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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.


      




An Old Fashioned Story


for


Alistair Hughes




Not having the tool kit to hand and being of an impatient nature, Jody improvised by using the blunt end of a nail file to prize up the large toe nail on Elizabeth’s left foot. Revealed was the small copper screw which controlled the energy circuit. Two turns with the nail file and the screw lifted. Immediately Elizabeth’s brown, tanned body lost its appearance of robust health.


She slumped. Breasts became pouches. Skin became rubbery. The eyes lost their sparkle and turned upwards, becoming like boiled egg whites. With an audible hiss the abdomen became concave and the firm thigh muscles turned to lard.


Jody looked at his handiwork with some alarm. He had never before gone so far as to deactivate Elizabeth’s energy circuit. The transformation from nubile young woman to this flaccid ‘thing’ of foam and plastic was almost too much for him. For a moment he thought seriously of calling in a specialist, but then he rallied. “No,” he reasoned, “the manual says that repairs and modifications can be made by the careful amateur - and that’s me.”


He looked at the body lying on the kitchen table and noticed that since the stomach had sunk, a fine hairline seam had become evident running from under the jaw right down to the crotch. He also noticed a foetid smell: a difficult smell to define, something of babies and something of machine oil. There was also a slight see page coming from nose and vagina and Jody wondered if he should have read more carefully the section in the manual entitled ‘Pre-closedown procedures. Please Read Me.’ He crossed to the sink and collected a full roll of kitchen tissues which he began to tuck round the body.


And at that moment the door bell rang. This was followed quickly by the opening of the front door and a voice calling, “Yoo hoo. It’s only me.” Jody recognized the voice of Hildergarde, the girl who lived next door and who had been his friend and playmate since childhood.


“I’m back here,” called Jody. “In the kitchen. I’m trying to mend Elizabeth.” He heard the crisp tap tap of Hildergarde’s shoes and guessed that she had come to show him the new outfit she had bought during her visit to the city.


He was right. Hildergarde arrived and paused in the doorway, one hand up under her hair at the back of her head creating a French bouffant effect, and the other on her hips, elbow thrust forwards. The dress was Empire style with high bodice and ankle-length hem. It was made of yellow and green silk with blue lace round the neck and arms. On her feet were high-heeled boots with gold trim. “Est ce que tu aimes mon dress?” asked Hildergarde, with an affected accent.


“Yes, yes, very nice,” said Jody, glancing briefly. “Now come and help me with this. You can hold the manual while I do the manipulating.”


Hildergarde pulled a face at his obvious lack of interest and dropped her pose. She entered the kitchen. “What wrong with her?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” said Jody patiently. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”


“Well, did she suddenly just stop moving and start to smoulder or something? My Joseph did that once. We’d forgotten to keep him topped up. He just stood there and started to fume. Then dad came in and carried him out to the garage and filled his sack and whatnots with oil and that syntho-extract you can get at the chemists, and he was right as rain.”


“Hmm,” said Jody, his forehead wrinkling. “I wish it were that simple, but I check her every week and there’s never been a problem. Besides, she’s got a daily vomit and douche cycle installed and if there were a fluid balance problem I’d know about it soon enough. She’s very clean.”


“So what happened then?”


“It was this morning, about half pest ten. I was feeling a bit… you know. And no one was home. So then suddenly Elizabeth stops and lifts up her head, and then she butted me right here.” Jody pointed to his forehead. There was a bump, covered by his blond fringe. Hildergarde reached out and touched the bump gently with the tips of her fingers. “That’s going to be sore,” she said. “The skin’s all cracked.”


“It is sore,” said Jody. “Well, I switched her off for a while, for about an hour… I thought I’d let her cool down. And when I switched her back on she was just like normal, full of fun. But then later on we were out by the bathing pool, talking, and she suddenly threw her glass into the pool and then tried to throw me in too. I hit the safety switch and closed her down. And then I thought I’d try and mend her myself.”


“So what do you think’s wrong with her?”


“Just roguing a bit. I think. I’ve decided to strip her down, give her a tune-up and change her personality card. That ought to do the trick. And if it doesn’t -”


“Harry knows a lot about Synthos,” interrupted Hildergarde. “Why not call him in? Remember he made those Siamese twins one time and that -”


Harry was the boy who lived two doors down the road. He could do everything well and he and Jody had been natural enemies from the day they learned to race their trikes.


“If I want Harry’s help,” said Jody crisply, “I’ll ask for it. For the moment I want to do this myself. More interesting that way. All right?” Hildergarde nodded. “So, you hold the manual where I can see it and I’ll open her up.”


