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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.






Epigraph

 

The voice I hear this passing night was heard  

In ancient days...  

The same that oft-times hath  

Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam  

Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.  

          —Keats

 

 

 


 

On the Approach Path to Greater Pittsburgh International Airport

 

Gene Ferraro heard the groan of servomechanisms, looked out the window of the Lockheed 1011, and saw the plane's flaps slide down and lock into place. The sound of whooshing air got louder and the engines revved up and whined, providing more thrust to compensate for increased drag.

Below, the ground was still shrouded in haze, but occasional features began to appear: here a sprawling shopping complex, there the winding ribbon of a freeway. Gene turned from the window, sat back, and sighed. The stewardess came by, whisked away his empty coffee cup, and hurried off on her rounds. Gene pushed up on the serving tray in front of him and locked it back into place. Presently the “No Smoking” and “Fasten Seat Belts” lights came on. The first directive didn't apply, but Gene obeyed the second.

He looked out the window again. Everything suddenly whited out as the plane plunged through low cloud, but shortly things cleared again and the ground reappeared, now a little closer.

Everything seemed fine. He was glad to be back home, even though he had enjoyed his stay in southern California. Los Angeles was ... well, a different world, all sun and surf and blond leggy women. Glitzy as hell, daubed in Technicolor shades. Everywhere palm trees and tangled freeways and pastel stucco houses with orange Spanish tile roofs. Also smog, and lots of crazy people. And automobiles, lots and lots of those. Who had said that California had the most of everything and the best of nothing? It was true, Gene thought, but there is something to be said for sheer quantity. He had liked the place, but had had enough after two weeks. He'd bade goodbye to Linda Barclay and took the first nonstop flight out. Linda wanted to spend more time with her mother before going back to Perilous.

And after dutifully visiting with his own folks, that's exactly where he was going: Castle Perilous.

It no longer seemed like a dream to him—the castle, that is. He had long come to accept Castle Perilous as reality. It was either that or the most elaborate and convincing shared hallucination in medical history. But Gene could no longer regard the latter case as anything but the remotest improbability. The castle was real; it was an actual, physical place, made of cold hard stone. He had bumped his head against it on occasion. It had hurt.

A dream castle carved of adamantine rock ... and energized by the stuff of magic, also undeniably real. Magic oozed from every crack and crevice in the place, lay pulsing in every stone. Castle Perilous was a magical construct, its existence maintained from second to second by a spell laid long ago, as legend had it, on a great demon called Ramthonodox....

He had a sudden urge to urinate and suppressed it. Damn he thought. One drink too many. But it was only two vodka and tonics, wasn't it? Surely, that wasn't enough to—

The urge soon turned into an immediate and crying need. Cursing his kidneys for picking such an inconvenient time to fail him, Gene unlatched his seat belt, got up, and made his way to the back of the plane.

A stewardess blocked his way.

“Sir, where are you going?"

“The obvious place."

“We're going to be landing in just a few minutes, sir. You'll have to wait."

His bladder felt like a water balloon being squeeze. “Can't."

“Sir, you'll have to! Passengers have to be strapped in for landing."

“But look—"

“Please, sir, it's regulations!"

Gene exhaled. Then very quickly he said, “Voodoo. Who do? You do!” It came out as Vudoo-hudoo-yudoo!

The phrase was an incantation for a general facilitation spell that Sheila had taught him, one of the very few spells he had mastered, and the only one in his repertoire that was efficacious in this world, on Earth. It was an all-purpose enchantment, one that simply increased the ease of performing any task or solving any problem. Set up optimum conditions. Success depended heavily on the skill of the enchanter. Unfortunately Gene was strictly an amateur in matters magical; but he tried hard.

“What did you say?” the stewardess asked, wincing as if from a sudden headache. She shook her head once. “Did you—?"

“You were about to tell me that I could go if I get it done real quick and be back in my seat in a jiffy."

She blinked. “Huh? Oh.” Vaguely puzzled, she nodded. “Uh, yeah. Go ahead. But hurry!"

Feeling like the dam above Johnstown, Gene hurried.

