of Arlie’s room partway and looked in at him. He lifted his hand and waved to her. She didn’t say anything, she just closed the door. Arlie thought that was odd.


Even with light coming from outside around the window shade, it seemed that the dark place on Arlie’s wall near the radiator was especially dark today. Arlie looked into the dark place as hard as he could. He wasn’t sure if he could see the tunnel. He knew there were no lights inside. Still, this was the first time he’d even thought he might see the tunnel in the daytime.


He reached over and turned on the radio but he fell asleep before he could hear the news.


When Arlie woke up Aunt Cora was sitting on a wooden chair next to his bed watching him. He could tell it was afternoon by the way the light came around the window shade. He asked Aunt Cora if it was lunch time and she said that it was, yes, and what would he like for lunch?


He said a cheeseburger on a roll and French fries and Aunt Cora said she would make that for him and he heard her for a while in the kitchen. He could smell the food cooking and while Aunt Cora made his lunch Arlie tried to see the dark place again and see if he could make out anything inside the tunnel but there was too much light in the room.


A train went by, though, and he was able to make believe it was taking him to the Black Forest where he would ride in his father’s tank and blow up Nazis. Then Aunt Cora brought his lunch and he ate part of it. He asked his Aunt Cora what she was having for lunch and she said the same thing he was, he didn’t eat so much and there was enough left for her.


In the afternoon he made believe that he was in a Crimson Wizard story with the Crimson Wizard. The Crimson Wizard wore a big hat with a point on top and a wide brim that hid his face from his enemies so they wouldn’t learn his secret identity and attack him when he wasn’t in his Crimson Wizard identity. Nobody ever saw the Crimson Wizard’s face because he could never tell when an enemy might be lurking nearby, even when he was at home or in his secret lair working on a new and more potent potion or spell.


Arlie imagined that the Crimson Wizard needed an assistant and that he asked Arlie to be his assistant. They might even change the name of the comic book from Crimson Wizard Comics to The Crimson Wizard and Arlie, and Arlie would get to share the Crimson Wizard’s adventures in the comics and on the radio, too.


He had his nap and when he woke up he could tell that it was getting dark outside. He turned on the radio and listened to Ace Larson Space Explorer and to The Crimson Wizard.


Ace Larson managed to unlock the emergency equipment kit on board the Isis and get out oxygen masks for himself and for Betty Blanton. Once they had their oxygen masks in place Ace Larson Space Explorer was able to land the Isis safely on the surface of the Poison Planetoid.


But that was just the beginning of Ace Larson and Betty Blanton’s latest and most exciting adventure. Ace Larson asked Betty Blanton to look outside and see what kind of place the Isis had come down in. Ace Larson meant that Betty should look outside through one of the Isis’s portholes but Betty didn’t understand and she opened the hatch. A dozen scaly monsters rushed through the doorway, ray-rifles blazing, just as the day’s episode came to an end.


The Crimson Wizard was facing his arch foe the fiendish Dr. Mephisto. Not only was Dr. Mephisto a powerful master of the dark arts, he knew the secret that it took to summon up all the Demon Horde of Hades. It wasn’t easy for him, he could only do it when the stars of the Pleiades were in perfect alignment and the forces of good were at a low ebb. But as the Crimson Wizard himself was all too aware, the forces of good were busily engaged in defeating the Axis powers in Europe and Asia, so they were not available to aid the Crimson Wizard in holding off Dr. Mephisto and the Horde of Hades.


Arlie knew that the Horde of Hades were shown in one of the stories in his newest Crimson Wizard comic book. The radio dial gave off a little light and Arlie turned the pages, looking for the Horde of Hades. He found the story and lay in bed studying the drawings while he listened to the radio. He knew how the story came out in the comic book but it might be different on the radio. He liked the Crimson Wizard’s voice on the radio. Whenever the Crimson Wizard spoke there was an echo in his voice. It sounded like the Crimson Wizard was far away and up close at the same time.


When the story ended on the radio Arlie lay in bed trying to see into the tunnel in the corner but all he could see was a black place.


Soon he heard a key in the doorway of the apartment. He remembered when he was stronger and could go out of the apartment. He played stickball with some other kids in the cement courtyard outside the building, the same courtyard where you could see the trains when they went past.


He used to walk to school, too. He walked with his best friend. His best friend was named Buddy Bill McIlhenny.


The McIlhennys lived upstairs in another apartment. Buddy Bill lived there with his mom and dad and two sisters. Arlie wished he could live with his own mom and dad and sisters instead of his Aunt Cora and his Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary but he knew that could never be. He didn’t have any brothers or sisters and his mom was dead so he knew he would never have any but at least he knew his dad was in the Black Forest fighting Nazis and when he came back from the war Arlie would live with him.


When Arlie first got sick and couldn’t go to school or play in the courtyard Buddy Bill visited him almost every day. They traded comic books and talked about school and the war and Buddy Bill’s sisters and their other friends. But Arlie got sicker and Buddy Bill didn’t visit him as often as he did at first and then he stopped visiting him.


It was wintertime now. Last winter Arlie and Buddy Bill had made a snowman in the courtyard but this winter Arlie had not been able to go outside at all. He couldn’t even get to the window and look down into the courtyard to see if Buddy Bill had made a snowman without him.


He knew what the hallway looked like and he remembered the smell in the hallway and on the stairs. Some apartment houses had elevators in them but Arlie’s house didn’t have an elevator so you had to walk up and down flights of stairs when you went out or got home. But Arlie hadn’t been out of the apartment in a long time.


He heard the door open and he knew that Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary were home. He heard their voices and Aunt Cora’s talking in the Old Country language.


The door of his own room opened and Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary came in together. Aunt Mary knelt next to Arlie’s bed and put her hand on his forehead and her cheek against his cheek. Her hand and her face felt cool and smooth and her cheek was soft.


He could see her dark lips even in his room. The radio was still turned on and the light from the dial made Aunt Mary’s face show up clearly.