Hildergarde took the manual and stood at the end of the table near the prone Elizabeth’s head. She held the pages open away from her.


Jody bent to his work. “Now, let’s see. It says here, ‘Release the top seal by gentle pressure on the larynx and then insert finger and slide downwards to open pectoral, stomach and bowel areas.’ Right. Here goes.” He pressed gently on Elizabeth’s larynx and the mouth opened, followed by the entire throat flap. He slipped his finger inside the flap and slid it downwards and the skin opened easily. It slit laterally too as the diaphragm flopped back. The inside of the skin was dark like fish skin and oily. Revealed were a complicated array of plastic wheels and belts as well as micro-circuitry, multicoloured wiring and inflatable pockets. The skeletal structure was of shiny stainless steel with ball joints and leaf-spring inserts and feather-sensor couplings.


“Fan-tastic,” said Jody. “Hell, it makes you wonder what we’re like inside, doesn’t it?”


Hildergarde’s attention was on the pelvis. Here there was a modular arrangement of compressors, flexible bands and micro switches. All were mounted on a stainless steel girdle. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to a small pocket of stretched fabric. Jody consulted the chart in the manual.


“That’s the vaginal sack.”


“My Joseph’s got one of those too. I saw it when dad was servicing him one day. Hey, what model is this?”


Jody consulted the front pages of the manual. “Model number and inspection warranty will be found on the skull close to the right ear under the wig flap,” he read.


Hildergarde took hold of Elizabeth’s hair, which was now lifeless and lank like seaweed, and peeled it back from the skull. It came away easily, like a teapot cosy, to reveal neatly stencilled details.




“Syntho Model: Ovida, Mark 2.4. Fem. Spec. 37. Card 4. Elizabeth the Entertainer. Available in coral, tan and ebony. Swim protected. Throw and jump fortified. Parts compatible with Ovida 1.5 - 2.4. (All sexes and all ages). Note: this model has both vacuum and pneumatic functions which are self-cleansing. However it is recommended that a unit survey (see manual page 69) be conducted each week, especially after constant or heavy usage. Inspected and certified by Taurus and Virgo Electronics Inc.”





“My Joseph’s an Ovida 2.4 too,” said Hildergarde. “Hey, let me look.” She came round the table and studied Elizabeth’s pelvic arrangements in detail. She pointed to a series of bright bevelled studs mounted on a flexible plastic plate and connected to a small hydraulic piston. “You see those?” she said. “That’s where the penis attachment fits. Isn’t that clever?”


Jody looked at Hildergarde. “Penis attachment?” he said. “You mean they just clip on? I mean I never thought…”


Hildergarde looked at him scornfully, “Well, it’s a bit more complicated than that but still pretty simple all the same. I’ve got two of them actually and when I…” Then suddenly she blushed. “They’re quite different… well, I mean, they’re the same but different… Similar. What about Elizabeth?”


“Never thought much about it,” said Jody. “I just accepted the way she is.”


“Really?’ said Hildergarde.


Jody could not tell whether she believed him or not. ‘Yes, really! I didn’t even know the models were unisex. I mean, my Elizabeth doesn’t look anything like your Joseph.”


“True. They’re not even like brother and sister, are they?”


“There must be something on their card that alters the physiognomy as well.”


“Must be. Come on, let’s find the card cache.’ Hildergarde was filled with enthusiasm. “This is fun!”


Jody grunted and consulted the manual, which he now had to prop up on the side of the table since Hildergarde wanted to be actively involved in the investigation. “Now, let’s see. Personality Card. Destruction of… Duplication… Mail-ordering… Here we are. Replacement… page 15.” He thumbed through the pages. “It says, ‘The personality card cache is located above the stomach pouch and to the right of the sternum auxiliary power pack. Note that all directions are from the Syntho’s POV. The rib-hinge release screw is beneath the left clavicle. Care must be taken to release the six shock-adjusters and isolate the cache from the power pack before removing it from the twin flanges of Synaptic Bridge 3. See. Illus. 88.’”


“Sounds simple,” said Hildergarde. “Remember how we used to play doctors and nurses? This is a lot better.”


The sternum and ribs were a single flexible unit. Jody found the rib-hinge release screw and turned it once. Immediately a servo-extension arm about the size of a pencil straightened and pushed, whereupon the entire rib case and sternum pivoted upwards. The cache could now be clearly seen. It was no bigger than a matchbox and made of a dull black plastic. It was tucked between two iridescent plastic extensions which resembled the spread wings of a butterfly. Together these wings constituted Synaptic Bridge 3. Bedded within them were thousands of micro paths which joined the cache to the furthest extensions of the body. “Wow,” breathed Hildergarde. “That’s beautiful. You’d better be careful.”


