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Pr ol ogue

In Xanadu, Jethro Manchester had built a pl easure done, in fact the Pleasure Done Casino. But that
was sone tinme ago, and since then Manchester's fortunes had changed. Now both the casino and the
mount ai n resort of Xanadu bel onged to another, to Aristotle MIlan, and the new resident-owner's
needs required that he make certain alterations.

The casino was a great done of glass and chrone. It was a three-storey affair - or four-storey, if
one included a smaller donme, which sat |ike a bubble or a raised blister on top of the main
structure - that lorded its location at Xanadu's hub, on a false plateau in a high, dog-leg fold
of the Australian Macpherson Range of nountai ns.

Now it was night, but still the work on M Mlan's alterations continued. He wanted the work
conmpleted to his specifications before he reopened Xanadu to the public in just a few days' time.
And in his private accommodati on in the high bubble dome, MIlan hinself supervised the last of the
work; or if not supervised, at |east he was there to see it finished to his satisfaction. But

Ml an's presence - or nore specifically the annoyance that acconpanied it - wasn't to Derek

Hi nch's |iking.

Hi nch was a painter and decorator, but at tines like this he tended to think of hinmself nore as a
steepl ej ack. Inside the bubble it wasn't so bad ... there wasn't very far to fall if he nmade the

VITTT

classic mistake of stepping back a few paces to admire his work! But outside, sone fifty or sixty
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feet off the ground: that had been nerve-racking, and thank God he was done with it now

But bl ack? Painting perfectly good wi ndows bl ack, both inside and out? It didn't make a | ot of
sense to Derek H nch. And as for M Mlan: he didn't nake rmuch sense either! The guy nust be sone
kind of eccentric, a nut case, albeit a very rich, powerful one. The way he prow ed through the
glitzy fal se opul ence of this place, apparently lost in sonme indefinable distance, in space and
time; though mainly (H nch suspected) lost in a world of his own, the extravagance of his

t hought s.

And his music ... his bloody terrible, interm nable nmusic! There was a gl eam ng anti que jukebox at
one end of a small, gently curving, mahogany-topped bar on the perineter of the bubble, and when
Mlan was taking it easy he would sit there in an arncthair with a drink, just listening to the
music ... the sane damm tunes or songs, or just, well, music, over and over again. And it was

driving H nch nuts, too!

Not that Hi nch didn't care for the stuff; he liked - or he used to Ilike, and he woul d have
continued to like - all of this stuff just fine ... if he hadn't been obliged to listen to each
piece at least thirty or forty tines in the space of just seven nights. So thank God he was al nost
fini shed here!

But nights! Way in hell couldn't this work be done in daylight hours? And why in hell couldn't
Mlan sleep nights - like any other mad nillionaire? And why in doubl e-dacmmed M did he have to
play his bloody nusic like this!?

What was it that was playing now? Damm, the tunes had kind of run together in Hi ndi's head; he had
heard them so often, he knew what was comi ng next! M rich-foreign-handsone-bl oody-bastard M| an
kept playing themin sequence, in some kind of order of preference. But it was the order of

di sorder, totally out of order, to Hinch's way of thinking.

Oh, yes - now he renenbered - Zorba's Dance, that was it! Al bouzoukis, fast drunbeats, and

Ant hony bl oody Qui nn danci ng

on a beach! A Greek thing that was al nbst as nuch an antique as the nachine that played it. One of
those tunes that never dies, one which as far as H nch was concerned could die any time it fucking
well |iked! And of course as the tune ended, H nch knew the next itemin the circular, never-
ending repertoire. And here it cane yet again:

" Sunshine, you may find ny wi ndow but you won't find me ..." Sone kind of blues with a Country and
Western flavour, and lyrics too deep for Hinch to understand ... pleasing to listen to, even
soothing, in a way... if you hadn't heard it half a dozen tinmes already this very night! Sone old
bl ack guy, singing his heart out about misery. But to Hinch's mind the only misery lay in having
to listen to it over and over again.

'So, you don't care for ny nusic, M Hinch? The voice was deep yet oiled; it seemed to runble, or
purr, yet was in no way cat-like. On the other hand, Ml an's novenents were cat-li ke as he cane
fromthe bar with a drink in his long-fingered hand, to gaze out on the night through an open

wi ndow.