Reaching the door, he found it had been locked—automatically, most likely, during takeoffs and landings. He shoved a shoulder against it and pushed, to no avail.

Well, hell, it wasn't a complete humiliation to let go in your breeches. Must have been something he ate, or drank, or whatever.

Use the facilitation spell again? Nothing to lose.

He repeated the incantation and tried the door again. There seemed to be some give. He cast the spell once more, trying to get some feeling into the recitation, even though doing so made him feel slightly foolish. Gene knew he alone was to blame; he had come up with the silly phrase, a simple mnemonic. Sheila had told him that the words actually didn't matter, as all magic was mental. The words simply focused the energy.

“Voodoo!—Who do?—You do!"

The door opened with a click and he stepped in. The urge vanished as soon as he closed the door, but that didn't surprise him as much as seeing that the rear bulkhead of the cubicle was missing, the curving outline of the plane's fuselage forming an oddly shaped doorway. Stranger still, the doorway led into a large stone-walled crypt. A young man dressed in medieval costume stood well away from the aperture, facing it. He regarded Gene, then bowed deeply.

“Your Excellency,” the boy intoned.

Judging by the costume, Gene took him for a castle servant, specifically a page. Gene didn't recognize him.

“What the hell is going on?” Gene demanded.

The page bowed again. “Pardon the intrusion, Excellency. His Majesty wishes to speak with you immediately on a matter of the greatest urgency."

“He's back? No kidding. How in the world did you wrangle the portal here?"

“I believe His Excellency the Royal Librarian effected the technical details, sir."

“Is Osmirik around?"

“He waits without, sir. He also is most anxious to see you."

“Sounds like a real emergency. Well, okay. But that stewardess out there is going to be mighty confused when I don't come out of here. She'll think I pulled a D. W. Cooper."

The page gave him a puzzled look. “Your pardon, sir. I do not quite take your meaning."

“Forget it.” Gene made a motion to step over the toilet seat, which hadn't disappeared. But he halted. “Wait a minute. My father is supposed to meet me when I land."

“I believe, sir, that a temporal adjustment will be made for you when your business is concluded."

“Time travel again, huh? Last time we tried that little trick it took four hours of mumbo jumbo. Oh, well, when duty calls..."

He straddled the commode and stepped into the room. The servant did not move closer.

Gene said, “Clever, that bit about making me think I was going to wet my pants. Was that Osmirik, or did Sheila come up with it? Sounds like her style."

“All will be explained shortly, sir."

Gene looked around. The only door to the place was in the far wall. He heard a pop, and turned in the direction he had come from. The aperture had disappeared, and with it the privy of the L-1011. He was now inside Castle Perilous. Or so he thought.

He turned to the servant and motioned toward the door. “Through there?"

The page gave no answer as he took two steps backward, his expression one of guarded expectation.

“What's the problem?” Gene wanted to know. He started forward.

A rumbling sound issued from above. Gene looked up to see a wall sliding down from a slot that ran the width of the ceiling.

“Damn!” Gene dashed forward but didn't make it. The wall slammed down and cut him off, stranding him in darkness and echoing silence.

 


 

Queens

 

Through the open window, Jeremy Hochstader heard the telltale sound of a police radio and knew he was about to get busted.

It wasn't much of a sound, just the momentary blurt, the pop, of a transmitter being keyed, the kind of static that might come from, say, a CB radio. But it had come from directly below the window, in the narrow alley to the side of the apartment building where a vehicle could not squeeze. Therefore, the noise had probably come from a walkie-talkie; which meant, probably, plainclothes cops; which meant one was waiting at the bottom of the fire escape, blocking off Jeremy's only avenue of retreat. Which meant that in a few short moments, there would come the pounding of heavy fists again his apartment door.

