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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.
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Resist the Devil and he will flee from you.

Hebrews, 4, 7.









AUTHOR’S NOTE

Every year, especially during winter, animal activity in woodlands and fields occasionally brings to the surface the badly decomposed body of a murder victim. In more than a few cases a note, appended to the ‘cause of death’ on the coroner’s report, states flatly, and unambiguously, ritual killing.

These reports can be seen, and occasionally the press seize upon one and a short spate of Devil Worship exposures appears, soon to be forgotten.

Whether or not there is a God and a Devil, there are – without question – those who worship each of them. Worshippers of the Devil – known as Satanists – are cold blooded murderers, for a human sacrifice is an important part of the Black Art.

This book is a fiction. But do not doubt for an instant that it is based upon a true story.





PROLOGUE

The battered saloon car drove into the tiny village square and stopped. Its occupant was a middle-aged man, angry and frustrated with the endlessly wooded countryside through which he had been impatiently driving for over half an hour, the red light of his petrol gauge a winking aggravation.

He felt relieved to have arrived in a village at last; he had missed the name of it, but that didn’t matter. In a village there would be petrol, and even if the garage was closed he could spend the night here.

He got out of the car and pulled his collar up around his neck, locked the car door and looked around at the dark square. Two tiny rows of cottages, without a glimmer of welcome in any of them, greeted his careful scrutiny; before him, across the square, rose a dark, foreboding church.

A distant storm was brewing, dark clouds making the wind blow bitter, distant thunder threatening the land with a torrential rain. The traveller ran across the square towards the only public house he could see, its creaky sign waving in the wind.

The landlord was just locking up as he arrived and demanded entry. ‘We’re closed,’ said the local man without an ounce of friendliness.

‘It’s not half past yet,’ objected the traveller. ‘Come on, I need a drink.’

The landlord hesitated and then sighed resignedly. He seemed worried, but allowed the stranger in.

‘What do you want?’

‘A pint – if your beer’s any good, which…’ he looked around at the dingy empty little bar… ‘I doubt.’

The landlord pulled him half a pint and slid it across the counter to him.

‘I said a pint.’

Outside the thunder came nearer, wind rattled the shutters and moaned overhead. The traveller shivered, despite being quite warm.

‘Just drink up and go,’ said the landlord, watching his unwelcome guest through frightened eyes. The traveller drank, puzzled by the unease this man was showing.

He finished half his drink and fumbled for money.

‘No charge,’ said the landlord. ‘Just get out.’

‘I need some petrol,’ said the traveller, ignoring the hostility.

‘What?’ The landlord seemed amazed.

‘Petrol,’ repeated the traveller. ‘I’m nearly out. Where’s the nearest garage?’

‘There’s only one and it’s closed. Look, come on, I’ve got to lock up.’

‘All right, all right.’

He drained his glass and walked to the door, banged it hard as he stepped out into the stormy night. ‘And sod you too!’ he muttered at the closed door.

He ran back to the car, noticing the small cottage outside of which he had parked, and the frightened and drawn face that watched him from the darkened interior.

‘What a place! Who’d want to live here?’

He drove slowly to the edge of the village and noticed a petrol pump standing in the middle of a small concrete car-bay. He pulled up and climbed out, noticing a shadowy figure locking the door of the small office that belong to the pump.

‘I need some petrol,’ the traveller called. ‘Can you help?’

To his intense annoyance the figure merely glanced at him, then ran off into the darkness. ‘What the bloody hell…?’

Rain began to fall; thunder rolled and he could see the flashing of lightning in the distance; the storm was approaching.

‘Bloody rain! That’s all I need.’

He drove out of the village and a few minutes later the rain struck with a vengeance, pounding across the car’s roof and flooding the wind-screen. Then the car coughed, stalled and jerked to a standstill. He looked at the gauge – Empty. He cursed to himself, staring into the darkness through the rippling water and the flashing wipers. The car was too small to sleep in, too uncomfortable.

He felt miserable.

Lightning struck close by, brilliantly lighting up the woodlands, in that flash of light the traveller noticed a barn that rose above the trees, quite close.

That would do for shelter!

He didn’t even bother to lock the car, but jumped out into the storm and raced across the road, finding the narrow path that wound past the barn and running along it with his head drawn into his coat. He made it inside and stood catching his breath and smiling to himself. At least he could stretch out for the night.