But if it wasn't painted black, (H nch thought), there'd \>e no need to open the fucking thing!
Not that there's anything to see out there. Wile out loud he said, 'Er, did | say sonething about
your nusic? | have a habit of talking to nyself while I'"mworking. It doesn't nmean anything.' OCh
yes it fucking does! It nmeans that |I'm pissed to death with you, and your bloody nusic, and with
bl oody Kanadu, and all of this bl oody black paint!

He | ooked down on Ml an froma height of sonme twelve feet, froma wheel ed scaffol ding tower where
he had just put the finishing touches to the |ast pane of a high window And that was it: the
entire interior surface, every square foot of hundreds of square feet of glass, varnished for
adhesi on, painted black, and finally layered with polyurethane [acquer for durability. A double-
dyed bastard of a job

"Perhaps | don't pay you enough?' said MIlan, as H nch put down his roller, w ped his hands, cane
cl ambering down from on high

"The noney's fine,' the bad-tenpered Hi nch said. He stood

six feet tall, but still had to Iift his head a fraction to | ook up at his enployer. "And 1'd like
it now, for I'mall done.
"Then if the paynent is fine,' said Mlan, '"it can only be that | was right and it's the nusic. O

perhaps it's ne? Do you find ny presence unsettling?

Wi | e he was speaki ng, H nch had checked himout - again. For Aristotle MIlan was the kind of man
you | ooked at twice. At a guess he'd be maybe forty, forty-five years old. Difficult to be nore
specific than that, because his | ooks were sort of tinmeless. He was probably sixty but topped-up
Wi th expensive nonkey hornones or sone such. Something was running through his veins, keeping him
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young, for sure. Spoiled, rich bastard!

But foreign? Even without the name to give himaway, there could be no mistaking that: Italian
with a touch of Greek - but in any case a nongrel, in Hnch's eyes. Mlan's hair was bl ack as
night; worn long, it swept back froma high, broad forehead, and its shining ringlets curled on
his shoul ders. And handsonme: he had the kind of Mediterranean | ooks that seened to appeal to a | ot
of wonmen. Hinch woul d guess that his bedroomcrawled with all kinds of young, good-looking, dirty
wonen.

H s ears were fleshy - what could be seen of them- but he wore his sideboards thick and | acquered
back to cover the upper extrenmties. Sonething odd about his nose, too: a flatfish |look to it, as
if Nature had pushed it back a little too far, and his nostrils were too large and flaring. And

then those arcing eyebrows over deep-sunken, jet-black eyes ... those eyes that were Ml an's nost
startling feature. Jet-black, and yet Hinch couldn't be certain. Catch themat the right angle,
they'd sonetinmes gl eam a golden, feral yellow And despite the nose, still those eyes |oaned M| an

the | ooks of a bird of prey.

But handsone? Maybe Hinch was all wong about that. It was sinply the attraction of Mlan's odd -
his strange or foreign, his alnost alien - features, that was all. And as for Mediterranean: well,
that didn't seemquite right either, not with the cold pallor of his flesh, and the blood red of
his Iips. He was sonet hing of

a weird one, this Mlan, for sure. Sonething of an enignma. An unknown or unspecified quantity.

" Payment when the job is done," MIlan spoke again, the runble |ower than ever. '"Wich it isn't,
not quite, not yet.'

"What ?' Hinch stared hard at him tried to look hard, too - difficult with a nan as sure of
hinself as Mlan. O as sure of his filthy noney! But Hi nch reckoned that for all his |ousy
mllions, still Mlan would be a cinch in a fight. Hinch was a powerful, brutal fighter, the
victor of a dozen rough-house braws. And Ml an - he had the hands of a pianist, fingers like a
girl! Hw/H nch would bet his Ilife that MIlan had never felt a bunch of knuckles bouncing off that
ugly nose of his. And the thought never occurred to himthat he had already bet his life.

Cocking his head a little on one side, MIlan | ooked at himcuriously, sighed and said, '"First it's

nmy nusic, and then it's because you've had to work late into the night, and now ... nowit's
personal, to the point that you insult me and even measure your physical strength against mne
like an opponent... as if you could ever be an opponent. O is it all just jeal ousy?