At this point Jody decided that it would be a good idea to get the special Ovida Syntho tool kit from his bedroom. “Don’t you touch anything while I’m gone,” he said to Hildergarde. For her part she put her tongue out at him and said, “Bring me a lemonade fizz when you come back? I’m a thirsty girl.”


When he returned with his tool box and the lemonade, Jody found Hildergarde with her arm deep in Elizabeth and her hair tangled in some of the white plastic cogwheels. He set his tool box down carefully beside the prone Elizabeth’s head and placed the glass on top of it. Then he tried to release some of Hildergarde’s hair by rotating the white plastic cogs with his thumb. He managed to pull most of the hair free. But in turning the cogs a few strands of the hair managed to snake down deeper into the pulleys and drums of the spine. “I told you not to touch,” he said as Hildergarde straightened up. “Now look what’s happened.”


“Sorry. But I discovered how they do the breasts,” she replied. “It’s very ingenious. I got excited and that was when my hair tumbled loose. Do you want to see?”


“What?”


“How they do the breasts.”


“No.”


“Please?”


“Oh. All right.”


Hildergarde quickly tied back her hair in a pony tail using a spare small pulley strap from the tool kit. Then she reached inside Elizabeth again, feeling down the right side of the body to the place where the hips swelled. “It’s down here. There’s a funny pump thing. Watch.” She pumped her hand vigorously for a few moments and Elizabeth’s right breast began to swell and the nipple stood up. “There’s another pump on the other side for the other breast. Now I’ll release it.” There was a soft bubbling sound and the breast and nipple subsided. “Look. Can you see? There’s a tuck in it so that part of the breast can fold inside. That’s what you do if you want a male like my Joseph. You close the seal like this and, voila, no breast.”


“What about the nipple? You don’t see men with nipples like that.”


“It un-clips. When it’s deflated like now there’s no pressure to hold the nipple on and it just un-clips. There. See.” She took the nipple between finger and thumb and squeezed and twisted. The nipple came free.


“Easy.”


‘Let me look at that,” said Jody, genuinely interested for the first time, and he reached across. As he did so he bumped the glass of lemonade fizz which tipped and fell, emptying part of its contents into his tool kit and the remainder into the open cadaver of Elizabeth. “Now look what you’ve made me do,” he said. “I wish I’d never opened her up.”


Hildergarde placed the nipple in his hand. “No harm done,” she said. “Here, you look at this while I mop up the lemonade. Where’s your squeegee?”


Five minutes later the mess was cleared and Jody could return to working on the card cache. Carefully he removed the shock adjusters and set them neatly in a tea cup brought from the cupboard. Then he started to disconnect the leads of the auxiliary power pack. They were stiff and he had to use more force than he wanted. Two leads came away cleanly but the third would not budge. In attempting to limber it free Jody accidentally closed a circuit in the power pack and for a few seconds power was fed to the spread body. Wheels turned, the legs lifted, the mouth bit, juices were pumped, the fingers beat on the table like castanets and the spine arched. Then a safety breaker cut in and the body slumped once more. But the damage was done. One of the spinal cogs had sprung loose under pressure and flipped right out of the body and rolled across the floor. A thick white rubber pulley-band had jumped its tracks in the pelvic girdle and disappeared down the right leg. Two small switches had smouldered briefly and burnt the soft foam rubber which made the hips swell. A spray of warm lubricant had spurted from the lower abdomen and left a spotty trail across Hildergarde’s hand, arm and dress. She screamed and jumped back and then ran out of the kitchen and away. The front door slammed behind her. There may have been other damage done to Elizabeth but Jody could not tell.


But at least the third lead from the auxiliary power pack was disengaged and all Jody now had to do was to separate the card cache from Synaptic Bridge 3. This was accomplished without any trouble.


Jody unscrewed the top from the card cache and looked inside. He saw a square of white plastic lodged between two plates of black plastic. The white plastic showed a tab above the plates and was obviously the personality card. Using his long-nosed pliers Jody gripped the plastic card and extracted it slowly. It came free with a click. Written on the card was the simple message ‘Ovida Fem. Spec. Card 4.’ He set this to one side.


Located in the special tool kit was a small file box which contained three alternative personality cards. These were supplied gratis with all Ovida Synthos by way of advertising. For the dedicated collector, thousands of other specialized types were available ranging from robust 19th century working girls complete with wooden clogs to houri dancers of old Persia. These were also available in many personality shades from sunny and gentle to downright sado-masochistic. But such were very expensive and the cards were frequently custom made to suit the particular requirements of the purchaser.


