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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 demon farted, producing a flash of fire from under his tail and a sulphurous smell.


‘Phew,’ said Travis, waving his hand in front of his face. ‘Did you have to?’


The demon, with a flutter of his leathery, black wings, resumed his perch on top of Whiplash’s head. ‘Sorry, but I couldn’t help it. Shouldn’t have had that second helping of goats’ testicle stew.’


‘Don’t remind me.’


They were on a hill overlooking a grubby walled town. The mandatory castle stood in the centre of the town. It, too, appeared grubby, and the banners hanging limply from its spires looked as if they could do with a good wash. ‘Doesn’t look promising,’ said Travis. ‘Do you know what it’s called?’


‘Nope,’ said the demon, whose name was Jack. ‘I’m not a goddamned flying A to Z guide book.’


‘Well, it doesn’t matter. These places are all the same.’ He dug his heels into Whiplash’s sides. The horse snorted angrily. Travis dug his heels in again, harder. He wished he had spurs. Reluctantly, the horse started down the hill. Travis winced with each bump of the saddle. He’d been riding the stupid horse for several months now, but his bottom still hadn’t become toughened to the continual mistreatment.


It was hot, and Travis was sweating profusely which made his coarsely-woven underwear even more itchy and uncomfortable than usual. He glanced up at the sun. He had estimated its diameter at one mile but it sure was a hot little bastard of a star.


They approached the town gate which was ‘guarded’ by two bored-looking soldiers wearing ragged uniforms and rusty helmets and breast-plates. Both men appeared to be in their early forties, were unshaven and had pot bellies protruding from beneath their breast-plates. They were armed with pikes and swords. Travis patted the Colt .45 automatic in the holster on his right hip, reassuring himself that it was still there, as he neared the two men. They regarded him and his demon with open suspicion. He brought Whiplash to a halt in front of them. ‘Hello, lads,’ he greeted them. ‘Nice town you’ve got here.’


‘It’s not a town, it’s a city,’ said one of the guards, huffily.


‘A city?’ sneered Jack. ‘You could have fooled me. So what’s this city of yours called.’


‘It’s called Vallium,’ said the other guard, glaring at Jack.


‘Vallium?’ repeated Travis, and laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’ asked guard number one.


‘Nothing really,’ Travis said quickly. ‘Vallium eh? Nice name.’


‘What’s your business here?’ asked guard number two.


‘I don’t know yet,’ Travis told him. ‘I’m looking for work.’


‘You’ll be lucky to find any work in Vallium,’ said number two. ‘We’re in a depression.’


‘What kind of work do you do?’


‘He’s an aromatherapist,’ said the demon.


‘A what?’ chorused one and two.


‘Just Jack’s rather sad idea of a joke. Actually I’m a sort of … how can I put this … a trouble-shooter.’


Two men regarded him with blank faces.


‘Er … I help people out with their problems. For money.’


‘Can you cure piles?’ asked number two, hopefully.


Travis shook his head. ‘Sorry, no. I don’t mean problems like that.’


‘So what sort of problems do you mean?’ asked number one.


Travis said slowly, ‘Well, say this town was suffering from a plague of thieves and cut-throats. I’d offer the authorities, for a price, my services and then er, remove the problem.’


‘With my help,’ muttered Jack.


‘Oh yes, with Jack’s help.’


‘Crime rate is real low in Vallium,’ said number two. ‘King’s a strict bastard. But we do have a plague of rats. You do rats?’


‘No. Rats aren’t my scene. I do dragons, though.’


The two guards exchanged a glance. Then number one said to Travis, ‘Well, it just so happens we do have a dragon problem these days. A serious one.’


Travis grinned broadly. ‘I’ve come at just the right time, then!’


They looked him up and down. ‘No offence, squire, but you don’t look much of a dragon-fighter,’ said number one. ‘And that pig-sticker hanging from your belt wouldn’t be of any use against our dragon. He’s the size of a barn. He can fry a man at fifty yards. We’ve had all sorts of so-called dragon-slayers turning up here to deal with him. Full of dragon-fighting references as long as your arm until it’s burnt off.’