And suddenly it sank into Hinch's | ess than enornous brain that while he'd thought all of these
things, he hadn't actually voiced any of them- not even about the nusic! WAs he that easy to
read?

But he was tired of all this, and so, changing the subject he said, 'Wat's that about the job not
being finished? I nean, you wouldn't be trying to avoid paying ne - would you?' And the threat in
his words, the way he growl ed them was obvious.

"Not at all," Mlan told him 'Paynment is nost certainly, very definitely due. And you shall have
it. But out there - on the outside of the dome, just alittle to the left of this open w ndow here
- there's a spot you nmissed. And | suffer fromthis affliction: I can't deal with too nuch

sunlight. My eyes and ny skin are vul nerable. And so, you see, while sunshine may find my w ndow,
it must never find ne. The work nust be finished, to nmy satisfaction. That was our contract, M
Hi nch.'

God damm this weird bastard! Hi nch thought, as he paced to the wi ndow, |eaned out (but carefully,)
and | ooked to the left. But: 'God?" said MIlan, fromclose behind. 'Your god, M H nch? Well, if
there is such a Being - and if his sphere of influence is as extensive as you suppose - | think
you may safely assume that he "damed” nme a very long tine ago.

"Eh?' said Hi nch, |ooking back into the done, surprised by and wondering at the sudden change in
Ml an's tone of voice. Mlan noved or flowed closer; his slimfingers were strong where they cane
down on Hindi's hand, trapping it on the window sill. And |leaning closer still, with his face just
i nches away, he smiled and hissed, 'You don't nuch care for heights, do you, M Hi nch? In fact you
care for themeven | ess than you care for nme, or for my nusic.

"What the bloody ... ?' Hinch | ooked into eyes that were no | onger black or feral but uniformy
red, flaring |ike |anps.

"Bl oody?' the other repeated him his voice a phlegny gurgle now, full of lust, and his breath a
hot, coppery stench in Hindi's face. 'Ah, yesssss! But not your blood, not this tine, M Hinch
Your blood is unworthy. You are unworthy!'’

"Jesus Christ!' Hi nch gasped, choked, tried to draw away -and fail ed.

"Call on who or whatever you like." Mlan continued to pin himto the w ndow | edge, and noved his
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free hand to the back of Hi nch's thick neck. 'No one and nothing can help you now. '

"You're a fucking madman!' Hinch jerked and wiggled, but he couldn't pull free. The other's
strength was unbelievabl e.

"And you ... you are nothing!" Mlan told him continuing to snmile, or at |east doing sonething
with his face.

H nch saw it, but didn't believe it: the way Mlan's lips curled back and away from his el ongating
jaws, the teeth curving up through his splitting guns, his ridged, convoluted nose flattening
back, while his nostrils gaped and sniffed. And the red blood dripping fromthe corner of his

nmout h.

Then Mlan freed H nch's hand in order to clench his fist and

hit himin his ribs - such a blow that H nch, burly as he was, was lifted fromhis feet. At the
same tine, MIlan hoisted himby the scruff of the neck and tilted himforward; concerted novenents
designed to topple himinto space.

And as the shrieking H nch flipped out into the night, so the Thing that |ooked like a nman

rel eased him

Hi nch fell, but only for a nonment. Then his shriek becane a gasp as he canme down on his belly and
cracked ribs across the safety rail of a painter's platformslung between twin gantries. From
above, seven or eight feet to the open wi ndow, H nch heard Mlan's cursing. And struggling to his
feet inside the platformhe | ooked up - to see that hideous, livid face | ooking down on him

Then, noving like liquid lightning, Mlan was up onto the wi ndow | edge, and |ight as a feather
came | eaping to the bouncing, rocking platform H's intentions were unm stakable, and as he | anded
Hinch went to kick himin the groin. Mlan caught his foot, twisted it until the ankle broke, then

reached out with a long armto grab the other's throat. And without pause, lifting H nch bodily
into the air, he thrust himout beyond the rimof the safety rail - and let himfall.
As Hinch fell - grasping at thin air and failing to catch it - he was aware that M| an was

speaking to himone last tinme. But whether it was a physical voice he heard, a chuckling whisper
in his head, or sinply sonething inmagi ned, he couldn't have said. And he certainly didn't have
time to worry about it.