All Jody had at his disposal were four standard occupational types, all of which were basically useful and kind. Elizabeth the Entertainer had been his most complex card. Jody now studied the others.




Card 1. Norma the Nurse. Brisk and competent but with a tender manner. This card can be augmented to allow Norma to care for babies or the terminally ill. Note: Norma is not a doctor. For full medical functions consult Proctor the Doctor and Phyllis the Physician. Ovida International take no responsibility… etc.


Card 2. Myra the Muse. Myra is an advanced word processor and the ideal help-mate for the aspirant writer. She is introverted in manner but with a strong underlying and inquisitive sensuality. Apart from a compendious knowledge of literature and opera, Myra also possesses optional verse functions and a rhyme memory of over 100,000 words. Available in all major languages and some dialects. Ovida International take no responsibility… etc.


Card 3. Carol the Cleaner/Cook. Thoughtful and confidential. The perfect companion for the lonely housewife who dreads the hours of boredom between breakfast and dinner. Carol has news and scandal circuits as well as an ability to cook over 200 meals. Note: Carol can be augmented with an anti-alcohol programme. Conversion to Andy the Handyman is swift and simple. Extension parts extra. Ovida International take no responsibility… etc.





This was what was available and Jody didn’t feel drawn to any of them. He was already missing the fun which Elizabeth the Entertainer had brought into his life. He read through the cards once again and finally selected Myra the Muse. Holding the card with his tweezers he slipped it into place in the cache.


The return journey of repair went smoothly. First the auxiliary power leads made their connections firmly. The shock adjusters fitted into place easily and the whole unit snuggled securely between the twin wings of the synaptic centre.


As Jody was lowering the rib cage and locking it into place, Hildergarde returned. She had changed into a pair of bulky white overalls which had masses of pockets. With her was her male Syntho companion, Joseph the Joiner. He was a serious faced young man with red hair and freckles. His character was, as Hildergarde had often told Jody, sensible and studious with strong compassion circuits. He also had broad shoulders, narrow hips and the legs of a tennis player. Plus extras.


“How are you getting on?” asked Hildergarde.


“Oh, OK. Nearly finished.”


“Hear you had some problems,” said Joseph.


“Uh, uh,” replied Jody without looking up, concentrating on his work. He had found the spinal cog that had jumped loose and by pushing and easing managed to limber it back into place. He next reached down inside the right leg and tried to find the band that had come loose. No luck.


“Ah well,” he said, “this model has self-repair circuits.”


“Sure do,” said Joseph, amiably, and he cracked his knuckles.


“Let’s hope they work.”


“What card did you use for her?” asked Hildergarde. “I brought some of mine over in case you wanted to explore.” She pronounced this word with all kinds of innuendo and grinned wickedly. “I brought Bruce the Builder and Rudolph the Wrestler just in case. Thought they might be fun.”


“Oh thanks,” said Jody, “but I’ve already put Myra’s card in.”


“Myra the Muse? Bor-ing!” said Hildergarde, pulling a face. “I’ve seen dad use her. Talk, talk, talk.”


“No. Myra the Muse is a nice lady,” said Joseph.


Both Hildergarde and Jody stared at him. It was rare for a Syntho to offer an unsolicited opinion, let alone a dissenting one.


“Well, I need to study a bit,” said Jody, weakly, and he returned to his work, folding over the flaps of skin. The body came together neatly. As the seams met they exuded an oil. This was a kind of protective insulation, for once the skin became charged the flaps would instantly bond.


Jody replaced the energy fuse in the big toe of the left foot and screwed it into place and closed the toenail with a click. Immediately, and much to Jody’s relief, the body began to firm and the seams disappeared. The breasts slowly shaped. Jody noticed that Myra’s breasts were slightly smaller than Elizabeth’s. He also noticed that he had neglected to replace the nipple. The jaw trembled. Fluid ran briefly from the nose and then Myra sniffed. The muscles in her arms and thighs came up to tone and flexed. It seemed to Jody that Myra’s hips were wider than Elizabeth’s and that her legs were slightly shorter and thicker. Not unattractive, he noted.


Fully formed, brown skinned and vibrant, the body held its position in suspended animation. Jody reached up under the nape of the neck and found a micro switch. He double clicked.


Immediately the body drew in breath. Myra’s eyes turned in their orbits and then settled and focused. The mouth opened and closed a few times. There was a choking sound from the throat and then a pleasant contralto voice said, “Myra sick. Please come quick.”


She sat up. Her head travelled through one hundred and eighty degrees, surveying the kitchen and those who were looking at her. She did not blink. “My name is Myra. Shall I sing you a song? Cry sorrow. Sorrow. My hair is gone.”