He could smell her, too. There were different smells on her. He could smell her hair and her perfume. He liked the way Aunt Mary smelled. His Aunt Cora sometimes smelled of cooking and his Uncle Mort didn’t seem to have a smell, but Aunt Mary smelled like sweet flowers. He tried to remember if his mom had smelled like sweet flowers but he couldn’t remember. Maybe old ladies like Aunt Cora smelled of cooking and other ladies like Aunt Mary smelled like sweet flowers. Arlie thought that he would grow up and marry a lady someday and he could smell her whenever he wanted to, not just when she came and put her cheek next to his.


Aunt Mary stood up and went out of the room and Arlie could hear her voice and Aunt Cora’s together. Uncle Mort came over and sat on Arlie’s bed. That was nice. Uncle Mort was still wearing his overcoat and Arlie could see a few specks of snow on the shoulders of Uncle Mort’s coat. There were big pockets in Uncle Mort’s coat. He reached into one and pulled out a folded newspaper. He unfolded the newspaper and took something out and handed it to Arlie.


It looked a lot like a comic book but it was thicker than any comic book Arlie had ever seen. Arlie looked at the cover. There was a picture of a castle on the front, with a full moon shining behind it. In front of the castle a big white animal sat with its head thrown back and its mouth wide open. It looked like a giant dog but Arlie knew that it was really a wolf, maybe even a werewolf.


Arlie smiled. He liked the picture.


Uncle Mort asked if he could read the name of the magazine.


Arlie was annoyed. He was a good reader. He’d learned to read even before he started school, and he was one of the best readers in his class before he got sick and had to stop going to school. He looked at the name of the magazine. It was printed in big yellow letters right over the dark sky in the picture. Arlie made a face. “It says Haunted Adventures. January 1945. In this issue Hounds from the Hills by Eduardo del Lobo, Marcus Billingham, Joseph Lester, Clarissa Norman, twenty five cents.”


Uncle Mort grinned. “You’re right, Arlie. You’re a terrific reader. You want to keep Haunted Adventures?”


Arlie opened Haunted Adventures. Unlike his comic books it was printed all in black words on white pages. There were some pictures but they were in black, too. He liked comics a lot and he wasn’t sure that he liked Haunted Adventures but he could tell that Uncle Mort wanted him to say that he liked it and he wanted to please his uncle.


“It looks great, Uncle Mort.”


“Think you can read the whole magazine, Arlie?”


Arlie wasn’t sure about that so he didn’t say anything.


“Well, you try one story and see how you do. You might want to try that Billingham. He’s a good writer. Don’t worry, Arlie, if you don’t like it we’ll go back to comics tomorrow.”


Uncle Mort ruffled Arlie’s hair and walked out of the room.


That night after dinner of spaghetti and meatballs Arlie sat in his chair with the lamp over it. He could see the dark place on the wall, but the funny thing was, the lighter the room was the less he could see of the dark place. He wasn’t sure he could see the opening or the tunnel at all, and certainly not Homicide Sergeant Jack Martin or the lovely Marguerite Moran or the Crimson Wizard.


But he was able to read the story that Uncle Mort said he would enjoy. It was called “Orchids for the Bride of the Spectre.” Arlie didn’t know what a Spectre was but clearly it was something scary. In fact the whole story was scary but still Arlie liked it and he was proud of himself for reading the whole story.


It was better than anything he’d ever read in school books, and in a way it was better than stories on the radio or in the comics. That was strange, because the comic books had bright, exciting pictures in them and the radio stories had real voices and sounds like spaceships blasting off or gunshots or the hoof beats of magnificent stallions. The stories in Haunted Adventures magazine only had words. Why were they so good, then?


Suddenly Arlie understood. The stories in the comic books or on the radio happened outside your head and you only saw them or heard them, but the stories in Haunted Adventures happened inside your head.


Arlie realized that he liked the idea that Marcus Billingham wrote the story, too. He’d never thought about that before. Comic book stories and radio stories were just there, somehow. The stories were there and the pictures were there, the way the sky was just there and the world was just there. You didn’t think about it, or if you did some grownup would say, “God made the sky,” or “God made the world.”


But Arlie didn’t think that God made Haunted Adventures and wrote the stories in it. Arlie realized with a shock that it wasn’t that way at all. Eduardo del Lobo, Marcus Billingham, Joseph Lester, and Clarissa Norman wrote the stories in Haunted Adventures. Somebody drew the pictures in the magazine, too, and somebody made the wonderful picture of the wolf on the cover, and somebody wrote the stories in Arlie’s comic books and drew the pictures there, too, and somebody wrote the stories about Ace Larson Space Explorer and Homicide Sergeant Jack Martin and even the Crimson Wizard that Arlie heard on the radio.


Suddenly Arlie felt something inside his chest, something that he had never felt before. It was warm and it seemed to be filling him up and almost pushing out of him. He knew something that he hadn’t known before. He didn’t know where it came from but he knew it with all his heart. He blinked and told himself that when he grew up he would not only marry a lady who wore lipstick and smelled like flowers like his Aunt Mary, he would write stories for Haunted Adventures magazine.


He closed the magazine and waited for his Uncle Mort to come and carry him to the bathroom and then put him in his bed. He waited for a train to come but he didn’t hear a distant whistle or the click of the wheels on the tracks.


That night he woke up when a train went past. He listened for its whistle and the click of its wheels. He could tell the exact moment that the locomotive rushed past the apartment house. He imagined himself sitting in the train as it rushed past his house and carried him to the land that the picture on the cover of Haunted Adventures showed. He was running through the woods. The big castle rose up, he could see its towers against the bright full moon, and he could hear the rustle of creatures in the dark woods and the distant howling of wolves.


He wondered where the dark woods were. Maybe they were part of the Black Forest and he would hear the sounds of battle. There would be American tanks with big white stars painted on them and Nazi tanks with ugly swastikas and he would see his dad.


He pushed himself up in his bed.


The clock said it was after three o’clock in the morning. It must have been cloudy outside. Arlie could see just a little bit around the edges of the window shade and he could see that it was snowing. Inside Arlie’s room it was the darkest he could ever remember.


He looked at the dark place on his wall and the tunnel was there and the entrance to it was wide open. Arlie leaned forward and looked into the tunnel as hard as he could.