He was not normally paranoid. The sight of a squad car in front of the building would ordinarily be of no concern. But Jeremy knew that Mark DiFilippo had been arrested. DiFilippo was Jeremy's drug connection, among other things. The charge had been simple possession, but Jeremy had heard that the arrest had been carried out by Federal agents, and he was suspicious. Obviously they had DiFilippo on bigger stuff. Obviously what had happened was this: DiFilippo had plea-bargained his way out of the drug-dealing counts and had been arraigned on charges of computer crime: illegal use of interstate telephone lines, diversion of monies from various bank accounts, illegal use of credit card numbers, and other state-of-the-art, high-tech offenses, all perpetrated on the clutter of computers and peripheral equipment that lay about Jeremy's fourth-floor walkup apartment. They were willing to go relatively easy on DiFilippo to get the hacker. Him, Jeremy.

The evidence was everywhere. Floppy disks made precarious piles on desks, shelves, floors, even on the refrigerator. Recorded on the disks was program after illegal program, some of which Jeremy had written, some of which he had “downloaded”—stolen—and some of which he had copied with blithe disregard for U.S. copyright law. But copyright infringement—even “willful infringement,” which technically was a felony—was the least of his problems.

DiFilippo must have talked.

In fact, the pizza-faced little wop must have sung like Caruso. Told them everything. Handed over all the account numbers, spilled everything about all the scams, the Trojan horse programs, the money-market accounts—everything, all the dope.

Dope!

All this took a second to race through Jeremy's mind when he heard the squawk from the plainclothesman's walkie-talkie. Leaping out of the chair, he rummaged through the debris on the coffee table and came up with a small plastic bag half filled with white powder. He dashed to the bathroom, emptied the bag's contents into the bowl, flushed the commode. Then he rinsed out the bag and threw it out the window.

At least there wouldn't be any drug charges to load on top of the hacking rap....

Except for the marijuana. Which was ... where?

Heart pounding, Jeremy rifled through the place but came up empty. It didn't matter much; there was no end of contraband strewn all over the joint, pills hiding in the mildewed depths of the sofa, uppers on display in jars in the kitchen cabinets, downers clutched in the paws of dust bunnies under the bed. Anything they would find would go straight to the lab and come back inevitably tagged: Illegal. Even Jeremy didn't know what all was lying about. He'd lived in this dump for two years and was the world's worst housekeeper. With a sickening feeling, he sat back down in front of the Macintosh and stared into the blank, gray screen of the CRT. It looked as empty and as featureless as his life.

He did not pause to marvel at how he had arrived at the certain knowledge that cops would soon be beating down his door. He had no need to look out the window and see the cop covering the fire escape. Jeremy knew the cop was there.

A few floors below, heavy feet thumped up the stairs. There came the sound of gruff voices, and again the fartlike sputter of walkie-talkies.

So it all comes down to this, he thought. No matter how bright he was—and he was very, very bright, always had been—it's come down to a major felony rap, probably a conviction ... and jail.

Jeremy did not want to go to jail. That fate he feared more than any other. He was young—only twenty-three—slight of build, and possessed not one ounce of physical courage. In jail he would be dead meat. They'd use him and abuse him and throw him away like a candy wrapper. At the very least he'd get AIDS.

Jeremy didn't think much of himself, for all that he knew he was one of the best hackers in the city. He had been on the verge of becoming a successful freelance microcomputer systems consultant. He had already done a few jobs for some small brokerage houses on Wall Street, mainly on the recommendation of his uncle George, an independent stock analyst. But his age was a handicap, and so were his looks. Jeremy looked about fifteen. He couldn't go to work for a company. No sheepskin. He'd flunked out of Columbia two years ago.

So when money got tight—and when Jeremy was into heavy speedballing, money got really tight—he would fire up the Compaq (his favorite rig for modern work) and dump cash into his account with stolen credit card numbers. DiFilippo had finally wondered where all the green stuff was coming from, and threatened to shut Jeremy off if the information was not forthcoming.

“It's gonna stop snowin', Jeremy. Christmas ain't gonna come this year. Unnerstand? Come on, tell Santa where you're getting the cash to pay for this stuff."

Jeremy had told him, and DiFilippo wanted in. The rest was history.

I'm just another goddamn drug-abuse statistic, Jeremy thought ruefully. Just like in the TV public-service spots. How dumb. How unoriginal.

I did drugs, and I lost my job, my wife, my kids....