Paid in fully the crazed voi ce whi spered. For your insults if not for your work. So be it!

And bel ow, crashing down head first, Hi nch was dead before the pain had time to register. Like an
egg dropped on the floor, the contents of his skull splattered at first. But the grey was soon
drowned in a thick, night-dark pool that fornmed around his shattered head.

Whil e up above, that terrible face continued to snile down on him.. for alittle while, unti
Aristotle Mlan's features nelted

7

PART ONE

back into a nore acceptable form and he gave a carel ess shrug, and grunted again, 'So be it!'
Then he returned to listening to his music, and no other's thoughts to disturb himnow, in the
solitude of a strange place in a strange land ..

An 'unfortunate accident,' was how | ocal newspapers would |later report the matter. They al so
reported Mlan's generous offer to pay all of the funeral expenses, and his very generous donation
to Derek Hindi's wi dow ...

The How OF |t

CHAPTER ONE See The Creechur

It was hot as hell, and flies the size of Jake Cutter's little fingernails had been committing

sui cide on the vehicle's windscreen for nore than a hundred and fifty mles now, ever since they'd
left Wluna and 'civilization' behind.

"Phew!' Jake said, sluicing sweat fromhis brow and out of the open wi ndow of their specially
adapted Land Rover. The top was back and the wi ndows wound down, yet the hot w nd of passage that
pushed their w de-brinmmed Aussie hats back fromtheir foreheads, tightened their chinstraps around
their throats and ruffled their shirts still nade it feel like they were driving headlong into a
bonfire. And the 'road' ahead - which in fact was scarcely better than a track - wavered like a
snoke-ghost in the heat haze of what appeared to be an enpty, ever-expandi ng di stance.

Behi nd the vehicle, a mle-long plunme of dust and bl ue-grey exhaust funes drifted | ow over the
scrub and the wil derness.

"That's your fifth "phew',' Liz Merrick told him 'Feeling tal kative today?
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'So what am | supposed to say?' He didn't even glance at her, though nost nen woul dn't have been
able to resist it. '"Ch dear, isn't it hot? Christ, it nust be ninety! "Phew' is about all I'mup
to, because if | do nore than open nmy nouth a crack - ugh!' And he spat out yet another wet fly.
I T

Li z squirmed and grimaced. 'Wat the hell do they live on, | wonder? Way out here, | nean?' She
swatted and m ssed as sonething small, black and nasty went zipping by.

"Things die out here/ Jake answered grinmy. 'Maybe that's what they live on.' And just when she

t hought that was it, that he was all done for now 'Anyway, the sun's going down over the hills
there. Another half-hour or so, it'll be cooler. It won't get cold - not in this freaky weather -
but at least you'll be able to breathe without frying your lungs.' Then he was done.

She turned her head to look at himnore fully: his angular face in profile, his hard hands on the
wheel, his lean outline. But if Jake noticed her frowning, curiously intent glance, well, it
scarcely regi stered. That was how he was: hands off. And she thought: W make a damed odd coupl e!
She was right, they did. Jake hard yet supple, |ike whip-cord, and Liz soft and curvy. Hmwth
his dark background and current ... condition, and Liz with her-

-Whi ch was when they hit a pothole, which sinmultaneously brought Liz's nmind back to earth while
lifting her backside eight inches off her seat. 'Jake, take it easy!' she gasped.

He nodded, in no way apol ogetically, alnpbst absent-m ndedly. He had turned his head to | ook at her
- no, Liz corrected herself - to | ook beyond her, westward where the rounded dones of gaunt,

yell ow and red-ochre hills marched parallel with the road. They were pitted, those hills,

pockmar ked even from here. The sanme could be said of the desert all around, including the so-
called road. 'These old mine workings,' Jake growl ed. 'CGold mines. That was subsi dence back there,
where the road is sinking into some old mine. | didn't see it because of this bloody heat haze.'
"CGol d?' Squirm ng down into her seat, Liz tried to get confortable again. Hah! she thought. As if
I"d been confortable in the first place!

"They found a few nuggets here/ he told her. 'There was a bit of a gold rush that didn't pan out.
There may be gold here - there

probably is - but first you have to survive to bring it up out of the ground. It just wasn't worth
it ..