He could see different colored lights inside. There was a bright yellow light and he could see Tex Wilson and his mighty stallion Pharaoh. There was a dark purple light and he could see Ace Larson Space Explorer and his companion Betty Blanton standing on the surface of the poison planetoid next to their spaceship the Isis. There was a blue light and he could see Homicide Detective Jack Martin and the lovely Marguerite Moran; Detective Martin was wounded and he was leaning on the lovely Marguerite Moran who had a gun in her hand and was shooting at a crook. And there was a crimson light, the strongest light of all, a beautiful crimson light and there was the Crimson Wizard and Arlie could see a little under the edge of the Crimson Wizard’s hat and he was almost sure that the Crimson Wizard’s face was his father’s face.


The Crimson Wizard was looking right at Arlie. He spoke to Arlie and his voice was a lot like Arlie’s dad’s voice, but it was also a lot like your announcer Larry Thorson. He was gesturing to Arlie, too, and he was telling him that he could come into the tunnel and they would have an adventure together. The insidious Dr. Mephisto was up to his old tricks again and Arlie could help the Crimson Wizard defeat the Demon Horde of Hades.


Arlie couldn’t get out of bed to go to the tunnel. He couldn’t get out of bed at all without somebody picking him up, his Aunt Cora or his Uncle Mort or some other grownup. He tried, though, and all of a sudden he could move. His arms and legs didn’t exactly work right, it felt more as if he was leaving his body right in the bed, right under the comforter, and he could kind of float toward the tunnel.


The Crimson Wizard was gesturing to him and Arlie was moving slowly toward the tunnel. He was near the end of his bed now, and then even though his room was really dark he could see the copy of Haunted Adventures there, with the picture of the wolf and the castle on the cover and the stories inside it by Eduardo del Lobo, Marcus Billingham, Joseph Lester, and Clarissa Norman. Somehow Arlie knew that if he went into the tunnel with the Crimson Wizard and his other heroes he would never come back. He would never get to grow up and marry a lady who smelled like flowers or write a story that they would print in Haunted Adventures.


He said, “I can’t come with you, Crimson Wizard.”


He turned around and he saw himself lying in bed, his head on the pillow, the comforter over him. His eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. It felt almost as if he was swimming through the air. He got back to his body and got back inside it. He pushed himself upright against the pillow and reached over and turned on the radio on his night table.


When the light behind the radio dial came on the tunnel in Arlie’s wall disappeared. They were playing music on the radio. In a minute Arlie’s Aunt Cora came into his room. She was wearing a nightgown and her hair wasn’t in a bun, it was in a braid. He’d never seen Aunt Cora’s hair like that before. Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary were behind her. They were both wearing bathrobes.


Aunt Cora ran over to Arlie and put her arms around him and he put his arms around her and hugged her and she started to cry. Uncle Mort and Aunt Mary started talking in the Old Country language. Uncle Mort went out of Arlie’s room and in a minute Arlie could hear his voice, he was talking on the telephone in a voice that he always used to talk on the telephone.


Without letting go of Arlie, Aunt Cora said something to Aunt Mary in the Old Country language and Aunt Mary went out of the room and soon she came back with a tray and a glass for Arlie. Aunt Cora held it for him and he sipped at it. It was hot milk with honey mixed in it. It tasted good, Aunt Cora had made it for him before when he felt cold or couldn’t sleep and he always liked it.


When Aunt Cora finally let Arlie go, he crawled to the end of his bed for his copy of Haunted Adventures and brought it back with him and got back under the comforter. Aunt Cora and Aunt Mary talked to each other very fast in the Old Country language.


Arlie heard the doorbell ring and heard Uncle Mort go and open it. There was more talking in the Old Country language and Arlie recognized Uncle Mort’s and Dr. Goldsmith’s voices. Dr. Goldsmith came into Arlie’s room wearing a hat with snow on the brim and an overcoat with snow on the shoulders. He was carrying his black doctor bag.


He took off his coat and put it on Arlie’s chair, then his hat and put it on top of the coat. He opened his doctor bag and took out his stethoscope and put the tips in his ears and the round part on Arlie’s chest. It was colder than anything Arlie had ever felt, even ice cream or even snow.


Dr. Goldsmith leaned back. He looked surprised.


He took a thermometer out of his doctor bag and shook it and took Arlie’s temperature.


He got one of his flat wooden things and looked around inside Arlie’s mouth. He took his little flashlight and looked inside Arlie’s ears. He looked puzzled but he didn’t seem unhappy. He gestured to the grownups in the room and they all went out of Arlie’s room but they left the door open and they took turns looking back at him.


Dr. Goldsmith stayed in the house for a long time. Arlie wondered if Aunt Cora minded Dr. Goldsmith seeing her in her nightgown with her hair in a braid but she didn’t seem to.


Finally Dr. Goldsmith came back into Arlie’s room and sat on the bed and looked at him again. He held his hands and looked at them, picked up Arlie’s pajama shirt and looked at his tummy and his chest.


He stood up and put on his overcoat and his hat and picked up his doctor bag. He went out of the room and Arlie could hear Dr. Goldsmith and the other grownups talking again. They talked for a long time. Dr. Goldsmith came back still again and peered at Arlie.


He turned around and went to the front door. Arlie heard Dr. Goldsmith open the front door and he heard him whistling that song that Arlie liked until he heard the front door close.




The Crimson Wizard and the Jewels of Lemuria


The Central Railroad Tower in the very heart of the world’s greatest city rises forty-two stories into the air. It houses the offices of more than three thousand companies, lawyers, dentists, and physicians. And one mysterious organization, the frosted glass of whose doorway is marked, simply, C. W. Enterprises—by Appointment Only.


The Seacoast City telephone directory contains no entry for C. W. Enterprises, and a call to the information operator elicits only a terse, “I am sor-ree, I have no lis-ting for that par-tee.”


Any curiosity seeker who knocks at the door of C. W. Enterprises will be met only by silence; if he tries the knob, he will find the door securely locked.


And yet, were it not for C. W. Enterprises, Seacoast City, the world’s hub of commerce, culture, and transportation, would lie helpless before the marauding forces of crime and corruption.


The lobby level of the Central Railroad Tower plays host to an oyster bar, a cigar and news-stand, a dry cleaning establishment, a newsreel theater, and the Central Barber Shop.