Jeremy liked coke. The subject here is not soda pop. He had a pronounced affinity for the crystalline alkaloid commonly processed from the dried leaves of the coca plant: cocaine. Coke, snow, nose candy ... (plug in the current sobriquet). He'd started out packing his beak with the stuff, snorting it, then had graduated to freebasing and shooting the gunk into his veins along with some heroin to lubricate the pipes. Speedballing made you feel loose and smooth and good—damn good. Speedballing was fun, as long as you took it easy, watched your chemistry, and didn't pull a John Belushi.

Well, he hadn't, but he hadn't been able to avoid one of the ... like, real obvious pitfalls. The money thing. Feeding the habit. No, he'd blundered into that one like a baby.

He was a baby, he guessed. Never grew up.

Tell it to the judge.

Pushing its way past the numbness, panic finally welled up inside him. Deep voices and ponderous footfalls came from the landing one floor down.

Jeremy jumped up and ran to the door. On the way, almost as a reflex action, he snagged the Toshiba laptop. Throwing the door open, he dashed out and ran up the stairs, carrying the small computer like his grade school lunch bucket.

Behind him he heard a confusion of voices, footsteps, pounding, and then shouts.

“He's flown!"

“He didn't go out the window!"

“Maybe up on the roof?"

“What's he think he's gonna do, fly?"

It was four flights to the roof. Jeremy didn't think at all on the way up. There was nothing in him but blind fear. But when he banged through the door and ran out onto the black tar expanse of the roof, he finally wondered where he was running to.

But of course there was nowhere to run to. He knew that, and he knew that he could never face arrest and jail.

He went to the edge of the roof and looked over the low tile-capped wall. Someone was climbing the sooty cage of the fire escape. All Jeremy could see was the top of an incipiently bald head and the flash of a yellow T-shirt, but he knew who it was: the cop. The guy was shouting into his walkie-talkie. The alley below was empty. Jeremy saw no squad cars in the alley behind the building, nor any in the part of the street that he could see. But how many cops does it take to bust one skinny nerd of a twenty-three-year-old in the thrall of arrested adolescence?

Three. Two to hold the nerd and the other to beat the living shit out of him. Just for the sheer joy of it.

It was clear what he had to do. He didn't think he could get out of it. They had him dead to rights. All the money in his many accounts would be impounded, so it would be a public shyster for him, no fancy hired-gun lawyer who might be able to get him off or at least get him probation or maybe even into a halfway house or something. No, he was going to do hard time. The best he could hope for was minimum security. But even that would be hard to face.

Jeremy was scared. So deeply scared that he would do anything ... anything to get out of this. Out. He wanted out.

He realized that he was already standing on the slippery terra-cotta tile of the wall, staring down into the alley, the hard, unforgiving bricks of which lay eight full stories below. He teetered forward. Could he do it?

He could, if he closed his eyes. Doing so, he stepped off the roof into thinnest air, still holding the computer.

He hit immediately, and he didn't understand. He hit hard, but not as hard as he should have. He should have been a sack of shit and bones lying in the alley. But here he was ... somewhere else.

Where the hell was he? He sat up and looked around. He was in a hallway, in a building, somewhere. Not his apartment building. He was sitting on a gray flagstone floor, the tan case of the little Toshiba lying upside down about two feet from his right hand. The corridor walls were of dark stone. He craned his head around. Behind him, the corridor ran in semidarkness to its vanishing point. What was in front of him was the problem: the top of the apartment building, only he couldn't figure out how it could be there. Beyond his out-stretched legs the corridor extended a few more feet to a stone arch. But through the arch ... well, there was the roof of the apartment building. Only it was canted kind of crazily, tilting to the right and sort of away. The angle was goofy. So, where the hell was this place?

The yellow-shirted cop appeared, peering over the wall. He seemed to be searching the alley below. Jeremy stared at him, but the cop didn't see him at first. Then the cop did. He looked, then squinted. He blinked a few times, then looked again, right at Jeremy.

“What in the name of—?"

Then the roof and the building and the cop were gone, replaced by a view of a long, dim corridor.