‘Ah, but I have hidden talents,’ said Travis.


‘You a sorcerer?’ asked number one, breaking the pattern of their routine.


‘If only. No, I’m not a sorcerer. Now may I enter?’


They both shook their heads.


‘Why not?’


‘You could by a spy,’ said number one. ‘Be more than our jobs’ worth if we let you in and you turned out to be a spy. The King would stick our heads on the castle battlements.’


‘Aye,’ agreed number two, ‘and we’d lose our pensions, too.’


‘I’m not a spy,’ said Travis.


‘Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you? Can you prove it?’


Travis sighed and asked, ‘Who would I be spying for? Is Vallium at war with anyone?’


‘Well, no,’ admitted number two.


‘So how could I possibly be a spy?’


They didn’t answer. Jack said, ‘The key to the city is in your money pouch, Travis.’


‘Oh,’ said Travis as he realized what the demon meant. He loosened the draw string and reached into his pouch. Five coins jingled at its bottom. He took out two half sovereigns and tossed one each to the two guards. He was left with a mere two sovereigns and one quarter-sovereign. Things were getting desperate. Goats’ testicle stew loomed ominously in his future.


After biting the coins, the two guards saluted him. ‘Welcome to Vallium, squire,’ said number one. ‘Enjoy your stay, sir,’ said number two.


‘Thank you. Could either of you direct me to a good inn? A good cheap inn?’


‘To be sure, sir,’ said number two. ‘Just follow the main road to the town square. There’s an inn right by the gibbet. Can’t miss it. Has a sign saying “The Inn” on the front of it.’


‘Is it cheap?’


Number two shrugged. ‘It’s run by my uncle, and if you tell him I sent you he’ll be sure to give you a discount.’


‘And you are …?’ asked Travis.


‘Claude.’


‘Well, thank you, Claude, I’ll certainly do that.’ He kicked Whiplash in the ribs and, with a snort of annoyance, the horse moved through the gate.


Vallium, on closer inspection, lived up to its name. The architecture, and the people in the streets, looked dull. Jack, echoing Travis’s thoughts, said, ‘Dullsville is right.’


‘Doesn’t look too prosperous either.’


‘The money will be in the castle, as usual,’ muttered Jack.


They arrived in the town square and found the inn – right by the gibbet which was, mercifully, unoccupied. Travis dismounted and led Whiplash to the large stable attached to the side of the inn. A burly, balding man, wearing a dirty apron, was tossing hay with a pitchfork into an empty stall. ‘Hello! Know where I can find the inn-keeper?’ Travis asked.


The man stopped working, leaned on the pitchfork and looked Travis up and down, spat onto the straw and followed with a copious amount of mucus from his nose. Then he said, wiping his nose, ‘Right here. Bulric’s the name.’


Hoping that the spitting and nose-blowing routine wasn’t part of some obligatory greeting ritual, Travis said, ‘A profound pleasure to meet you, Bulric. I’m Travis. Your nephew, Claude, recommended your establishment. I need a room for a couple of nights, and stable space and feed for my horse.’


Bulric spat again on the straw-covered floor. ‘Don’t allow demons in the inn. It’ll have to stay out here with the horse.’


‘Racist bastard,’ muttered Jack.


‘What yer say?’ said Bulric, glaring at Jack.


‘Nothing,’ said Travis quickly. ‘The stable will be fine for him. How much for the two nights?’


‘Yer be requiring food?’


‘Very much so. What’s on the menu?’


‘Menu?’ repeated Bulric.


‘I mean, What Are You Serving Today?’ said Travis.


‘Oh. Well, there’s pigeon soup and bread to start, followed by today’s special …’


Travis tensed, waiting for the dreaded words: ‘goats’ testicle stew’. But instead he heard Bulric say, to his relief:


‘… steak and potatoes, and all the ale you can drink.’


‘Marvellous’ cried Travis. ‘Now the matter of payment …’


Bulric scratched his chin, ‘Two sovereigns in all, squire.’


Travis winced, and handed the landlord his two remaining sovereigns. ‘How much would it have been if I hadn’t been sent by your nephew?’


‘One and a half sovereigns.’