It is in the last named establishment that our story begins.


Two men sat in adjacent barber chairs. The nearly identical jackets of their fine hundred-dollar suits hung on the establishment’s brass coat rack. Their nearly identical fedoras, blocked and brushed, awaited them on the hat stand. Despite their careful grooming there was something vaguely disquieting about these men. Perhaps it was the cold expression in their eyes. Perhaps it was the abnormally wide, flat appearance of their mouths.


The co-proprietors of the Central Barber Shop, twin brothers Alberto and Roberto Morelli, danced around their customers, snipping here, powdering there. The brothers’ hair was wavy, graying; each wore a neatly-trimmed mustache.


Each customer had already been carefully shaved with an imported straight razor of finest Toledo steel and the precious faces of both customers were covered with lightly scented, damp towels. Unlike most men in their position, for whom the towels were heated before application, these two insisted upon theirs being chilled. The Morellis thought this odd, but their business ethic required them to provide the service that their customers demanded.


Kneeling before one customer, Clarence Willis, the Morelli Brothers’ faithful employee, worked his shoeshine magic on a pair of handmade cordovan bluchers. In Clarence’s hands shoe wax coated leather like honey on a clabbered milk muffin, brushes danced like Bojangles’ feet, and a soft flannel cloth popped and rang like a bullwhip.


A battered Emerson radio stood on the shelf between rows of potions and elixirs, the voices of the greatest tenor and soprano in the world emerging in a live broadcast from the great Metropolitan Opera Palace. A copy of the Seacoast City Daily Reporter lay beside the radio. The Morelli brothers had been reading the paper when their customers arrived, Roberto scanning the main headlines while Alberto studied the box-score of yesterday’s game between the Seacoast City Superbas and the Jenkintown Yellow Sox.


The front page story, copied from a wire service, told of the mysterious disappearance in California of sultry movie vamp Isabella del Sueño. The reporter hinted slyly that Señorita del Sueño was sharing a tryst with Roland Ramirez, her co-star in the recent romantic western, Ride, Vaquero. The sports section’s ace scrivener, one Billy Trout, mourned at length over the Superbas’ fourth loss in their past six games, 5 to 3 in eleven innings.


The glorious music that had filled the barbershop was suddenly was cut off, replaced by the breathless voice of an announcer.


This is Joseph van Horn in the WSCR newsroom. We interrupt this broadcast to bring you news of a daring robbery. Thieves have made off with the newest and most precious exhibit at the Municipal Museum of Art and History. As has been previously reported, the precious gems and golden scepter recently discovered by the Hopkinson Expedition and believed to be the legendary crown jewels of the Lost Continent of Lemuria, were to go on display to the public at a grand ceremony scheduled for six o’clock this evening.


As the display was being set up a mysterious gas was released in the museum, which was closed in preparation for the gala event. Curators, guards and workers alike were rendered unconscious. When they recovered, the jewels were missing.


Police have no clues as to the identity or location of the criminals involved, but the public is urged to be on the lookout for suspicious characters.


The Emerson switched back to the opera.


The customer in one barber chair removed the cold towel from his freshly shaven face. “Well, waddaya think of that?” he inquired.


The customer in the other chair removed his towel as well. “It’s a cryin’ shame, a cryin’ shame. A honest citizen can’t do nothin’ nowadays without runnin’ into criminals and crooks, can he?”


The two men burst into raucous laughter.


“Hey, barber,” one of them growled, “you and your partner there, you seen us here, right? Lookit the clock, you better notice what time it is.”


Alberto Morelli blinked. “But—why?”


“Never you mind why,” the customer growled. “Just remember. You get me? We’re Mr. Smith and Mr. Brown. We been here for the past hour.”


He climbed out of the chair. “Here,” he snarled. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a roll of bills held in place by a gleaming money clip. “This should help you remember us!”


He peeled a large-denomination bill off the roll and handed it to Alberto.


“And you, too!” The customer peeled a second bill of the same denomination from the roll and handed it to Roberto.


“Now, where’s that shoe-shine boy?” He reached into his pocket and extracted a silver dollar. A deep crease appeared between his eyes. “Where’d he go?”


But Clarence Willis was nowhere to be seen. The only clue to his whereabouts was a tattered comic book left open on his shoeshine stool, and the door of the closet where he stored his push-broom, his shoeshine kit, and the instruments and tools of his humble profession when not in use. The door stood slightly ajar.


Alberto Morelli took the few steps required to reach that door and carefully closed it.


“That Clarence, he just disappears sometimes,” Alberto explained. “He’s not too bright, you know. He’s a good boy, we try and take care of him, but sometimes he just disappears.”


At this very moment, forty-two stories above ground in the topmost suite of the Central Railroad Tower, a shadowy figure was moving among an array of instruments and tools of a very different sort. Electrical devices hummed and cast an orange radiance that gave the room an eerie glow, for opaque steel shutters were drawn across the windows. By coincidence the sounds of WSCR gave warmth and presence to the otherwise scientific surroundings. At this moment the station was broadcasting Emil Waldteufel’s Les Patineurs.


A woman sat on a tall stool. Her fingers were long and graceful. As the hands of a great cellist draw music from the bow and strings of her musical instrument, hers sped with unerring accuracy and ultimate sensitivity across a panel of knobs and switches. Needles flickered and dials glowed before her sharp eyes.


Behind her a pair of doors slid back, their sound a soft hiss that most would have missed, but the woman perched atop the tall stool whirled. The figure she beheld was a humble one. A man with stooped shoulders and downcast eyes, his clothing clean but plain, clearly the veteran of countless washings and numerous patchings, his feet encased in shoes that were scuffed and worn.


As the doors hissed shut behind him the man concealed himself behind a screen. Moments later there emerged a figure who would hardly have been taken for the same individual, yet it was he.


“Wizard,” the woman perched atop the stool whispered in greeting. She nodded her head. Her blue-black hair was braided in an exotic fashion, her features astonishingly like those of the famed bust of Cleopatra, her skin the color of ebony.


“Nzambi.”