Jody picked up the wig and handed it to Myra. She took it carefully and set it on her head and adjusted it. A greater assurance came into her figure. She edged forwards on the table until her toes could touch the floor and then, using her hands, she eased herself upright and stood. “I am Myra.” She looked round and her green eyes settled on Jody. “Ah, Jody. I need clothes. Please dress me. Please dress me, Jody. We have so much work to do. ‘Ars longa. vita brevis.’ ‘The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne.’ Chaucer after Seneca after Hippocrates. Please give me your hand, Jody. Myra the Muse is sick.” Myra reached out her hand.


Jody reached out to meet her. But before they could join, before Myra could take one step, her right leg gave way and she crashed down onto her knees. “Poor Myra’s a cold.” Then she writhed onto her back and began to scratch at her eyes.


Both Jody and Hildergarde started forwards but both were too slow. They felt themselves gripped from behind by strong fingers and hauled back. Joseph stepped swiftly between them. He came close to Myra and knelt down. He slipped his arms under her quivering body and lifted her up and then turned and faced Jody. “You should have consulted a specialist.” he said. “You’re just a boy.”


Then he turned and, carrying the still shaking Myra in his arms, exited from the kitchen. As he departed they heard the contralto of Myra murmuring, “Howl. Howl. Howl.”


Jody rubbed his arm where the Syntho Joseph had gripped him. He could feel the bruise rising. Hildergarde scrambled to her feet and ran to the door. “You come back here, Joseph.” she called “You come back here this moment, do you hear?”


For answer the front door slammed. Hildergarde turned to Jody in disbelief. ‘Well, what do you think of that?” she said indignantly. Jody shrugged. “If I were you I’d get some of his circuits trashed,” he said. “He could become dangerous. He’s starting to rogue.” Judy nodded towards the phone. “You can give the wardens a call now if you like. They’ll soon round him up. They’ll know what to do.”


“And what about Myra the Muse?”


“No worries,” said Jody, smiling suddenly. “She was still under guarantee. I’ll get a new one.”


THE END




The Gospel According to Mickey Mouse


To the memory of
Arthur Jones,
Fine writer and teacher.
Greatly missed.




PART ONE


The tall angular man in the deer-stalker hat knelt down in the parking lot behind the ruined police car and spoke with Patrolman Quin. The police car was burnt out, but still afforded some protection. Beyond the car stretched the parking lot in front of Disneyland, and beyond that again the large coils of razor wire thrust forward by the military at the time of their last advance. All was now quiet, except that somewhere in the depths of the fun-park a lone calliope was piping its way through Greensleeves for the millionth time. Above the razor wire could be seen the still smouldering turrets of Sleeping Beauty’s Castle and the shattered framework of the Matterhorn.


The whole area surrounding Disneyland had been evacuated days earlier when the trouble first began. Los Angeles was unnaturally quiet. Now, tanks and armoured personnel carriers were dug in round the perimeter. The barrels of their guns all pointed inwards.


“Gee, Mr. Holmes,” said Patrolman Quin, his eyes bulging and his hand still sore from the crippling handshake. “We’re all mighty honoured and relieved to have you with us. I’ve been a fan of yours ever since I learned to read.”


“Quite so,” said Sherlock Holmes. His sharp grey eyes roved restlessly over the crazy skyline of Disneyland. “But what I need are facts, Quin. When did this outbreak occur?”


“Facts is hard to come by, Mr. Holmes. Sir.” said Patrolman Quin. “We was driving down Hollywood Boulevard three days ago when the call came through. ‘All units report to Disneyland. Major disaster. This order timed at 15.30 hours.’ We knew it must be serious as the girl who gives out the patrol calls was all excited and kept getting her words mixed up. Well, we was on our way before she’d finished speaking. No one likes the idea of a disaster at Disneyland.”


“Did anything strike you as strange about this request, Quin?”


“Yes, sir. Mr. Holmes, sir. I mean all units… We’re a pretty big force in this city, and besides, Disneyland has its own police. They don’t want trouble. Bad for business. They like to keep it a family affair. The last thing they want is a whole roost of us Cherry-Tops… er, that’s what we call our cars on account of the red light we have on the roof, to come bustin’in.”


“And what happened?” asked Sherlock Holmes.


“We got in a traffic jam. Seems like every patrol car south of San Francisco had responded to that call for help.”


“And when you eventually got to Disneyland?”