Silence.

Jeremy rubbed his eyes and looked again. Nothing changed. Here he was in a place that looked like a church, or maybe a castle. And he had no idea of how he had got here. None.

His mind a total blank, he sat for a long spell before reaching for the computer and slowly getting to his feet. His rear end hurt, but it wasn't bad. He hadn't hit his head, he was pretty sure. Wherever he was, it was very quiet. He listened. Nothing. No voices, no heavy policemen's footsteps. Nothing.

He turned away from the stone arch and began walking very slowly down the long, dark hallway.

 


 

Queen's Ballroom

 

Sheila Jankowski wasn't worried yet, but she was getting there. Gene was now two days overdue. The guards posted at Halfway House, on the other side of the Earth portal, were reporting no sign of him. And no phone calls. But that didn't mean much; you never knew when Gene would get the yen to ramble. Usually he satisfied his wanderlust in the castle. Inside Perilous there was no end of worlds to explore (well, actually there were exactly 144,000 of them, but let's not quibble). Earth was a world, too, though, and was in fact one of the castle's worlds. So, if he was off exploring, he was still doing it inside the castle. To be technical about it.

But that made Sheila feel no better. Gene still should have reported in.

She let her gaze wander to the huge chandeliers all aglow with hundreds of candles. She sighed. Best to take her mind off Gene for a while. Worrying would do no good. Just listen to the music, watch the people dance.

It was the annual Servants’ Ball, a Castle Perilous tradition, and this year the organizing committee had invited some of the castle's Guests. Traditionally the lord of the castle and his family were invited, but Lord Incarnadine had been away for over a year. (No one was worried. The servants were used to their liege's prolonged absences; one of the elderly chambermaids could remember a ten-year disappearance; but that was who knew how long ago.) So in Incarnadine's stead, some of the more prominent Guests were invited, including Gene, whose official title was now Honorary Guardsman and Knight Errant Extraordinary.

“Good evening, milady."

Sheila turned to find the castle chamberlain—Jamin by name—bowing in front of her.

“Good evening,” Sheila said.

Jamin straightened up, smiling broadly. He was a middle-aged man with wispy red hair and twinkling eyes. “I pray her ladyship is enjoying herself this night?"

“Oh, yes. Wonderful. You people have done such a good job. And thanks ever so much for inviting us. We're very honored to be included."

Jamin again bowed deeply. “It is you who do us the honor, milady."

“Oh, no,” Sheila protested as the musicians struck up another number. It was nice music, Sheila thought. Sort of medieval-sounding, but then again not quite like anything she had ever heard before. Not that she was an expert in musicology.

Jamin said, “Beg to inquire, milady—might I have the honor of this dance?"

“Huh? Oh, sure!"

She was not at all sure she could do any of these dances. The steps looked fearfully complex. It was all orchestrated, somehow, like a square dance.

Laying a hand on Jamin's proffered arm she said, “If you don't mind clumsy old me. I just might step all over your toes."

“It's simple, milady. Allow me to show you."

Jamin executed what looked like a simple box step, with one or two side steps thrown in.

Sheila tried it. “Well, I don't know,” she said. “But if you're willing, I'm willing."

“'Twill be my delight, milady."

Maybe a little magic would help, she thought. Wriggling her right finger she cast a facilitation spell that always worked well inside the castle.

Jamin took her in his arms and they began to dance.

Sheila did the best she could, and apparently she wasn't doing badly. They whirled across the dance floor amidst the crowd and the music and the candleglow.

“Marvelous, milady!” the chamberlain beamed.

Sometimes it was all too much for Sheila. Being treated like an aristocrat, being called “your ladyship,” living in a fairy castle, a dream world, to say nothing of all the magic, the mystery—it was just too much. When would she wake up to find that she had never left her empty, overmortgaged house in Wilmerding, Pennsylvania? When would she come crashing back to reality? For clearly this was not reality as she knew it. It couldn't exist, this world that she had stumbled into a year or so ago.