The speaker was tall. One might even think that he was the same person as the humble figure who had disappeared behind the screen, drawn to his full height, his muscular shoulders and slim waist merely suggested by the shimmering red material of his costume. By some oddity of the lighting in the room, perhaps, or perhaps by some clever device of the weaver’s art, the eye could hardly focus on his closely cut tunic and trousers.


Strange as was the effect of his costume, even stranger was that of an attempt to focus on his face. He wore no mask, nor would an observer say that his features were invisible, yet the eye would fix itself involuntarily to the left or to the right of his face. A group of observers attempting to agree upon a description of him would discover to their embarrassment that they were uncertain as to the length of his hair, the slope of his nose, the height of his forehead or the color of his eyes.


“Are you aware of today’s events at the Municipal Museum of Art and History, Nzambi?”


“The Jewels of Lemuria were stolen. Our agent at police headquarters notified me, Wizard.”


“This is a serious matter.”


“Cannot the police handle it?”


“If it were a simple jewel robbery I would leave it in their hands. They bumble but they are no less competent than most officialdom. But I am concerned that this matter goes far deeper than the theft of a crown and a scepter. What do gold and emeralds and sapphires mean? Very little, my dear, very little.”


“Why, then? Why does this matter warrant the attention of the Crimson Wizard?”


“Have you heard of the Society of the Deep Ones?”


“Vaguely. There is a lodge with a similar name, I’ve heard mention of them on a radio show. They are the butt of humor.”


The Wizard laughed without mirth. His was a bitter laugh, the laughter of one who responds to irony rather than humor.


“The Society of Deep Ones is no object for amusement. Their tentacles reach high and low, they reach deep into society. That radio show you mention—I know it well, everyone knows it well—it is part of their campaign of disinformation, designed to fool us into thinking that they are not serious. But they are. They are very serious. And very dangerous.”


The lovely Nzambi slid from her perch atop the tall stool. “Their reputation is that of a silly group of people who get together and playact. They wear vainglorious costumes and give themselves titles like ‘Lord High Octopus’ and ‘Mistress of the Mystic Seabed.’ They exchange secret passwords and practice mock-religious rituals, like a group of schoolchildren playing at grown-up ceremonials.”


“Indeed.” The Wizard brushed past Nzambi and studied an assemblage of complex electrical gear. Hands that were hard for the eye to follow, that seemed strangely out of focus, made delicate adjustments. The Wizard turned away from the instruments and faced his lovely assistant once more.


“That is part of their diabolically clever means of operating. The Society of Deep Ones has deep roots, roots that burrow into the sands of time, Nzambi. They are the inheritors of a religious tradition with its origins among the peoples of the ancient world. They are the heirs of a civilization that was old when our own ancestors were barely emerging from savagery to develop the arts of thought, of mathematics, of astronomy and of writing. Arts which were copied by even more primitive Europeans who turned the fruits of our own civilization against us and laid low the once mighty empires of the Dark Continent.”


Perhaps the Wizard gestured, perhaps it was the play of light on the unique material in which he was garbed, but energy appeared to play across his figure.


Once again he spoke, his voice deep yet soft, cultured and marked with precision.


“Were the human race to be called for judgment, Nzambi, there would be much to answer for. The sins of our petty species are many and horrendous, and the greatest of them may be our pride. We think that our vaunted intellect, our skill with tools and with weapons, entitle us to lord it over the rest of Creation. The authors of our holy books place words in the mouth of God, giving Man dominion over all of nature. What a foolish pretense that is!”


Nzambi smiled ruefully. “But Man does rule the planet, does he not, Wizard?”


The laugh that emerged from the weird vision that was the Crimson Wizard was a compound of painfully gotten wisdom and bitter amusement. “Man thinks he rules the planet. Let us hope that he is wrong, for the legacy of our generation will be nothing but misery and pain for our descendants, should we even survive to have any. No, Nzambi.”


The Wizard paused. He strode across the room and stood over his assistant. Although her slim, tall figure towered over most women and many men, she was obliged to tilt her head backwards if she hoped to catch even a glimpse of his stern, elusive, ever-shifting features.


“No,” he repeated. “There were species before ours whose civilizations would put our own to shame, whose achievements were such that we should be awe-struck and reduced to fear and trembling had we but the remotest inkling of their greatness and their threat. The descendants of those beings dwell to this day midst the distant stars, and their agents walk among us, unknown, unrecognized, as plain before us as the purloined letter before the Parisian sureté in M. Poe’s brilliant tale.”


With a swirl of red, the Crimson Wizard swept from the room.


Fleeting moments passed.


A panel slid back atop the Central Railroad Tower. The hangar that topped the soaring structure was invisible from any other building in Seacoast City. Within the hangar stood an array of the world’s most advanced aircraft—a Cierva gyroplane, a Sapphire-MacNeese SM-10 monoplane, and a miniature lighter-than-air craft. The mechanics who maintained the fleet had been vetted for reliability and were as highly skilled as they were highly paid. Any of the Wizard’s aircraft was ready for use at any time.


On this occasion the Wizard selected the lighter-than-air craft. It was coated with a special paint developed by the Wizard’s scientific aide, Nzambi. It was the world’s least reflective pigment, rendering the miniature Zeppelin virtually invisible by day or by night.


To the Wizard the craft was almost a person. He had named the airship Kpalimé after his ancestral city in Africa, but when he settled behind the controls of the miniature Zeppelin and spoke her name, it was if he spoke the name of a beloved woman rather than a machine.


Unlike most Zeppelins, Kpalimé’s propellers were powered by silent compressed air generators. Thus, the tell-tale buzz of internal combustion or Diesel engines that announced the presence of conventional airships was absent. Kpalimé was as silent as she was elusive. In her, the Crimson Wizard could approach his target unseen, unheard, undetected.


He guided the airship out of her berth atop the Central Railroad Tower, pressing a control that caused the hangar door to slide shut behind Kpalimé. The airship slipped through the wintry sky above Seacoast City’s concrete canyons. The lights of theaters and restaurants, of a hundred thousand apartment dwellings and of as many automobiles clogging the metropolis’s thoroughfares, turned the cityscape into a fairyland of glittering jewels.