' Because even without this awful El N no weather, this was one hell of an inhospitable place to
survive in/ she nodded.

"Right/ Finally Jake glanced at her - at her this tine. And while he was still |ooking she grinned
nervously and sai d:

"What a place to spend your honeynoon! | should never have let you talk me into it/ A wtticism

of course.

"Huh!' was his reply. Shielding his eyes, he switched his attention back to the rounded hills with
the sun's rimsitting on themlike a golden, pus-filled blister on the slunping hip of sone
gigantic, reclining, deconposing woman.

"Fuel gauge is low Liz tapped on the gauge with a fingernail. 'Are we sure there's a gas station
out here?" In fact she knew there was; it was right there on the map. It was just the awful heat,
the condition of the road, evening setting in, and a perfectly normal case of nerves. Liz's tended
to fray a little fromtine to tinme. As for Jake's ... well, she wasn't entirely sure about his,
didn't even know if he had any.

"Gas station?' He glanced at her again. 'Sure there is. To service the local "community". Heck
around these parts there's point nine persons per hundred square niles!' VWile Jake's sarcasm
dripped, it wasn't directed entirely at Liz but rather at their situation. Mreover, she thought
she detected an unfam liar edge to his voice. So perhaps he did have nerves after all. But stil
his conpletely hunourless attitude irritated her

' That many peopl e? Really?' For a noment she'd felt goaded into playing this insufferable nan at
his own gane ... but only for a noment. Then, shrugging, she let it go. 'So what's it doing here?
The gas station, | mean/

"It's arelic of the gold rush/ he answered. 'The Australian Government keeps such pl aces going
with subsidies, or they sinply couldn't exist. They're watering holes in the m ddl e of nowhere,
way stations for the occasional wanderer. Don't expect too nuch, though. Maybe a bottle of warm
beer - make sure you

12
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knock the cap off yourself... yes, | know you know that - no food, and if you need the | oo you'd
better do it before we get there.' Good advice, around these parts.
The road vani shed about a nile ahead: an optical illusion, just |ike the heat haze. As the hills

got higher, so the road began to clinb, naking everything seemon a level, horizontal. Only the
throb of the notor told the truth: that the Land Rover was in fact |abouring, however slightly.
And in another mnute they crested the rise.

Then Jake brought the vehicle to a halt and they both went off into the scrub fifty yards in
different directions. He got back first, was |eaning on his open door, peering through binocul ars
and checki ng the way ahead when Liz returned.

' See anyt hing?' she asked, secretly adnmiring Jake where he stood unsel fconsciously posed, with one
booted foot on the door sill, his jeans outlining a small backside and narrow hips. But the rest
of himwasn't snall. He was tall, maybe six-two, leggy and with long arns to match. His hair was a
deep brown like his eyes, and his face was | ean, holl ow cheeked. He | ooked as if a good nea

woul dn't hurt... but, on the other hand, extra weight would certainly slow himdown. Hi s |ips were
thin, even cruel. And when he sniled you could never be sure there was any hunour in it. Jake's
hair was long as a lion's; he kept it swept back, braided into a pigtail. H's jaw was angul ar
thinly scarred on the left side, and his nose had been broken high on the bridge so that it hung
like a sheer cliff (like a native Anerican Indian's nose, Liz thought) instead of projecting. But
despite his | eanness, Jake's shoul ders were broad, and the sun-bronzed flesh of his upper arns was
corded with muscle. H s thighs, too, she inmagined ..

'The gas station,' he answered. 'Sign at the roadside says "AOd Mne Gas". There's a track off to
the right fromthe road to the pumps ... or rather the punp. What a dunp.' Another sign this side
of the shack says ... what?' He frowned.

"Well, what?' Liz asked.

'Says "See the Creature!'" Jake told her. 'But it's spelled Cr-e-e-c-h-u-r. Huh! Creechur ...' He
shook hi s head.

"Not nmuch schooling around here,' she said. Then, putting a hand to the left side of her face to
shut out the | ast spears of sunlight fromthe west, 'That's sone kind of eyesight you've got. Even
with binoculars the letters on those signs have to be tiny.'

"First requirement of a sniper,' he grunted. 'That his eyesight is one hundred per cent.'