“Panic, Mr. Holmes, sir. Panic. Pure and simple. Kids screaming. Women screaming. Men screaming. People trampled underfoot. Cars jammed and wrecked. I mean, I was there when those two jumbo jets crashed over L. A. International Airport, so I know what a mess looks like, but I’ve never seen nothing like this. They weren’t people no more. They was animals. They was blinded with fear.”


“And what else did you see?”


“Him.”


“Who?”


“Mickey Mouse, sir. And he seemed so big. He’d climbed up on top of the Matterhorn. And he was waving and laughing at the crowd as they ran screaming away. Honest, sir, he looked like King Kong in that scene when he climbs up the Empire State Building… and he had a girl in his hands.”


“And what did he do?”


“Please, sir.…”


“I need the facts, Quin. The facts. Accurate judgment is based on accurate facts, no matter how improbable they may seem at the time.”


“Yes, sir. Pardon, sir. I’ve never been sick on duty before, sir, but I was then. He had this girl in his hands, sir, and he… bit her head off.”


Sherlock Holmes breathed deeply. “Just like that.”


“Just like that, sir. He has a powerful big mouth. And those teeth looked wicked.” Patrolman Quin suppressed a shudder. “That was when we started shooting, sir. We let loose with everything we had. But it didn’t make a dime’s worth of difference. He just stood there smiling and munching. Then Minnie Mouse climbed up too and they both stood hand in hand waving at us. It was horrible.”


Sherlock Holmes nodded to himself, and patted Quin gently on the shoulder.


“What’s happening to the world, Mr. Holmes? It used to be so peaceful. I mean bank robberies and muggings and the odd kidnapping, I could take. All part of the day’s work, so to speak. But this? Mr. Holmes, sir, it’s like a nightmare. Like living in a nightmare.”


“It is a nightmare, Patrolman Quin,” said Sherlock Holmes. “But it has a logical basis. This same force which brought Mickey Mouse and his friends to life has now, in this hour of the world’s need, turned its powerful agency upon me. Strange as it may seem, this Mickey Mouse and I are brothers. Yet we are the deadliest of enemies. The struggle will be mighty before this battle ends.”


“But what does it all mean, sir?”


“Elementary, my dear Quin. In your world, truth has become stranger than fiction; and now fiction has leaped up to answer the challenge.”


Patrolman Quin scratched his head. He felt at that moment as Dr. Watson had felt many times.


Sherlock Holmes stood up. He faced the ruins of Disneyland squarely. “I at least have nothing to fear from them,” he said.


At that moment the calliope grew louder and faster. In a few seconds it was racing through Greensleeves in a raucous cacophony. Such a noise could not be sustained. It cut out suddenly with a sound like a spring uncoiling. Silence. Then something moved.


Before the startled gaze of Sherlock Holmes and Patrolman Quin, Mickey Mouse - followed by Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and Bambi - climbed up onto the twisted tracks of the monorail and began dancing. Faintly their voices carried through the dense Los Angeles air. “Heigh ho. Heigh ho…”


“I’ve got to get in there. Personal observation is worth fifty of your special reports.” So said Sherlock Holmes. He struck a match crisply and applied its flame to the bowl of an old and oily black clay pipe. While puffing he glanced round the assembled faces.


It was a meeting of chiefs of staff. Round the table were seated hard-boiled Colonels, red-necked Majors and battle-scarred Lieutenants. They were all granite jawed and serious of mien.


“That’s not gonna be easy, Mr Holmes, Sir,” said Major Liebestraum, hero of 125 sorties behind enemy lines. “We’ve thrown everything at them. Everything that is, except the ‘big bang’. Bazooka fire, rockets, mortars. Didn’t raise a pimple. They just lined up along the perimeter and laughed at us. Then that big one with the ears… what’s his name?”


“Dumbo.”


“Yeah, Dumbo. He starts flapping his ears and up he goes like a balloon. Started squirting water at us with his trunk. That’s when I called the cease-fire. Only thing that seems to keep them contained right now is the electric fence, and I wouldn’t like to say how long that’ll last.”


A thin man in a plain brown city suit coughed politely into his sleeve and raised his hand.


“Shoot, Dwight,” said Major Liebestraum, and sat down.


Dwight was a gentle-looking man with a soft voice and permanent seven-o’clock shadow. He seemed nervous, but behind his steel-rimmed glasses, his eyes were bright and sharp. He unfurled a street plan onto the operations table.


“I’ve been studying the old construction plans,” he said. “This is from the drainage department. There is one method of entry which you may not have thought of and which I am sure the enemy will not have considered. It is through the sewer of the Haunted House.”


Behind the glowing stubs of cigars, military faces crinkled and smiled. They leaned forwards.


