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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


‘You think I’m insane, don’t you?’ Travis asked the police psychiatrist.


The psychiatrist, a benign-looking, balding man in his early forties, gave him a sad, disapproving little smile. ‘I’m not comfortable with the word “insane”, Travis. I would prefer to describe you as being in a very disturbed state.’


‘Of course I’m feeling very disturbed,’ said Travis heatedly, ‘I’ve been bloody arrested!’


‘Yes, but you must admit that your behaviour left the officers who’d been called to the scene no other option,’ the psychiatrist quietly pointed out.


‘I suppose so,’ muttered Travis, ‘And I’m sorry about what happened to that policewoman. But as I keep trying to tell everyone, it wasn’t my fault. It was all down to those damn …’ He stopped.


‘Fairies?’ said the psychiatrist. The police constable standing at the door of the interview room, sniggered.


‘No, demons!’ snapped Travis, ‘I keep telling you that!’


‘Ah, yes, demons. Sorry. And there are two of them?’


‘Yes. Jack and Sharon. Except that Jack hasn’t always been a demon. He used to be a Hollywood film producer. A tacky one. But Sharon’s the real thing. She’s a succubus.’


‘Jack the demon who used to be a film producer,’ said the psychiatrist slowly. ‘And Sharon the succubus. Yessss. And, er, these two demons have been causing you problems, right?’


‘Ever since we got back from Samella …’


‘Ah yes …’ The psychiatrist glanced at his notepad then tapped his front teeth with his biro. ‘Samella. This world you went to …’


‘The world I was sent to!’ corrected Travis. ‘By Prenderghast!’


‘And by Prenderghast you mean Gideon Leonard Prenderghast, the well-known computer games manufacturer. That Gideon Leonard Prenderghast?’


Travis sighed. He lit a menthol cigarette. He’d given up smoking years ago but recent events had driven him to resume the habit. ‘He’s not what he seems to be. He’s not human! He’s a … a deity of some kind. And not a nice one. He has incredible powers.’


‘Travis, I’ve had a little chat with your editor at Watchdog magazine. He told me about your obsession with Mr Prenderghast. How you’d been working on your story – your planned exposé – for several weeks. Clearly you’ve become over-stressed by the pressure and now you’re having these delusions as a result.’


Travis blew smoke at him, enjoying the disapproving wince on the psychiatrist’s face. ‘I’m not having delusions. Look, doctor, do you want to hear my version of what happened or not?’


‘Sorry. Please continue. And please call me Dave.’


Good grief, thought Travis. ‘Okay, Dave, it was like this. When I confronted Prenderghast with what I’d found out about him he zapped me somehow and when I woke up I was on Samella, and in the company of Jack and Whiplash.’


‘Whiplash?’


‘He’s the horse.’


‘Oh, right,’ said Dave, and scribbled some more in his notebook.


‘Jack told me the score. I was going to be stuck on Samella until I found the Key, except that he didn’t know what the Key was.’


‘And this world, Samella, it was like Earth?’


‘In some ways. I mean, there were people there and they spoke English. Or at least they did in the area where I ended up. But it was in a medieval era and there were things like dragons, fairies, elves, sorcerers and all that stuff.’


‘And demons.’


‘And demons,’ agreed Travis.


‘Tell me, Travis, were you a big fan of The Lord of the Rings when you were at school?’ asked Dave.


‘God, no! I never even got halfway through the first book.’


‘But you read a lot of fantasy these days, right?’


Travis shook his head. ‘No, I don’t. I know the place sounds like a bad game of Dungeons and Dragons but that was nothing to do with me. That’s the way it was! At first I thought it wasn’t real. I was convinced that Prenderghast had hooked me up to some kind of incredibly sophisticated virtual reality device to teach me a lesson for meddling in his affairs. But eventually I had to admit to myself that Samella really did exist.’


‘Of course,’ said Dave, soothingly. ‘And as you are now back here on Earth you obviously succeeded in finding this “Key” thing?’