‘I don’t understand. That’s less than I paid! What about the discount?’


Bulric spat on the ground again. ‘No discount. If that shite of a nephew of mine thinks he can get in my good books by sending me custom he’ll soon learn it’s a waste of time. I’ll charge the poor bastards extra.’


Travis was about to argue that it wasn’t his fault he’d ignorantly stumbled into a family squabble but realized it would probably be useless. Jack gave him a nasty laugh and rustled his wings.


‘When you’ve got yer horse and yer flying pet rat settled go into the kitchen there …’ He pointed at a side door, ‘… and introduce yerself to the girl, Helen. She’ll take care of yer needs. Hor, hor.’


‘Thanks.’ Travis wondered just what taking care of his needs would entail. He led Whiplash into a stall, and while the horse began munching about in a crudely built manger full of oats he stripped off the saddle, saddle blanket and harness and gave the horse a brisk grooming. Jack hopped down the horse’s neck and onto its back. ‘Damn, I’m hungry,’ he said.


‘I’ll bring you some scraps when I’m through eating. God, steak and potatoes! I can’t wait.’


‘I’d have preferred goats’ testicle stew.’


‘That’s because you’re sick and twisted. Now stay here and behave yourself.’


The demon gave him a mocking bow. ‘Yes, oh Great One. Your word is my command.’


‘Don’t overdo the sarcasm, shorty. You might drown in it,’ Travis told him.


As Travis headed for the kitchen he wished he could get rid of the odious Jack. However, he knew the demon had been assigned to be his adviser and helper in this world, known as Samella, and though he’d been here for many months now he still relied heavily on the bugger’s services and advice. Without Jack, his survival was doubtful. So he was just going to have to put up with the little monster … Shit.


He entered the kitchen, and was hit by the overpowering smell of either cooking food or boiling laundry. He couldn’t tell which. A plumpish girl with red hair sat on a stool by a large metal pot, resting on a glowing grill, giving it a desultory stir with a long wooden spoon. Travis saw that she was quite pretty and couldn’t help admiring the vista of ample breasts that her very low-cut dress revealed. ‘You Helen?’ he asked.


She smiled at him as she rose from the stool. ‘Yessir, I am.’


Pity about the teeth, he thought. ‘Your father said you’d show me to my room and, well, look after me …’


She giggled. ‘Bulric, my father? What a bloody thought!’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, I just assumed …’


‘Bulric’s not even married: He prefers boys in his bed, does Bulric, not women!’ And she laughed even harder.


He waited patiently, then said, ‘Bulric mentioned hot food – a steak to be exact – and ale.’


She wiped her eyes. ‘Yessir. I’ll take you to your room first and then I’ll bring you dinner.’


She led him up a flight of creaky, straw-strewn wooden stairs, along a passageway and into a large room with a window overlooking the town square. Looking round he saw a big bed, a table, two chairs and a crude structure that he assumed was meant to be a wardrobe. The bed consisted of a big, low box containing a rough hessian mattress from which straw protruded. On the end of the bed lay what appeared to Travis to be a primitive duvet, made of coarse linen and also stuffed with straw. Not for the first time it occurred to him that straw was this world’s major product.


‘I’ll just go and put your steak on the grill, sir. Shouldn’t take long.’ She hurried from the room. If Travis had been capable of laughing hollowly, he would have.


He sat on the bed, pulled off his boots and massaged his feet. Moving over to the window, he pushed the two heavy shutters and stared out across the square. A crowd seemed to be forming on the opposite side. Then there was a brief knock on the door. It opened. It was the girl again. She gave him a smile and walked over to the bed. He was taken by surprise when she flung herself backwards onto the bed and lay there in a pose of studied abandonment. ‘And what about you, sir? You’re not like Bulric, are you?’


‘Pardon?’


‘You don’t prefer boys in your bed to girls?’ she said, smiling enticingly at him. The teeth definitely spoiled the overall effect, but now he knew for sure what Bulric had meant when he’d said that Helen would take care of all his needs. On the other hand, were her services included in the overall charge or was she an extra? One ought to know these things.