“You see, I’ve sketched it in, in green. This culvert was designed originally, I understand, to carry flood water from all the lakes and rivers in Disneyland. So far as I know it has never been needed. As you can see, channels lead off the main conduit and penetrate to all parts of the playground. For a saboteur or an assassin it is an ideal access.”


“Dwight, you’re a genius,” said Major Liebestraum, and slapped him on the back. Rumbles of agreement came from all round the table.


Dwight coughed into his sleeve and smiled shyly.


“What’s your feeling, Mr Holmes?” asked Major Liebestraum. “Do you think you can make it? We can draw their attention with some fancy hardware and fly-overs and such. But beyond that you are on your own.”


Sherlock Holmes continued puffing quietly on his pipe. Finally, he took the pipe from his mouth and tapped out the ashes into a large glass ashtray. He studied the earnest faces which surrounded him, and a wry smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, but his eyes were sad. Finally, he spoke.


“Gentlemen. I have been in many strange predicaments, as perhaps you know, the like of which might trouble the mind of the Creator himself. And yet, I am here today. We have but one life and we must live it as best we can, according to our lights, taking the good with the bad. And who can predict the outcome? All my life has led up to this moment, I think, and I am ready. None can go with me into that darkness. But if I do not return, know, gentlemen, that there are others, within that perimeter, who will have paid dearly for my life.”


He stopped speaking and the silence was broken only by Dwight, who was sobbing and smiling at the same time. Great tears were welling up into his eyes and he was nodding vigorously.


So it was agreed that Sherlock Holmes should enter Disneyland alone. With him he carried a pair of binoculars, a flashlight and his trusty walking stick. Major Liebestraum had offered him stun grenades and a machine pistol. Dwight had come up with a fraternity pin which sprayed cyanide gas. But Sherlock Holmes refused all aids.


Now, watched over by the anxious Dwight, Major Liebestraum and Patrolman Quin, he lowered his long angular frame down through a manhole and into the dark depths of the culvert. He landed on his toes. The ground was perfectly dry and dust rose up to meet him.


Reaching down through the manhole, Major Liebestraum gave him a thumbs-up sign and then withdrew. The manhole cover clanged shut. The darkness was total. He was alone.


Sherlock Holmes was relaxed. He felt the familiar tingle of excitement in his spine. An adventure such as this was, after all, what he was made for. He switched on his flashlight, orientated himself and, having previously memorized the map of the waterway, set out confidently for the Haunted Mansion. The sound of his footsteps was muffled by the dust. There were no other footprints and it was obvious that he was the first person to use this conduit since it was built.


His journey was uneventful, but it took him longer than he expected. Finally he reached a place where three tunnels converged. Without hesitation he chose the left one and there facing him, set into the concrete, were the rungs of an iron ladder. He aimed the flashlight up to the top of the ladder and revealed a door. Neat letters were stencilled on it: Exit 37. HAUNTED MANSION


After surveying the iron rungs carefully, Sherlock Holmes swung himself up the ladder and tried the door. It opened easily. Too easily, he thought as he stepped through.


It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the darkness for he dared not use his flash-light. Slowly he began to detect shapes. A faint luminescence came from the walls around him. He breathed evenly and deep, stilling his pulse which threatened to race. Away to his right the light seemed stronger, and from that direction also came a sudden burst of insane laughter. He decided to investigate directly.


Moving with practised silence, he skirted round some old machinery and large cog wheels and approached the source of the light. It was a door, standing a quarter open, and beyond it creatures were moving.


He peeped through. It was a banqueting hall. Thin wraith-like shapes with horrible grins flowed round the hall, casting shadows of green and blue. Seated at the central table were ghastly figures. Away to the left a coffin was propped up and as he watched, the corpse inside scrabbled at the lid with bony fingers and forced it open. Giant toads leaped about, and a skull laughed hollowly.


Sherlock Holmes watched in amazement while his logical brain, working overtime, kept fear at bay. He observed the regularity of the movements. He counted the seconds between the appearances of the corpse, and he looked into the eyes of the wraiths as they swept past him. He saw no light of intelligence. He noted the strings which pulled the toads. They were nothing more than grotesque puppets.


“All mechanical,” he breathed, and stepped out into the banqueting hall.


Using his flash-light, he was able to see that high in one wall was a balcony, and beyond that the suggestion of a passageway. He climbed up onto the dining table, pushing the corpse-like diners aside, and with a leap reached the chandelier. It was covered with cobwebs. Thin tendrils of gossamer plucked at his hair and sleeves. It was the work of a moment for him to shinny up the chain which held the chandelier, and then make it swing until he could jump off and catch the balustrade which fronted the balcony. A pull of his strong arms and he was over.