‘Yeah, with a lot of help from the Green Queen.’


‘Who?’


‘A goddess I ran into. The Queen of Mytherious Wood, the place where we had the final showdown with Prince Valerie, Sir Rodney, their two armies and that creep Damion.’


‘I’m afraid you’ve lost me again,’ Dave told him.


‘Doesn’t matter. Yes, I did find the Key …’


‘And what was it?’


‘It was a key.’


‘The Key was a key?’


‘Yes. The Key was a bloody key.’


‘And what about the Door?’


‘What Door?’


‘The Door that the Key was for.’


Travis shook his head. ‘There was no door, Dave. I simply wished on the Key and I was back home.’


‘Very convenient for you.’


‘Yeah, that’s what I thought. And when I woke back in my own bed I thought for a while that it had all been a crazy dream. But then I discovered I wasn’t alone. In my kitchen I found Beatrice, Jack and Sharon.’


‘Beatrice? She’s another demon?’


‘No, she’s just a pain in the arse. She’s also a princess.’


‘What were they doing there?’


‘Having breakfast and watching GMTV.’


‘No, I mean why had they come back with you?’


‘I haven’t a clue! I was under the impression that once I found the Key my troubles would be over.’ He stubbed out the cigarette. ‘Instead they’d only just begun …’


As Travis stared in disbelief at Beatrice, Jack and Sharon the doorbell continued to ring.


‘You’ve got a visitor, dickwit,’ said Jack from his perch on top of the refrigerator.


‘Oh God, it’s probably Heather,’ Travis groaned.


‘She’s your lover, isn’t she?’ asked Beatrice as she continued to nibble at a piece of toast.


‘She was. I think my status is about to undergo a major review.’ He ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Sharon, quickly, disappear!’


‘Why?’


‘Because I don’t want Heather to find a naked woman in my kitchen!’


‘Why?’


‘Just do it!’


‘Oh, all right …’ Sharon vanished.


Travis pointed. ‘Jack, get in the fridge!’


‘You’re kidding. I’m not getting in the friggin’ fridge. It’s cold in there. I could freeze to death. And what if I run out of air?’


‘Jack, you’re no longer mortal. You’re a demon. A bit of cold and a lack of oxygen isn’t going to hurt you. And it won’t be for long. Please!’


‘Sheesh,’ muttered Jack. But he fluttered down from the top of the fridge, opened the door and disappeared inside.


‘What about me?’ Beatrice asked him.


From the sound of the doorbell, Heather, if it was her – and he was pretty certain it was – was leaning on it. Heather, he knew only too well, had a bad temper. To Beatrice, ‘Just stay where you are. With any luck I’ll be able to get rid of her without her coming in here. But if she does, keep your mouth shut and let me do all the talking.’


‘Sure,’ she said, and started buttering another piece of toast.


Travis went out into the hallway and opened the front door. It was indeed Heather. She looked furious. Then her expression changed to one of surprise. She looked Travis up and down. ‘Well, that’s a great way to answer the door. What if it wasn’t me?’


He remembered then he was just wearing his green y-fronts and his Wasp Factory tee-shirt. Then he remembered where his dressing-gown was. On Beatrice.


‘And look at you!’ continued Heather, now sounding puzzled. ‘You look as if you haven’t shaved for a week, and you really need a haircut. How did you get into this state in just two days?’


There was a good answer for that but Travis wasn’t about to give it to Heather. Instead he muttered, ‘It’s hard to explain …’


Heather pushed by him. ‘I imagine it’s also hard to explain why you stood me up last night.’ She headed for the kitchen. ‘You didn’t even bother to phone …’


He closed the door and hurried after her. ‘I couldn’t phone you, Heather. There weren’t any phones where I ended up.’


‘What about your mobile?’ she asked as she entered the kitchen. Then she said, ‘Oh!’