She said, ‘You’re a good-looking fellow, sir, and I’d gladly pleasure you for free but Bulric insists he and I split fifty-fifty, so …’


He sighed. ‘How much?’


‘Half a sovereign.’


‘Oh.’


Mistaking the reason for his hesitancy she slowly pulled her dress up to her waist.


She wasn’t wearing any underwear, which came as no surprise to Travis. Underwear had yet to catch on in a big way in Samella and considering how uncomfortable the available product was, it was perfectly understandable. He gazed at her luxuriant growth of matching red hair and told her, a little wistfully, that he only had a quarter of a sovereign.


She looked thoughtful for a few moments, smiled, and said, ‘Alright, a quarter will do. That’ll keep Bulric satisfied. Just make sure you do the same for me. Now hurry up before that steak starts to burn.’


He hurried out of his clothes, not easy as the clothes weren’t designed to be hurried out of, and joined Helen on the bed. He helped her get her dress up over her head. She smelt ripe but he expected her to. And besides, he guessed he smelt ripe as well.


He soon had any thought of cooking completely out of her mind.


Since arriving in Samella, Travis had quickly discovered he had a distinct advantage over other men here. It was his knowledge of sophisticated sexual techniques – such as foreplay. He felt much like a Frenchman must have done in Australia during the nineteen fifties.


When it was finally over she lay there gasping and said, ‘By the horned gods of Zelpit, no man’s ever done that to me before!’


‘Really?’ he said, with contrived innocence.


‘No, never! And I’ve had more men than I can count!’


Travis thought this was clearly an understatement. If she could have counted past ten he would have been very surprised.


‘You’re not from these parts are you?’ she panted.


‘No, I’m not,’ he said, truthfully.


‘Do all the men in your country pleasure women the same way as you do?’


‘Um, I think so, but it all depends on which part of the country you’re in, and how much they’ve had to drink.’


She guffawed and gave his limp penis a painful tweak. ‘You silly fool!’


‘Ouch,’ he said, pushing her hand away and sitting up. It was then he became aware of the sound of angry voices coming through the open window. ‘What’s going on out there?’ he asked.


She bounded up off the bed and bounced towards the window, her large pink bottom wobbling affectingly. He followed, and leaned on the sill beside her. On the opposite side of the square the crowd of people he’d seen earlier were now surrounding a coach and horses. A man stood on the coach and even from a distance Travis could tell he was dressed in finery. He was gesticulating at the crowd. ‘Who’s that?’ he asked Helen as he ran an appreciative hand over her bottom.


‘Oh, it’s the Chancellor. He’s asking for another delay for Princess Beatrice, but the people aren’t going to sit still for it this time. Beatrice is going to end up dragon fodder for sure.’


‘Who is Princess Beatrice?’


‘The bleeding King’s bleeding daughter. So far she’s ducked her fate whenever her name has been pulled out of the hat.’


‘I’m a stranger here, remember,’ he told her. ‘What are you talking about? And what’s the dragon got to do with it?’


She gave him an impatient look. ‘It’s the usual dragon deal. Garaptor – that’s the dragon – has promised not to destroy the town in return for a virgin maiden being handed into his horrible clutches once a month. Trouble is, we’re running out of virgins. We’re down to our last one. Princess Beatrice …’


‘I see.’


‘The selection was made by lottery,’ continued Helen. ‘And when Beatrice’s name has been picked before, the King and the Chancellor have bribed men to offer their own daughters in her place. But that won’t work now. Like I said: no more virgins.’ She turned from the window and went and picked up her dress.


‘What happens next month, then?’ Travis asked. ‘When you won’t have a single virgin to offer whats-its-name?’


‘Garaptor. Bloody Hell. Oh, once he’s used up all the virgins he’ll leave us in peace. That’s the deal. I reckon that Princess Beatrice is the one he’s really been after all along.’ She headed for the door. ‘I’ll go fetch your dinner.’


Deep in thought, Travis began to get dressed. A rustle of leathery wings made him turn. Jack was landing on the windowsill. ‘Been having fun, I see,’ the demon said with a sneer. ‘I suppose you blew the last of our money on that silly cow.’