But these were not the jewels that concerned the Crimson Wizard. His mind was focused on the jewels that had been stolen from the Municipal Museum.


The Wizard tapped out a new series of instructions on the nearly invisible Zeppelin’s control panel and Kpalimé slowed, then halted in midair, hovering more than 200 feet above the gabled roof of the museum. A few night-flying birds and bats were the only company that the silent airship encountered. Even the sharp senses of these aerial creatures would not have detected the sensor rays that emanated from Kpalimé.


Inside the airship the Wizard bent and placed his eye to the viewing lens of a special instrument created at his behest by his assistant, Nzambi. The viewer was teamed with the airship’s ray emitter. The emanations of the ray emitter made it possible for the Wizard to detect the passage on the ground below of any source of organic chemicals. The trail of each species, he knew, left a chromic signature all its own, and the scent-track of each individual differed as subtly yet as distinctly as did their fingerprints.


With a sardonic grin, the Wizard referred to the device as his spoor detector.


Now he drew his breath sharply, lifted his eye from the viewer and sat silently, contemplating what he had seen. A trail led from the Municipal Museum of Art and History. To the naked eye the trail would have been invisible. To the Wizard it stood out as vividly as a stream of luminous water flowing through a darkened countryside.


The trail led to the curb in front of the museum. There, it disappeared.


The Wizard uttered a low exclamation. He had located the spoor of his prey, only to lose it almost at once at the point where they entered a waiting vehicle and drove away. The Wizard had suffered a setback, but he was not one to accept defeat. He manipulated the controls of the miniature Zeppelin and its compressed air engines whispered back to life. Kpalimé moved silently through the air above Seacoast City, describing an outward spiral with its center directly above the Municipal Museum of Art and History.


The miniature airship whispered its way over Seacoast City’s theater district, over the avenues of expensive shops and great department stores, over the luxurious apartment buildings that housed the city’s wealthy and powerful and over the noisome tenements where the poverty-stricken and their outcast brethren huddled in misery. Full dark had long since fallen and from the vantage point of the airship the million lights of the city gleamed like as many luminous gems, but the Crimson Wizard had no time to enjoy the sight that unraveled to his view.


A quarter mile away and a thousand feet above Kpalimé, the transoceanic night-flier, a Langley-Hawker trimotored biplane, carried its capacity load of sixteen passengers toward their destination, the Seacoast City Municipal Aerodrome.


Soon Kpalimé whispered through a bank of mist that had risen from the Saturn River on whose banks Seacoast City had been built. The rays of the emitter penetrated the mist effortlessly. The Wizard uttered an exclamation of pleasure. The trail that had disappeared in front of the museum had reappeared in this district of warehouses and piers.


Guided by the skilled hands of the Wizard, the airship slipped lower and lower. At last it came to hover above a darkened warehouse that clearly had seen better days. The luminous trail led from a dark Packard sedan and into a passageway that led to the rear of the building. From this noisome alley the trail led up a short flight of wooden stair and onto a rickety-looking loading dock. There, at the rolling door, the path disappeared.


No one thought to watch the sky here at the riverside, but had an observer been present he would have been astonished at what he beheld. A hatch opened in the seeming nothingness above. A figure whose shimmering scarlet garments were barely visible in the Seacoast City night appeared in the opening. The figure—a man—stepped from nowhere into nothingness. As he fell he arched forward, spreading his arms and legs. The thin but incredibly strong cloth of his costume stretched to form a kind of parachute or glider like that of a flying squirrel.


A moment later the Wizard landed with a muffled thump on the loading dock. He looked up at his airship and touched a control on the belt of his costume. The door in the side of the airship slid closed. Kpalimé remained on station, utterly silent, virtually invisible.


The Wizard studied the lock on the rolling door. He smiled contemptuously and extended his hand. Were those tools that flashed almost invisibly at the Wizard’s fingertips, or were his fingers themselves the only tools he needed?


No matter. In seconds the tumblers of the lock snicked into place. The Crimson Wizard flattened himself on the loading platform. He slid the door upward quietly. He slipped beneath the bottom roller, then lowered the door silently behind himself.


Rising to his feet, the Wizard strained to take in his surroundings. His eyes adjusted, gradually, to the miniscule level of illumination that crept through tiny openings in the structure. Clearly, it had been designed to keep prying eyes out, but by like means it was almost impossible for anyone in the building to see without the aid of artificial illumination.


Almost, but not impossible.


The Wizard found himself standing in a gloom-shrouded chamber. So huge was the structure that its farther wall disappeared into the shadows. The Wizard reached into his belt and removed a pellet hardly larger than a common BB. For so tiny an object, the pellet was strangely heavy. The Wizard drew back his scarlet-covered arm and hurled the pellet into the air. When it reached the apex of its path it burst into brilliant illumination, its color the Wizard’s trademark shimmering red.


There was no sign of the thieves who had made off with the Crown Jewels of Lemuria. But there was something else. The Wizard dropped to the concrete floor, sniffing for spoor as would a lion in the African veldt. The thieves had been here, and not long before. But the Wizard had learned more than that from the thin traces of their presence they had left behind. There was something about these thieves, something abnormal. They were human, after a fashion, but they were not entirely human. There was something wrong here, something inhuman.


And there was something else. More precisely, there was someone else. There was someone with the thieves but not one of them. And that someone was a woman.


The Wizard rose to his feet.


She was lovely. Her features were regular, her skin a rich olive color, her hair a gleaming jet black. Her costume was minimal, a single white garment that did little to conceal her magnificent figure. A broad belt of gold encrusted with gems glittered in the ruddy illumination of the Wizard’s arcing flare.


She sat upon a throne, a magnificent tiara of precious stones resting upon her brow.


And surrounding the goddess-like figure, a retinue of half-human servitors. The leader of these beings held before the woman a weirdly carven bowl from which rose thick fumes.


All of this the Wizard observed in the few seconds that his flare illuminated the great room. The flare dimmed as it arced downward, leaving a trail of swiftly dissipating fumes behind it.


In that same moment, the creatures surrounding the throne whirled toward the source of the rosy illumination. In a deep recess of his lightning-fast brain, the Wizard concluded that these creatures had the ability to see in near-total darkness. Their huge, bulging eyes, visible in the seconds before the flare faded to extinction, bespoke as much. In the darkness that followed, the Wizard could hear their slithering progress as they advanced toward him.