Travis followed her into the kitchen. She had come to a dead stop and was staring at Beatrice who was sitting at the table in his dressing-gown. Beatrice was stunningly beautiful and even in his dowdy and frayed dressing-gown she looked every inch a fairy tale princess, which she was. Beatrice smiled at Heather and gave her a little regal wave with the piece of toast. ‘Hello, Heather,’ she said brightly.


Heather turned and looked at Travis. The icy stare from her blue eyes could have frozen a burning oil well. ‘I’m all ears,’ she said in a voice just as chilly.


Travis thought fast. Too fast, he would soon realize. ‘Er, Heather, I’d like you to meet Beatrice. She’s from, er … Australia.’


‘Oh, really? And what’s she doing here? And more importantly, what’s she doing in your dressing-gown?’


‘She’s staying here for a while. And she forgot to pack her own dressing-gown so I loaned her mine.’


Heather gave him a look that made his balls quiver. His reaction was to dig himself into an even deeper hole. ‘It’s not what it seems. Beatrice is my … cousin.’


‘You never told me you had relatives in Australia,’ said Heather.


‘Didn’t I? Gosh. How strange. My uncle Robert, on my mother’s side, immigrated out there years ago.’


Heather turned back to Beatrice. ‘You’re from Australia?’ Beatrice, though looking blank, nodded eagerly. ‘Yes. I am.’


‘You don’t sound Australian. In fact, I can’t place your accent at all.’


‘It’s Tasmanian,’ said Travis quickly. ‘Entirely different accent from the rest of Australia. Tasmania’s an island, you know. Off the south coast …’


‘I how where Tasmania is,’ Heather said coldly, ‘but I wasn’t aware Tasmanians had different accents.’


‘Well, they do,’ Travis told her. ‘Right, Beatrice?’


‘Oh yes, we Tasminions have entirely different accents.’ ‘See?’ said Travis. ‘She even pronounces Tasmania differently.’


‘Very well,’ Heather said. ‘So whereabouts in Tasmania do you come from, Beatrice?’


Beatrice looked helplessly at Travis. Just then there came a sneeze from inside the refrigerator. They all looked at the refrigerator. Then Heather said, ‘What was that?’


‘What was what?’


‘It sounded like someone sneezed inside your fridge.’


‘Nah. Must have been some ice melting,’ said Travis. ‘I’m, er, defrosting it.’


There was another sneeze, followed by an angry mutter.


Heather said slowly, as she stared apprehensively at the refrigerator, ‘There’s someone in your fridge, Travis.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he laughed. ‘How could anyone fit in there?’ He wondered what her reaction would be if she opened the door and saw Jack.


The phone rang. Thank God, thought Travis as he snatched it up. ‘Hello?’


‘Travis, what the hell are you playing at?’ demanded an angry voice. Travis groaned inwardly. It was his editor, Martin Shulman. ‘You were going to call me immediately after your interview with Prenderghast and put me in the picture. I rang this number and your mobile for hours last night and got zilch. What happened?’


‘Er … something unexpected came up. Sorry. Circumstances beyond my control and all that …’


‘So what was the outcome with Prenderghast?’ Shulman asked him eagerly. ‘Did he confess?’


‘Well, not exactly,’ Travis told him.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘There were complications,’ said Travis. He glanced at Heather. She was still staring warily at the fridge but she hadn’t made a move towards it. At least the mystery of the fridge had distracted her from the mystery of Beatrice. For the time being.


‘Complications? But we can still run the story, can’t we? I need it by the end of the day so the libel lawyers can give it the once-over.’


‘I may have to postpone it, Martin. I’ll have to try and talk to Prenderghast again.’


‘What?’ exploded Shulman. ‘But you promised you’d have it all tied up by today. You know it’s going to be the main feature in the next issue!’


‘Martin, I’ll call you back later and explain everything,’ Travis told him. ‘But right now I’m kind of tied up. Bye.’ He hung up on his editor before he could say anything else. He saw that Heather was now subjecting him to the same intense scrutiny that she’d given the fridge.


‘Don’t tell me your Prenderghast exposé blew up? After all your work?’ she asked him.


‘Something like that,’ he admitted. ‘As I told Martin, there are complications.’