‘My money, yes, but it was worth it. By this time tomorrow I’ll be rich.’


The demon produced a pack of Marlboro from a pouch in its stomach, drew out a cigarette, blew on its tip to light it and then began to smoke it. ‘This should be good. So spill.’


Travis told Jack about Princess Beatrice versus the dragon. ‘… So I slay the dragon, return the Princess to her father and he’ll gratefully shower me with more gold than I can carry without risking a double hernia. End of story.’


Jack blew three smoke rings into the air. They were linked. ‘End of fairy story, you mean. You haven’t even seen a dragon, much less killed one. Dragons have thick, scaly hides. That pea-shooter of yours …’ He pointed the cigarette at the .45 that lay in its holster on the floor, ‘… won’t even put a small dent in a dragon.’


‘I’ll aim for its eyes,’ said Travis, with a forced confidence, ‘I’ve become a pretty good shot since I arrived here.’ It went very quiet.


‘Can’t argue with you on that, but you’ll still have to get pretty damn close to take out one of its eyes with a pistol shot … and by that time you’ll be a walking kebab.’


Frowning, Travis rubbed his chin. ‘You have a point, Jack.’


‘Yeah, and that’s apart from the one on the end of my tail. Ha, ha, ha.’


‘I’ll have to come up with an idea. Something really cunning.’


‘If you were capable of being really cunning you wouldn’t be here in the first place,’ said the demon, and laughed. Then he hurriedly stubbed out the cigarette on the windowsill and rose into the air with a flutter of his wings. ‘Someone’s coming. Must fly.’


Jack disappeared from view just as the door opened. It was Helen. She was carrying a wooden tray on which a large bowl of food steamed enticingly.


‘Ah!’ cried Travis. ‘My steak!’


She shook her head. ‘Sorry, that got burned right through while I was bein’ pleasured up here by you.’


‘So what’s that then?’ he asked suspiciously.


‘All we had left in the kitchen … goats’ testicle stew.’


Travis made his firm decision then and there. That dragon was dead meat.




Chapter Two


When, some months in the past, Travis Thomson had woken up in a leafy glade and found he was wearing blue tights and a bright red cod-piece he’d instinctively known that something wasn’t quite right. He’d slowly sat up, aware that his head ached and he was very thirsty, and looked around. Standing nearby in the leafy glade was a sad-eyed horse chewing, in a morose fashion, on the long grass. Perched on the horse’s saddle was what appeared to Travis to be a large black bat. The fact that it was smoking a cigarette was something he’d put aside for the time being.


He looked down at himself. Apart from the tights and the cod-piece he was wearing a yellow leather jacket, a red cape, black gloves and long, black boots. He felt his head. Some sort of cap – with a curly feather – was sitting on it. He was also wearing a thick belt from which hung a sword and scabbard on the right, and a gun in a holster on his left side. A pouch and dagger hung next to the sword. Panic welled up within him. He tried telling himself to calm down but himself wouldn’t listen. Then, more forcibly, he told himself that there was a rational explanation for all this. It was then that the ‘bat’ spoke …


‘In case you’re wondering where you are, pal, and I’m sure you are, you’re in deep shit.’


Travis stared at the ‘bat’ in horror. Panic no longer welled within him: it had become a geyser. ‘Arghhhhh,’ he croaked.


‘Yeah, it’s a bitch, isn’t it?’ said the bat, though by now Travis could see it wasn’t a bat after all. It had a human-like face, horns, arms as well as wings and a long, pointed tail. And the accent of its gravelly voice was distinctly American.


‘Arghhhhh,’ Travis croaked again. His mind had given up seeking a rational explanation. He wanted his mother. Immediately.


The thing gave a sigh, reached down and grabbed one of the two canteens that hung from the saddle. ‘Here, catch,’ it told Travis, tossing the canteen towards him. Travis automatically caught it.


‘Gwerrarh?’


‘It’s brandy. Take a big swig. You need it. Then we can talk.’


Travis stared suspiciously at the canteen he was holding.


‘Hey, trust me,’ said the thing. ‘It’s just brandy, really.’