He withdrew several more of the miniature flares from their hiding place and hurled them toward the creatures, but this time instead of sending the flares in an arc that approached the dark ceiling overhead, the Wizard pitched them onto the concrete floor between himself and the semi-human creatures. Again rose-colored light flared, but this time it was many times as brilliant as it had been the first time.


The creatures halted in their advance toward the Wizard. He saw them throw their arms before their eyes, blocking the bright illumination from their abnormally sensitive corneas. With a shock, the Wizard realized that the creatures had no hands in the human sense. Each of their limbs, instead, terminated in a writhing cluster of pallid tentacles. Their faces were a mockery of human features. The eyes were huge and bulging, the noses flattened and almost nonexistent, the mouths broad and lipless.


When one of the creatures, clearly the leader, opened its broad mouth to issue commands to its followers, rows of razor-sharp triangular teeth glinted red. Unlike the other creatures in the band, this one appeared to be older and stronger. Where the heads of the others were smooth and rounded, the crown of the leader’s head was surrounded by a hideous ring of writhing tentacles the color of freshly-spilled blood.


The sound that emerged from the creature’s mouth was a terrible batrachian hiss.


In response to their leader’s command the creatures swarmed toward the Wizard. But the Wizard was ready for them. Already the flares were fading and he replenished the vital illumination by hurling a handful of the BB-sized pellets against the concrete. In a maneuver that no eye, human or batrachian, could have followed, the Wizard whirled, his shimmering cape spreading around him in a brilliant, blinding, sparkling disk.


The monsters halted, confused, until their leader urged them onward with another of its hideous hissing commands. But before the monsters, where the Crimson Wizard had stood mere moments before, there now appeared a pair, then a quartet, of scarlet-clad, shimmering figures. Then these divided again, and there were eight, sixteen, then thirty-two muscular, defiant Crimson Wizards.


Had the marvel-man truly summoned multiple duplicates of himself? Had he a method of dividing his physical substance to create a brigade of sleek warriors?


Or had he merely cast a glamour over his attackers, seizing control of their amphibious brains, creating the illusion that a single man had become an imposing throng of fierce opponents?


At their leader’s hissing command, a contingent of the pallid monsters leaped forward, each of them engaging one of the multiple Crimson Wizards in mortal combat. Battles ensued in parallel, monster against hero, tentacle against fist, blow exchanged for blow and grasp for grasp. In each case it was the Wizard who triumphed. One by one the white creatures backed away, yielding to the combative superiority of their scarlet-clad foes.


Next the monsters formed a phalanx, rhythmically pounding slimy tentacles against their own bare, pallid bodies. A booming cadence like that of a hundred drummers filled the warehouse. At a signal the monsters began a steady, disciplined advance against the ranks of crimson-clad heroes.


One of the Crimson Wizards moved his hands in a baffling gesture. There was a flash of lurid energy in the cavernous room and the ranks of red-costumed men doubled still again.


Was this a real phenomenon or a mere illusion?


The batrachians did not wait to learn the truth. They halted in their tracks. Even their leader, for all the bravado he had shown a moment earlier, drew back. Before the multiple ranks of Crimson Wizards they scattered to the walls of the room. They seemed to lose definition, to melt like gelatinous sculptures left to stand in a withering sun, then to slither snakelike along the base of the walls. An opening existed between the wooden walls and the concrete floor of the old building. Before the Crimson Wizard’s eyes the creatures disappeared into the blackness of the opening.


They left behind the noxious stench of their kind.


In the last fading illumination of dying flares the Wizard made a lightning-fast examination of the room. Grotesque candelabra rose to either side of the throne where the goddess-like figure still remained in majestic silence. The Wizard reached into his waistband and drew out a small metallic device that had been created for him by his assistant, Nzambi. He held it to each candle, and the wick of each taper in turn burst into flame.


He stood before the throne where the lovely woman awaited. The throne stood upon a dais approachable by a series of low steps. The Wizard advanced toward the woman, climbing step by step. As he did so she kept her eyes fixed on him. Her beauty was marvelous to behold, but it was her eyes that most arrested the observer. They were filled both with an intelligence seldom encountered and with the lingering terror of one who has recently undergone an experience that would reduce a lesser person to gibbering madness.


Two steps from the top of the staircase the Wizard halted. Here he stood eye-to-eye with the woman.


“They’re gone,” he intoned. “You are safe now. Come with me.”


The woman shook her head, a forbidding expression on her face.


“What’s wrong?” the Wizard asked. “Don’t you see—those creatures are gone. There is nothing further to fear.”


Still the woman neither spoke nor moved. Was she in the grasp of a hypnotic spell? Or was she, perhaps, still paralyzed with fear?


“Can you speak?” the Wizard demanded.


The woman nodded. With one graceful, jewel-encrusted hand she grasped the weirdly formed scepter. Her other hand, each finger decorated with a magnificent ring, rested upon one of the ornate arms of the throne.


“Come closer.” She did not quite whisper, but rather spoke in a voice so low that it barely carried to the Crimson Wizard’s ears, yet was so clear and well controlled that every syllable rang with crystal clarity.


“I dare not move,” the woman said. “This throne is connected to an explosive device planted beneath the floor. They used that means to keep me from struggling during their horrid ceremonies. They intended to take me with them when they were finished. I’m sure they would have set the device to explode once they were gone. They don’t care about this building, they don’t care about the world of humankind at all. The only reason they didn’t set it off is that you surprised them and frightened them away. But if I try to leave the building will be destroyed and you and I will both be killed.”


The Wizard nodded his understanding. “Very well,” he instructed the woman. “Don’t move.”


She breathed a single syllable of assent.


The Wizard climbed the remaining steps to the dais, circling the throne in search of a tell-tale connection that ran to the explosives beneath the aged structure. With an exclamation he dropped to his knees, tracing with sensitive fingertips a slim, sinuous wire that ran from the base of the throne to a tiny opening in the floor behind the dais.