For a while he watched the rain and the waving shapes of the trees as the storm raged about them, trying to whip them out from their roots.

In a pause in the storm’s ferocity he heard something strange; a sound like chanting.

Turning into the barn he walked to where darkness hid the back walls and the straw and scattered tools from sight. Tripping and fumbling he found a door in the back of the building and opened it. The chanting grew louder.

Beyond the door was a musty smelling passage, soft underfoot, splintered and crumbling walls. He walked along the tunnel, intrigued with the sound of ritual chanting – like the Latin prayers he remembered from his childhood church-going days.

At the end of the passage there was a curtain and he reached out to pull this back and stare into the brightly lit chamber beyond.

He gasped with shock and revulsion.

The interior of the chamber was lushly furnished with drapes of many colours, and thick, soft cushions; an altar, covered by a purple and gold altar-cloth, stood at the far end of the room, decked out with black candles, an ornately decorated golden chalice and a row of sacrificial knives. At one side of the room a shallow cauldron bubbled above a low flame, filling the area with thick fumes that swirled and billowed in the eerie light that spilled from some unseen source.

In the middle of the smoky confusion the naked figures of men and women could be seen, writhing in each other’s grasps, across the cushions and the floor, laughing and shrieking their pleasure … and above these sounds, the mysterious chanting of prayer, coming from the twelve grouped figures in flowing robes and tall, pointed hoods who stood around the altar and watched the fleshy games before them.

The traveller let the curtain fall back and began to ease his way back along the passage.

As he turned he gasped in shock, finding himself face to face with a masked figure, who struck him and drove his senses from him.

When he recovered consciousness he was tied securely and slumped in a corner of the bizarre temple; he choked on the sulphurous fumes and shook his head to clear his shaken senses. The floor was empty, the naked girls having taken their leave. Now just the robed figures stood, conducting some strange ceremony. They chanted quietly, staring down at a wide pentacle on the floor. Blue light filled the place, and a stifling heat made it difficult to breathe.

The traveller felt an intense fear, but no sound of panic emerged from his lips. He realized he was lying on his side, watching the incomprehensible activity.

Cold water was dashed into his face.

He gagged and spluttered, and felt himself drawn upright and then pulled into a standing position.

‘He’s seen too much,’ said a voice, and he watched as the robed and masked figures gathered around him. Water filled his eyes and distorted his vision so the figures blurred and rippled before him.

‘Then destroy him,’ said a second voice.

‘Sacrifice him,’ agreed the first.

‘A sacrifice to the Master.’

‘Yes! Crucify him.’

‘Yes,’ agreed a third voice. ‘On the pentacle. A crucifixion to the Master.’

‘NO!’ screamed the traveller, suddenly finding his voice, but a brutal blow to his mouth crunched his teeth together so that he felt blood pour from split gums.

‘Do it now!’

And he felt himself pulled across the temple, to a whitewashed wall where a huge, wooden pentacle leaned. He was thrust against this frame, and his hands untied and firmly held above him, the wood hard against his knuckles.

He screamed as he saw the great hammer being carried towards him, and one of the robed figures was raising a handful of long, cruelly sharp yet horribly rusted nails.

Struggling in the grip of the acolytes, he found he couldn’t move, so securely was he being held against the pentacle. He watched in fascinated horror as one of the nails was pressed against the soft palm of his right hand, and the hammer swung towards it; he felt the sickening thud of the hammer on nail, and felt the point drive into his palm, through the flesh, through the bone, driving deep into the wood.

He screamed again, slumped, felt his body held by the deeply embedded nail as it tore slowly through the bones of his palm. Pain was a meaningless word to describe the agony that flooded from his hand.

Again he was held against the pentacle, and this time the nail thudded into his left hand, and a second blow secured it more firmly than the first, but the hammer slipped and crushed his outstretched fingers to a bloody pulp.

Then his feet, the points of the nails driving through the sensitive skin above the soles of his feet, and through the underside and into the wood, so that he hung there, leaning forward, pulling against the nails that spread-eagled him, tearing free, but slowly, very slowly.

His final scream was his death scream, and he emitted it as he saw the sacrificial knife being carried towards him. The sound of his panic, the agonized scream of his dying, cut off abruptly as the knife was slashed across his throat, nearly severing his head in that single cruel blow.
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