Travis numbly pulled the cork from the canteen and sniffed the contents. It certainly smelt like brandy. He put the canteen to his mouth and drank. It was brandy, alright. It burnt the back of his throat and made his eyes water, but the warmth that spread through him felt good. He looked at the thing again. ‘Thanks,’ he muttered.


‘You’re welcome, Travis,’ it said, then held up a clawed hand. ‘Yeah, I know your name. I know a lot about you. Oh, I’m Jack, by the way.’


The brandy had reached his head. Suddenly, that didn’t seem high enough. He took another big swallow. The edge was already gone from his panic. Travis was beginning to feel, well, better about everything. He was also starting to believe that he was having some kind of incredibly lucid lurid dream. It was the only possible explanation.


‘Err, Jack,’ he said to the thing, ‘I don’t want to be rude, but just what exactly are you?’


‘I’m a demon,’ it told him, and blew a series of linked smoke rings from its cigarette.


‘Oh,’ said Travis. He glanced around the glade. It seemed to be midday and the sun was hot. And it all looked so real. He noticed details like the bees that hovered around the various types of wild flowers. A large butterfly with beautiful wings soared into the glade but, when it got closer, he saw that it wasn’t a butterfly but a fairy. A female fairy. It was nude and had tiny, dainty breasts. She flew once around his head, made a high-pitched sound and then fluttered out of the glade.


‘I wasn’t always a demon,’ said the demon. ‘Back home in LA I was a movie producer.’


‘Really? How interesting,’ said Travis politely.


‘Yeah, I’m Jack DeSolva,’ the demon said proudly. ‘You heard of me?’


‘Uh … no, I don’t think so.’ He drank more of the brandy.


‘Maybe you’ve seen some of my movies? The Night of the Long Scream? Slimer? Sex School for Horror? The De-Frocking? They all did great on video.’


Travis shook his head. ‘No, sorry.’


‘You amaze me. Okay, so I wasn’t a Spielberg or anything but I had a big cult following. Still do, I bet. Used to do lectures at colleges about my early days in the industry. How I started out with Roger Corman and stuff like that.’


‘Uh-huh,’ said Travis, encouragingly, even though he hadn’t heard of Roger Corman either.


‘Yeah, I was doing well until I got mixed up with … him. I tried to pull a fast one … And he did this to me.’ The demon shuddered.


Travis was now aware that he felt very itchy. Whatever underwear he had on seemed to be woven out of the bristles of a toilet brush. And talking about toilets …


Jack maliciously stubbed out his cigarette on the horse’s rump. The horse jerked, turned its head and whinnied in protest. ‘Ah, shut up, you dumb nag,’ said the demon. To Travis, he said, ‘His name is Whiplash, if you’re interested.’


‘The man who turned you into a demon?’ asked Travis.


‘No, the horse, you idiot. The bastard who did this to me, and the guy who stuck you in this place, is Prenderghast. Gideon Leonard Prenderghast.’


Travis was staggered. ‘Prenderghast? What’s Prenderghast got to do with this?’


‘Everything. What’s the last thing you remember?’


‘I … I’m not sure.’ He remembered going to his office, talking to his editor about the story he was working on – the Prenderghast story – and then … it was all a blank.


‘Try harder.’


And then it came to him. ‘I was talking to Prenderghast, in his penthouse office in the Docklands. Well, it was more of a confrontation, I guess. I was telling him what I’d found out about his operation … and all the things I hadn’t found out about him. That he had no traceable background … He began to get angry … very angry … and …’ Travis rubbed his forehead. ‘No, I can’t remember anything else.’


‘You pissed him. Like I did. That’s why you’re here.’


‘Do you really mean that Prenderghast is responsible for me being …’ Travis gestured at the surrounding glade, ‘… here. Where exactly is here?’


‘That’s kind of difficult to explain,’ said the demon. ‘For a start, this world is called Samella …’


‘I’m supposed to be on a different planet?’


‘Pal, you aren’t just on a different planet, you’re in an entirely different goddamned universe. And things here don’t work the way you’re used to.’ He pointed upwards. ‘Like the sun there. This world doesn’t revolve around it, it revolves around this world. There’s lots of stuff like that.’