A new tool appeared in his hand and he worked carefully over the wire until the connection was safely removed. He rose to his feet and returned to his position confronting the woman. “I’ve taken care of that as best I could, but those creatures are devilishly clever. By disconnecting the primary fuse I was forced to set a secondary timer in motion. I have no way of telling how long it is set to run. My guess would be five minutes at most. We had best get out of here and put as much distance as possible between ourselves and this place, as quickly as we can.”


With his enemies at least temporarily vanquished and the immediate danger of explosion removed, the Wizard’s manner changed dramatically. The taciturn, commanding man of action was replaced by a gentler presence, one nonetheless commanding, but kindly and sympathetic.


“Will you tell me your name?” he asked.


The woman said, “I am Isabella Alejandra Orquidia Paloma del Sueño y Montalvo, Señor. I thank you for rescuing me from those—” she hesitated, then concluded, “—from those creatures.”


“Isabella del Sueño, the star of Ride Vaquero,” the Wizard responded.


“That is I, yes.”


“You were reported missing from your Hollywood home and from the studio, Señorita.”


She smiled at the courtesy. “I was lured to a supposed charitable event for the relief of suffering in my homeland. I felt it my duty to attend and offer my support. When I arrived I was seized and drugged. I awakened here. I do not even know where I am, Señor. I am indebted to you for driving those monsters away and freeing me from them, but I need to learn more of what happened. And then, of course, to return to the studio. They will have halted production of my new film, The Caballero from Monterrey.”


The Wizard nodded. “Of course. But first we must make sure your needs are met. I’ll bring you to my headquarters. My assistant Nzambi will care for you. Do you require medical attention?”


“No.” Isabella del Sueño pressed her hands to her temples. “My mind is clear now. For a while it was terrible, while I was drugged I seemed trapped in a nightmare from which there was no escape. But I feel now that I am myself once again.”


The Wizard led her to the doorway of the aged building, onto the loading dock. He bent to his waist to tap a series of commands into a tiny panel concealed there. In the sky above the building a door opened on nothingness. An automatic reel began to revolve above them, and a ladder of metallic links gradually unwound and descended.


It halted not far above the wooden dock.


The Wizard helped Isabella del Sueño to place her foot on the bottom rung. She was wearing golden sandals. Her toenails were painted a smooth, shining shade of scarlet. Soon the glamorous olive-skinned actress was aboard Kpalimé. The Wizard followed her, then drew up the ladder and shut the miniature airship’s door behind them.


Kpalimé rose silently into the chilly air of the Seacoast City night. The airship’s gas-bag was compact. The amazing lifting power of its content, an element drawn from secret mines in an African valley unknown to the outer world, was the key to its remarkable performance. The gondola slung beneath the gas-bag was similarly compact, its efficient design such as to pack a wealth of controls and comfortable quarters into a small space.


The Wizard engaged the compressed-air engines of the Zeppelin and guided it away from the riverfront, toward the tallest building in Seacoast City, the Central Railroad Tower. The airship had covered perhaps half the distance from the river to its hangar when the sky behind it was brightened by a single monumental flash. “Hang on!” After an interval that could not have been as long as it seemed the little airship was rocked by a violent shock-wave. The Wizard nodded. He had expected as much.


Minutes later the door atop the Central Railroad Tower slid back to admit Kpalimé. The Wizard guided the airship to her cradle. A crewman locked the ship down. Crewmen swarmed to service the little Zeppelin.


Inside the Wizard’s headquarters Nzambi awaited. When the Wizard and Isabella del Sueño entered the room, Nzambi took the other woman’s hands in hers. The actress introduced herself. Nzambi nodded, unsurprised, and gave her own name. The two women shook hands. “You need clothing,” Nzambi said. “I’ll lend you some things.”


Isabella del Sueño thanked the other woman. “I want to get rid of everything they gave me. This garment. It stinks of those creatures. And these jewels.” She ripped a bracelet from her arm. It appeared to be purest gold, studded with emeralds and diamonds. She laid it on a tabletop.


Soon the three of them sat at a low table sharing hot cocoa and sandwiches. Isabella del Sueño had told her story again, this time going into greater detail than before. The Crimson Wizard had examined the jewelry that the beautiful actress removed. He placed a coded call to a certain telephone number and described the gems and ornaments with which Isabella del Sueño had been bedecked. He listened in silence, then said, “They shall be returned in the morning.”


He rose from his place and crossed the room. He twirled the tumblers on a heavy safe and locked the jewels in it. He rose to his full height and said, “Señorita, as much as it would please me to entertain you, I’m sure you wish to return to your home and resume your career. You can board a train in the morning and be home in a few days. I advise you to telephone ahead and arrange for protection. We are dealing with evil forces here and they seem to have chosen you for a special role. Do you recall, despite your drugged state, anything that they said to you? Either before you were taken to the riverfront building or while you were there.”


The lovely actress frowned. “They didn’t really mistreat me. They seemed in awe. They seemed to know that my family were from Spain. That we are of royal Bourbon blood.”


“They treated you, then, with the deference due to royalty?”


“Yes, but—something more than that. They seemed almost to worship me. And yet I felt that they intended me no good.”


“You are a most perceptive woman, Señorita. There have been tribes who make gods and goddesses of mortals. They generally favor handsome youths and beautiful maidens. They dress them in finest raiment and shower them with luxuries. But then, when their calendar so dictates, ‘when the stars are right,’ as they sometimes express it, they slay their deities. I’m afraid, if I hadn’t intervened, you were doomed.”


“And you saved my life.”


“For the time being. But those monsters made good their escape. I blame myself. I should have brought assistance and laid a trap for them, but I didn’t realize how serious the menace was. I thought at first that we were dealing with ordinary jewel thieves. Such was not the case. The gems and trinkets that they placed upon you, Señorita, are unimaginably old and incalculably valuable, but the gems are the least of our concern. These beings are not human, not part of the natural order of our world at all. Their ancestors came from some malign locale beneath the sea. They owe allegiance to no wholesome or decent god or nation but to the foul world from which they came.”


The Crimson Wizard paced back and forth, halting at last before a tall window facing toward the Saturn River. A glow illuminated the night sky where flames leaped upward from the now-demolished, abandoned warehouse.
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