Could it be a year already? Of course that was reckoning by castle time. Who knew what relationship castle time had with Earth time? Or maybe there was no relationship at all. Castle Perilous, it was said, was timeless.

The tempo changed, slower now. She could see the musicians’ strange instruments. Some looked like recorders, some like lutes, but others were multisegmented affairs, made of wood, set about with stops and valves. A few looked like nothing she could describe.

“Pardon the intrusion, old boy, but may I cut in?"

She turned her head to see Cleve Dalton tapping Jamin on the shoulder.

Jamin bowed graciously. “By all means, sir."

“Thank you, Jamin,” Sheila said.

“Milady.” Jamin backstepped, still bowing.

She began dancing with Dalton, another man in his middle sixties. Dalton was tall and very thin and had a deep, resonant voice like a radio announcer's. The smooth voice contrasted with the rawboned, homely face.

“Obsequious old coot,” Dalton remarked out of Jamin's earshot.

“I think his manners are charming,” Sheila said.

“I like the old rascal myself. But I hope I don't prick any bubbles if I tell you he's notorious with the chambermaids. They call him Jamin Three-Hands. Quite the roué, that one."

Sheila shook her head. “Doesn't fit. He seems like such a nice man."

“No such animal, nice men. We're all predatory, my dear."

“If you go by the one I was married to, maybe."

“Divorced? Too bad. I never had the misfortune. Lost my Doris a while back. After thirty years of living together, it was almost unendurable."

“Oh, I'm sorry."

“But I survived."

“Mr. Dalton, what did you do back in the real world? I never asked."

“Literary agent. Did it for years, and pretty successfully, too."

“That sounds so interesting."

“It was, it was. Some of my clients became very famous. I could mention names. For instance, there was James—” Dalton shrugged. “But who cares, here in the unreal world? What possible bearing could it have? That was in another country, and besides..."

“That's unusual."

“What is, my dear?"

“To find a Guest who was successful and happy in his former life."

“Well, you see, I retired. Sold the business, sold the house in Connecticut, and moved to California. Bought a nice little condo outside San Diego. I was all ready to settle comfortably into retirement when I had a heart attack."

“Oh, my."

“I came through it, but it caught me up short. I discovered I was really desperately unhappy and alone. Then, one night while recuperating at home, I found that my broom closet had an extra dimension I had never imagined it could have."

Sheila smiled. “And you stumbled into Castle Perilous, just like the rest of us."

“Precisely. All our stories are essentially the same. Haven't heard an interesting variation in years."

The dance number ended, and the crowd applauded. The musicians stood and bowed, then reseated themselves and began another tune.

Sheila said, “Uh-oh, I don't know if I can dance to this one."

Dalton counted the beats on his fingers. “I do believe that's nine-eight time. Or is it nine-four?” He grinned. “Maybe we'd better sit this one out?"

“Maybe we'd better."

“Some refreshment?"

“Yeah, sounds good."

They left the dance floor and joined a group of guests near the buffet table. Sheila surveyed the amazing assortment of food. The cooks had really outdone themselves.

“Having a good time, Sheila?” a man named Thaxton asked.

“Great,” Sheila said, spooning goose liver onto a club cracker, “but I'm still a little worried about Gene."

“Best not to fret overmuch. I imagine he'll be along anytime now."

“I know, I know. But he should have called. He really should have."

“In any event,” Dalton said, “Gene can take care of himself."

“Greatest swordsman in half a dozen worlds,” Thaxton said. “And a damn fine tennis player, too.” He smiled bleakly. “Can bloody well beat me, that I can tell you."

“You and your tennis,” Dalton scoffed.

“You and your golf,” Thaxton retorted.

“Golf's a civilized game."

“And tennis isn't, I suppose? I'd like to know by what criteria—"

“Golf is slow. That is my sole criterion."

“Bosh.” Thaxton noticed Sheila's abstracted stare. “Something wrong, my dear?"

“Hm? No, not really. Well—it's just that on the day Gene was supposed to report in, the portal disappeared for about ten minutes."

“Really? Is that significant?"

“Hard to say. As everyone around here knows, portals are touchy things. They come and they go, even when they're supposedly under magical control, like the Earth one. But it kind of worries me."