"But you're not a sniper, or indeed any kind of killer, any longer,' she told him- then caught
her breath as she realized how wong she night be. Except it was different now, surely.

Jake passed the binocul ars, |ooked at her but made no conment. Peering through the gl asses, she
focused themto her own vision, picked up the gas station's single forlorn punp and the shack
standing - or leaning - behind it, apparently built right into the rocky base of a knoll, which
itself bulged at the foot of a massive outcrop or butte. The road wound around the ridgy, shelved
base of the outcrop and di sappeared north.

And whil e she | ooked at the place, Jake | ooked at her. That was okay because she didn't know he
was | ooki ng.

She was a girl - no, a wonan - and a sight for sore eyes. But Jake Cutter couldn't |ook at her
that way. There had \>em a wonman, and after her there couldn't be anything else. Not ever. But if
there could have been ... maybe it woul d have been soneone like Liz Merrick. She was maybe five-

seven, wllowwaisted, and fully curved where it would nmatter to soneone who nmattered. And to whom
she mattered. Well, and she did, but not like that. Her hair, black as night, cut in a boyish bob
wasn't Natasha's hair, and her long |l egs weren't Natasha's legs. But Liz's smle ... he had to
admt there was sonmething in her smle. Something like a ray of bright light, but one that Jake

wi shed he'd never known - because he knew now how quickly a light can be switched of f. Like

Nat asha's |i ght

‘Not very appetizing,' Liz comented, breathing with difficulty through her nouth.

14

'Eh?' He cane back to earth.

' The dunp, as you called it.'

'The nane says it all.' Jake was equal |y adenoidal. 'Probably the entrance to an old nine. Hence
"dd Mne Gs".'

A great talent for the obvious, she wanted to tell himbut didn't. Sarcasm again, covering for
sonet hi ng el se
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'So what do you think? she finally said, as they got back into the ' Rover
"CGood tinme not to think/ he answered, and Liz could only agree. At least he'd renmenbered what
little he'd been told. So they tried not to think, and continued not thinking as he started up the

vehicle and | et her coast the downhill quarter-mle to the Od Mne Gas station ..
Li ghts of a sort cane on as they turned off the road to clinb a hard-packed ranp to the el evated
shelf that fronted the shack. The illum nated sign flickered and buzzed, finally Iit up in a

desultory, half-hearted neon glare; griny windows in the shack itself burned a dusty, uncertain
electrical yellow In an ancient river valley like this, dry since prehistory, it got dark very
qui ckly, even suddenly, when the sun went down.

It also got cooler; not cold by any neans - not in this freakish El N no weather - but cooler
After they pulled up at the | one punp, Jake hel ped Liz shrug herself into a thin safari jacket,
took his own fromthe back of the 'Rover and put it on. In the west, one shallow trough in the
crest of the doned hills still held a golden glow. But the light was rapidly fading, and the
anet hyst draining fromthe sky, squeezed out by the descending sepia of space. To the east, the
first stars were already w nking into being over blackly silhouetted nountai ns.

Maybe twenty-five paces to the right of the main shack a | esser structure burrowed into the side
of the steep knoll. The 'See the Creechur' sign pointed in that direction. Liz wondered out | oud,
"What sort of creature, do you reckon?

But now there was a figure standing in the shadow of the
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shack's suddenly open screen door. And it was that figure that answered her. '"WlIl, it's a

bl oody/wnnjy one, | guarantee that nuch, miss!' And then a chuckle as the owner of the deep
gravel ly voice stepped out into full view 'It's a bit late in the day, though, so if ver want ter
see 'im best take a torch with yer. Bloonmin' bulb's blow again ... or maybe 'e did it "imself.
Don't much care for the light, that creechur feller. Now then, what can | do fer you fol ks? Gas,
isit?

Jake nodded and tilted his hat back. 'Gas. Fill her up.'

"Ah!' The other's gasp seened genui ne enough. 'Eh? What's this, then? Brits, are yer? A pair of
whi ngein' ponmi es way out 'ere? Now | asks yer, what next!?" He grinned, shook his head. 'Just
kiddin'. Don't yer be takin' no note o' ne, folks.