‘And you’re not going to tell me what they are either, are you?’


‘I will, but not right now. Later, I promise, when I’ve got a few things sorted out.’


She glanced again at Beatrice who smiled prettily back at her. ‘Such as your Australian cousin here?’ she said pointedly.


‘Yes,’ he admitted.


Heather nodded, clearly having made up her mind. ‘I’m off to work. Call me later. When you can tell me all about your complications.’ Then, after giving the refrigerator one more suspicious look, she marched out of the kitchen. Travis hurried after her. He caught up with her as she was going out the front door.


‘There really is a good explanation for all this,’ he told her, somewhat desperately.


She smiled and said, ‘There’d better be.’ Then she added, ‘She’s very pretty, your cousin.’ And slammed the door shut behind her.


Travis sighed and returned to the kitchen. Sharon had reappeared and was having another cup of coffee. Jack was hammering on the inside of the fridge door and yelling, ‘Lemme out of here, you bastards!’ Travis opened the door and Jack tumbled out, shivering. He spread his wings and flew back to the top of the fridge. ‘That was a great idea, dickwit. Next time you hide in the frigging icebox and I’ll sort out your babe.’


‘Sorry about that,’ Travis told him, ‘But it was all I could think of on the spur of the moment. Pity you had to start sneezing.’


‘You’re lucky I didn’t start farting. You’d have to throw all your food away. But I did learn something interesting from the experience.’


‘You did? What?’


‘The little light does go off when you close the door.’


The phone started ringing again.


‘Travis, what is Australia?’ Beatrice asked him.


‘Hang on,’ he said, as he reached for the phone. He feared it was Martin again. It wasn’t. Travis was taken completely by surprise. He held out the receiver to Jack. ‘It’s for you.’


‘Ah, that’ll be Arnie,’ Jack said, and took the phone.


‘How the hell could anyone know you were here …?’ asked Travis in amazement, but Jack was already talking to whoever this Arnie was. Travis wondered dazedly if it was Arnold Schwarzenegger.


The doorbell rang again. Had Heather returned? He doubted it.


‘Beatrice, can I have my dressing-gown back please? Just for a moment?’


‘No, you may not. I’m not wearing anything under it.’


‘Please, don’t tell me things like that while I’m having a panic attack.’ He hurried into the bathroom. His tatty bathrobe was hanging behind the door. He put it on and hurried back to open the front door. It wasn’t Heather, it was his picky downstairs neighbour, Mrs Whitby, a retired tax inspector. She gave him a disapproving look, as was her habit. ‘Mr Thomson,’ she said.


‘Mrs Whitby,’ he replied. Now that they had established their identities, Travis waited for her to state the reason of her visit. He knew it would be a complaint of some kind.


‘Mr Thomson, there’s an animal in my back garden and I have a strong suspicion that you are somehow involved with its presence.’


‘Mrs Whitby, you know I don’t have any pets. It’s not allowed here. It’s probably the dog that belongs to that family across the road.’


‘It’s not a dog.’


No? A cat then?’


‘It’s a horse, Mr Thomson. And it’s eating my hydrangeas.’


Travis groaned. Whiplash.




Chapter Two


‘Do you mind not smoking?’ Travis asked Jack.


‘Yeah, I do mind, dickwit,’ said Jack and blew one of his special trademark series of three linked smoke rings. ‘When you’re a demon smoking comes with the territory.’


Travis was about to argue with Jack but surrendered to a wave of resignation. Instead he said, ‘If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em, I suppose. Can I have one?’


‘Didn’t know you smoked,’ said Jack.


‘I gave up years ago. But now I think I might start up again. For the duration.’


Jack shrugged and tossed him a Marlboro. Travis caught it and lit it on the gas ring. He inhaled and immediately felt light-headed. Or rather, even more light-headed than he had felt previously.