“But you say it re-established itself quickly?"

“Yeah, maybe it wasn't gone even ten minutes, but..."

Two more Guests joined them, a small man with a pencil-thin moustache—Monsieur DuQuesne—and Deena Williams, a young black woman.

“You all eatin’ again?” Deena chided.

“Doesn't matter,” Thaxton said. “I haven't gained a pound since I fell in, and that'll be three years ago come Michaelmas.” He added with a grin, “One of the many benefits of this place."

DuQuesne said, “I've often wondered whether the food is real at all. After all, it's all done up with magic, every bit of it."

“It has to be real,” Sheila said. “Or we'd all starve, wouldn't we?"

“It may be ordinary food transformed,” Dalton said.

“Sounds logical."

Deena searched about. “Where's Snowclaw?"

Thaxton looked pained. “Good Lord, don't tell me they invited him."

“They sure did."

“For heaven's sake, why?"

“'Cause he's a good friend of Sheila's, I guess."

Thaxton's expression changed quickly. “Terribly sorry, Sheila. I quite forgot."

“Oh, that's okay. Snowy can be a little difficult at times."

“I rather like having him around,” Dalton said. “He's a good man ... uh, person to have on your side in a scuffle."

Thaxton looked into his drink. “Yes, well, you're absolutely right."

“Speak of the devil,” DuQuesne said.

On the dance floor, the crowd was parting. Through the breach stalked a seven-and-a-half-foot-tall, white-furred creature. The head looked small on the huge body, but was actually massive, combining feline and ursine features in a horrific, ferocious meld. Great curving fangs gleamed within its snout. Its general form was humanlike. The hands were near approximations, save for their wickedly sharp, bone-white claws. Its fierce eyes were yellow. With a huge battle-ax slung across its right shoulder, the beast approached the group of humans standing near the buffet table.

“Hi, everybody,” Snowclaw said. “Sorry I'm late."

“That's okay,” Sheila said. “Want something to eat?"

“Does a kwallkark defecate in the ocean? What d'you say, Thaxton, old buddy?"

“I'm sure I don't know,” Thaxton murmured, backstepping.

“Well, well, what do we have here?” Snowclaw said, surveying the spread of comestibles. A scowl creased his face. “Same old stuff. Well, heck.” He reached out and snared a roast sage hen, brought it to his nose and sniffed. He snorted, then ripped a huge bite out of the thing. Bones crunched as he chewed. “Not bad, actually.” He tossed it back onto the table. “Not great, though.” He reached for the floral centerpiece.

“Snowy, not that!” Sheila admonished.

“Sorry, Sheila. Thought it was food."

“There really ought to be something here you could eat. They should have—"

Servants approached, bearing a large copper tub filled with congealed greenish mush. After clearing a space, they set it on the table before Snowclaw.

“Now you're talking,” Snowclaw said, scooping up a handful of the stuff. He ate with much gusto and more noise.

Dalton noticed that Snowclaw was drawing stares from the dance floor. “Was Snowclaw the only nonhuman Guest invited?"

“Looks like,” Sheila said. “They all know him, even if they're afraid of him."

“Well, I think the fact that they did invite him says a lot about how much they respect you."

Sheila made a deprecatory gesture. “Really."

“Really. You're one of the most powerful magicians ever to make an appearance in the castle, so they say. Second only to Incarnadine himself."

“Oh, come on,” Sheila said, blushing slightly.

“You helped save the castle during that last little contretemps we had here, and they know it."

“Well, it's a gift."

A page stepped up. “Pardon, Lady Sheila, but the guards at Halfway House report that someone wants to speak to you on the ... speaking device."

Hope sprang to Sheila's face. “The telephone? Is it Gene?"

“Sorry, milady. They did not say."

The earth portal was on this same floor of the castle keep and about a five-minute walk from the Queen's Ballroom. Sheila knew the way, but the page insisted on escorting her even though this was one of the most stable areas of the castle. Sheila acquiesced, holding up the hem of her long gown and tripping along as best she could.
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