‘I see,’ said Travis, not seeing anything at all. ‘And how did Prenderghast manage to send me here?’


The demon shrugged, produced a packet of Marlboro and lit another cigarette. ‘He can do ‘most anything he damn well wants. He has The Power. He’s kinda like a sorcerer, but he’s much more than that. And, pal, he’s definitely not human.’


Travis had had enough. ‘This is preposterous!’ he exploded. ‘He’s just a computer-toy manufacturer! He makes virtual reality games for kids! That’s what I was investigating him about … the reported cases of his VR head-sets having a bad effect on children …’ Travis ran down. He remembered the expression of growing rage on the fat man’s face as he’d rattled off his chain of accusations: the possible harmful neurological side-effects caused by the use of Prenderghast’s head-sets; the wide-spread psychological damage caused by getting countless children hooked on his banal sword-and-sorcery virtual reality scenarios …


And then a bulb switched on above his head. ‘I get it now! I know what’s going on here!’


‘You do?’ said the demon, sounding a little surprised.


‘Prenderghast is doing this to me!’


‘I just told you that, you dope.’


‘Prenderghast has got me wired into some fucking enormous sophisticated virtual reality system! He’s trying to teach me a lesson. Hell, what am I saying? You’re probably Prenderghast yourself, talking to me through that little monstrosity of a demon you’ve cooked up. (Jack looked hurt.) Well, okay, Mister Prenderghast, you’ve had your fun and made your point, now turn this thing off and put me back in the real world …’


The demon shook his head sadly, stretched his wings and flew into the air. Before Travis could react, Jack flew straight at him and whipped his barbed tail across Travis’s face. The pain was searing.


‘Ow!’ Travis cried, shocked. He put his hand to his cheek, then looked at his fingers. They were spattered with blood. The demon, meanwhile, returned to its former roosting spot on the horse’s saddle.


‘Still think this place isn’t real?’


‘That hurt!’ said Travis, in wonderment.


‘It was supposed to,’ said the demon, flicking the stub of his cigarette into the grass.


‘I don’t see how … unless … my God, you’ve somehow hooked your system directly into my pain centres! I didn’t know that VR technology had gone this far!’


‘Shit,’ said the demon, with a sigh.


‘Right, stop all this immediately, Prenderghast!’ demanded Travis, getting to his feet. ‘I’ve got a dinner date at seven pm. I made reservations at the Red Fort. Heather will be furious if I’m late again.’


‘Listen, dickbrain, forget your dinner date. I am not that bastard Prenderghast, I am Jack DeSolva, former Hollywood producer of cheap but tasteful exploitation movies and now stuck here as a damned demon, thanks to Prenderghast! And you are not – I repeat – not in some virtual reality fantasy world! This place is just as real as back home!’


‘I can’t believe that,’ protested Travis, as he approached the demon and the horse. ‘Not for a minute. This has to be some sort of VR illusion.’


‘Suit yourself, pal,’ the demon told him. ‘You’ll just have to learn the hard way. This world is real: here you can get hurt, get sick, get yourself killed, or starve to death if you don’t eat. And you may notice that money pouch on your belt only contains a few coins. When they run out you’re going to need some more. In other words, get a job. Capisce?’


‘A job?’


‘Yeah. And my job is to act as your little pal, to teach you the ropes. Prenderghast wouldn’t like it if you got killed on your first day here. No fun for him in that.’


Travis was feeling unsure again. It had to be a trick of some kind but the damned demon sounded so matter-of-fact. He looked around the glade. Trees as far as he could see. Bird sounds. Maybe Prenderghast had drugged him, taken him to some forest. And now he was trying to freak him out with this talking demon. Travis stared at the demon. Maybe it was an animatronic model … operated by remote control. Yeah, and the fairy had been a very, very small animatronic model …


Sure. The only problem with that theory was that England had been in the middle of a particularly bitter winter and yet this was clearly a hot, summer’s day. Had Prenderghast gone to the time and trouble of flying him to a different country? Or – horror of horrors – was Jack telling the truth? Nah.
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