‘Those things racing about down there – what are they called?’ asked Beatrice. She was leaning out of the kitchen window. Travis had found her some of Heather’s clothes and she was now dressed in a pair of jeans, a tee-shirt and one of jackets. The jeans were a little too tight for her but he wasn’t complaining. He joined her at the window and she pointed at the traffic in the street below.


‘Those are … er, horseless carriages,’ he told her.


‘I can see that, silly,’ she said, impatiently, ‘but what exactly are they?’


‘They’re called motor cars,’ he said tersely. ‘And be very careful of them. Treat them as dangerous, unpredictable and clumsy animals with very, very small brains and you just might stand a fair chance of survival.’


One of Heather’s skirts, topped by one of Travis’s shirts, floated into the kitchen. The shirt detached itself from the above the skirt and flew across the room. It landed on the floor at Travis’s feet. Sharon materialised within the skirt which she immediately discarded, leaving her in all her usual, olive-skinned, magnificent nakedness. She stamped her foot. ‘I won’t wear clothes!’ she declared.


‘Good for you, babe,’ approved Jack as he leered at her.


Travis sighed. ‘Sharon, either you wear something or you’ll just have to stay invisible the whole time you’re here.’


‘Fine with me,’ said Sharon, and vanished.


‘Spoilsport,’ said Jack to Travis.


‘I don’t mean while you’re in my flat,’ Travis said, addressing empty air. ‘Though admittedly I do find it a bit disconcerting …’ Hah! ‘But I thought you wanted to go out with us. It’ll be more convenient for all concerned, and safer for you, if you remained visible when we go outdoors.’


Sharon reappeared. ‘Do I have to? They make me feel all constricted. And they itch.’


‘Just while you’re here,’ urged Travis. ‘And it won’t be for long. As soon as I can get in touch with Prenderghast and sort all this out you’ll be back in your own world. Maybe before this very day is over.’


‘I don’t want to go back,’ protested Beatrice. ‘Not yet, anyway. I’ve hardly seen anything of this world yet.’


‘I promised we’ll do some sight-seeing before we go to Prenderghast’s office,’ Travis told her.


Personally, he was having doubts that it was all going to be as easy as he hoped. He’d tried ringing Prenderghast and had been told by his secretary that he was at a meeting. That, as he knew from experience, could mean anything. But surely Prenderghast would keep to his word – he’d found the Key, so that should be an end to it. Surely the fact that Jack, Beatrice and Sharon – and Whiplash – had accompanied him back here was some kind of cosmic bureaucratic error? Or had it been more, deliberately perverse mischief on Prenderghast’s behalf? No, that didn’t bear thinking about. He wouldn’t be able to cope with this situation for very long without his entire life falling apart under the strain. For one thing it was going to cost him a lot of money – he had already spent a small fortune in getting the owners of a riding school in Primrose Hill to agree to come and collect Whiplash and house him in their stable for the time being. Beatrice kept demanding that he buy her some ‘proper’ clothes … and the food bill alone was going to be bloody enormous.


Then there was the small but perfectly formed problem of what he was going to tell Martin about Prenderghast: ‘I was right, Martin, Prenderghast’s virtual reality helmets for children do present a safety threat, but an even bigger one than I realized. I’ve found out that Prenderghast isn’t just a crook but some kind of ancient dark god, and I suspect that those helmets are designed to suck out the children’s life force to provide him with food … It’s clearly a job for the Advertising Standards Authority.’


And even in the unlikely event that Martin swallowed any of this without having Travis fitted for a designer strait-jacket, what would Prenderghast’s reaction be when he found out that Travis was trying to spread the truth about him? He would probably send him somewhere even worse than Samella. And just when he was getting used to indoor plumbing facilities again.


‘I want to meet your King and Queen,’ announced Beatrice.


‘You what?’ asked Travis, distracted.


‘I want to meet your King and Queen,’ repeated Beatrice. ‘You do have a King and Queen here don’t you?’


‘We have a Queen but no King. Not yet, at least. But we have loads of Princess and Princesses, Dukes and Duchesses, Viscounts and whatever. In fact, our extended Royal Family is so large it could provide the population of a small country. A lot of people here think that’s exactly what it should do.’