He dusted his hands and clothes and with one last glance at the jumping toads and sickly wraiths, set off up the passage. It led him steadily upwards. He passed statues with heads that turned and mirrors where strange faces leered at him. He regarded them all with disdain. Then there was daylight. Blessed daylight.


Sherlock Holmes felt mildly disappointed. “Is this all?” he wondered and one of his own maxims passed through his mind. “As a rule, the more bizarre a thing is, the less mysterious it proves to be.”


He eased open the front door to the Haunted Mansion and stepped out into the bright afternoon sunshine.


Waiting for him was a giant dog.


Pluto.


Lazily Pluto scratched himself with a big floppy paw and a flea the size of a fifty cent piece jumped into the air and hopped away singing.


Pluto blinked. “Boss wants to see you. Wondered what took you so long.”


“Boss?” said Sherlock Holmes, startled and remembering vaguely the hound of the Baskervilles.


“Yeah. Mickey. De brains. Ya know? Says he wants to see you straight away, soon as you gets clear of spooksville. Reckon you’d better come along with me.”


Before Sherlock Holmes could move, Pluto reached forwards and picked him up in his mouth like a tasty bone. He trotted off down the sidewalk.


“Moriarty,” breathed Sherlock Holmes to himself as he bumped up and down. Somewhere he knew he had lost the initiative.


Sherlock Holmes was not too uncomfortable. Pluto held him high and was careful not to let his toes drag on the ground, and not to bite too tightly.


As they jogged along, Sherlock Holmes found he had time to observe the route and store it away in his memory in case of a later escape. Away to his right was a paddle steamer. It had crashed into an island and now lay canted over onto one side with a gaping hole in its stern. One paddle still turned jerkily. The bright paintwork was burned and the wheelhouse was charred where a fire had blazed. Sherlock Holmes guessed that this was the result of a direct hit from one of Major Liebestraum’s incendiary rockets.


There were other signs of the recent battle also: jagged craters in the road, broken glass, a collapsed stagecoach, puddles of melted ice-cream and ominous red stains. Once he saw the body of a human being crushed into a corner as though thrown with great force, but of the wholesale slaughter he had expected, there was no sign. “Must have tidied up,” he thought, “or else…” He became aware of the roughness of Pluto’s tongue and of his hot saliva. He shuddered.


Soon they approached Sleeping Beauty’s Castle, the gateway to Fantasyland. Here the bomb damage was worse. Every wall was pitted with shrapnel. The swans who had lived on the lake were all dead and bobbed up and down on the surface like blobs of dirty cotton wool.


The ride ended in a small pavilion. Pluto carried him up some stairs and dropped him unceremoniously in front of a door ringed with fairy lights. Sherlock Holmes was glad. The continual bouncing up and down had finally made him feel sick. He had lost his binoculars. They had slipped from round his neck shortly after his departure from the Haunted Mansion. His flashlight was gone too. It had fallen from his pocket. He still held on tightly, however, to his walking stick.


“Boss’ll see you soon,” said Pluto, and yawned showing giant white teeth. “Don’t try nothing smart ‘cos Mickey said to bring you in one piece.” Pluto licked his lips.


Sherlock Holmes sat without moving, his eyes fixed warily on the giant dog, which seemed to fall asleep the moment its long snout came to rest on its paws. Its loud snores shook the petals on the paper flowers decorating the corridor.


Sherlock Holmes was just about to make a cautious move when the door opened and a voice boomed, “Come on in, Sherlock baby. The broads is rotten but the bourbon’s neat. Come on in and make yourself at home.” Sherlock Holmes guessed that this must be the voice of Mickey Mouse in person. He stood up slowly. Pluto opened one eye and winked at him. “Better not keep the boss waiting,” he growled. “Git a move on.”


Sherlock Holmes gripped his walking stick firmly and marched through the door with as much dignity as he could muster. He found himself in a large room with cloverleaf shaped windows. The sight which greeted his eyes stopped him in mid pace.


In one corner lay Peter Pan, his wings crushed and broken and his normally bright eyes dimmed with pain. Near him the remains of Jiminy Cricket were scattered about on the carpet. Minnie Mouse was there too. It was she that had opened the door. Now she was on her knees and crying into a big polka-dot handkerchief. Reclining on a sofa, and looking very demure, was Snow White. She was brushing her hair with a big silver brush and idly picking grapes from a large bowl held up by two of the seven dwarfs.


Facing him was Mickey Mouse. He was slumped forwards in a large easy chair with one hand resting on the floor holding a bottle. His large black ears drooped and his eyes were brimming with tears.
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