‘You mean there’s a danger here of the commoners rising up in rebellion against your Royalty? she asked, sounding shocked.


‘Hardly. Our commoners are a very apathetic bunch. Besides, if we didn’t have a Royal Family there would be nothing to fill the tabloid newspapers with.’


‘The what?’ she said, blankly.


‘The tabloid newspapers. They’re papers for people who don’t like reading.’


She frowned, then said, ‘Very well, take me to meet your Queen then. Today.’


‘Sure. Right. I’ll ring her later and make an appointment for you.’


The phone rang again. And again it was the mysterious Arnie for Jack. As Jack took the call, Sharon, once again wearing the shirt and skirt, and fully visible, returned. ‘Okay, I’ll wear these but I draw the line at shoes. And underwear. I won’t wear underwear.’


‘Fine, fine,’ he sighed.


‘So how do I look?’ He examined her. Even dressed she looked naked. But it was better than nothing. ‘You’ll pass for human,’ he assured her. Just.


‘Thanks, Arnie,’ Jack told the phone, ‘I’ll get back to you.’ He hung up and muttered, ‘The bitch!’


‘Arnie’s a bitch?’ asked Travis.


‘No, my wife Candice is the bitch. She’s screwing me behind my back.’


‘Sounds exactly like your cup of tea,’ laughed Travis.


But Jack just scowled. ‘Arnie told me that since I disappeared she’s had me declared dead and taken over my film company. She’s fired my staff, hired her own faggy people and changed the name from Pulp Productions to New Age Life Productions. She’s churning out videos on meditation, channelling and aromatherapy! Shit!’


‘Is she making money?’


‘Yeah, dammit. That really gets up my nose.’


‘So what are you going to do?’


‘I don’t know yet. I told Arnie I’d call him back when I’d thought of something.’


‘So when are we going to call your Queen and set up an appointment for me?’ interrupted Beatrice.


‘Later,’ Travis assured her. He turned back to Jack. ‘Just who is this Arnie?’


‘An old pal of mine. We started in the business at the same time. Worked for Corman like me. Now he’s a publicity agent.’


‘And he’s in Hollywood, right?’ asked Travis slowly.


‘Sure.’


‘You’ve been calling Los Angeles on my phone?’ Travis tried to remember how much it cost a minute to call the USA.


‘Hey, keep your shirt on. I’ll pay you back.’


‘How?’ Travis asked him. ‘This may come as a shock to you, but I doubt if you’ll find anything suitable in the Situations Vacant columns for a smelly, demon midget who, apart from being able to fly and spit fire, doesn’t seem to possess any noticeable commercial talents.’


‘Yeah?’ Well, for your information, smart-ass, I may just surprise you on that front.’


‘Surprise me,’ demanded Travis, sceptically.


‘Not yet. I’m still working on the angles …’


‘What angles?’


Jack tapped the side of his nose and winked at Travis. ‘Trust me. I know what I’m doing.’


‘That’s a scary thought. Just how do you plan to …’ He stopped. The doorbell was ringing again. ‘Oh no … now what?’


‘You always this popular?’ Jack asked.


‘Not usually. Quick, hide again!’


‘I’m not getting back in the icebox. No way.’


‘Hide in the bathroom then! And be quiet this time!’


Jack fluttered out of the kitchen. Travis looked at Beatrice and Sharon. ‘Try and act … normal,’ he told them, helplessly.


With mounting trepidation he went into the hallway and opened the door. Waiting outside was Stephen Hastings. Stephen was his closest friend. They had met at university. Stephen was a journalist too, but a freelance one specializing in science reporting. The same age as Travis – thirty – he was a tall, athletic-looking man with thinning red hair. He wore thick glasses that emphasized his blue eyes. Normally Travis was always pleased to see Stephen but this particular morning was an exception. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said, without enthusiasm.


Stephen grinned his usual cheery grin. ‘Don’t go overboard with excitement, Travis.’
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