To all appearances he was just a friendly old lad and entirely unaccustoned to conpany. His rheuny
little pinprick eyes, long since abandoned to the winkles of a weathered face, gazed at his
custoners over a bristly beard |ike that of some garrul ous stagecoach driver in an ancient
Western. As he took the cap off the Land Rover's tank, his wobbly spindle | egs seemed about ready
to collapse under him And as if to nake doubly sure he'd said nothing out of turn: 'Er, no

of fence meant,' he continued to nunbl e his apol ogi es.

"No offence taken,' Liz gave a little laugh. And Jake had to adnire her: her steady, give-away-
not hi ng voi ce. She quickly went on, 'Can we get a drink or something, while you're filling her up?
It's been a long and thirsty road, and a way to go yet. Maybe a beer? You do have beer, right?
"Did yer ever neet up with an Australian' (but in fact he said Orstrylian) 'who didn't have a beer
close ter hand?' The old man grinned again, started the punp and handed the nozzle to Jake, then
hobbl ed back and 'elp open the inner door to the shack for Liz. 'Just you help yerself, niss.
They're all lined up on the shelves back o' the bar there. Not a lot ter choose from though -
Fosters every one! It's ny favourite. And since |I'mthe one who drinks nmost of it, it's ny choice
too.'

17

"Well, good/ said Liz. '"It's ny favourite, too.' Jake watched them go inside, frowned at the
nozzle in his hand. Just like that, he'd accepted the bl oody thing. Dam!

After that ... but it seenmed it was going to take forever to satisfy the 'Rover's greedy guzzling.
So Jake quit when the tank was only three-quarters full, slammed the nozzle into the punp's
housing, tried not to | ook too concerned as he followed Liz and the old boy into the shack. But
he'd hated to | ose contact with her, |ose sight of her Iike that, even for a few seconds. And
she' d | ooked back at himjust before she passed fromview, her green eyes a fraction too narrow,

t o0 anxi ous.

I nside, however, it wasn't as bad as he'd thought it would be. Or as it m ght have been

It was the grine, the bl own dust of the desert, clinging to the outside of the w ndows, that had
shut the light in and nade the place seemso dimfromoutside. But within - this mght be typical
of any outback filling station a million niles fromnowhere. That was Jake's first inpression. The
bar was a plank on two barrels, with a bead curtain hanging fromthe plank to the floor in front,
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and smaller barrels for seats. Liz was perched on one of them and the old man had passed her a
beer that she held unopened in her hand.

She must have asked himif he was all al one out here, and he was in the process of answering:
"Alone? Me? Naw, not nuch. And anyway | enjoys bein' on me ownsone. Ch, | got a couple o' boys to
"elp out. They ain't 'ere right now, is all. It ain't so bad, actu'ly. 'Ad a truck through just a
day or so ago.'

"A truck? Liz said, all innocence and light. 'Qut here?" And the old man nodded. 'Gawd knows
where they'd be goin'! But for that matter, where be you goin', eh? Wiat're yer doin' out 'ere
anyway ?'

Havi ng taken in nuch of the single roomat a glance, Jake strode to the bar and asked for a beer.
Wthout waiting for an answer fromLiz, the old man reached for a bottle and turned to Jake. 'Wel
now, you was a mte quick!' he said. 'Yer just topped 'er up, aml right? | nean, yer'd never fill
a big tank as quick as that/

"Right/ said Jake, accepting the beer. He gave the bottle a quick shake, forced the top off with a
practised thunb. Then, changing the subject as the warm beer foaned, 'No cans?' he inquired. He
passed the bottle to Liz, took hers and repeated his trick, with the sane result. The beer wasn't
flat; these bottles were old stock, but they hadn't been opened previously.

And nmeanwhile: "Cans? | don't hold with "enl the oldster told him "Al this newfangled shite! But
yer can trust a bottle/ And turning to Liz again, 'You were sayin'?

"No/ she answered, 'you were saying. You asked what we're doing out here/

"Vell then?' he pressed.

She smiled. 'Can you keep a secret?

He shrugged his hunched shoul ders, sat down on a barrel on his side of the plank and chuckl ed.
"And who do yer reckon I'd be tellin'?

Li z nodded. 'We were visiting kin in Wluna, decided to get married sort of quick. So here we are,
run off where no one can find us/

' Eh? Honeynooners, yer say? Run off on yer ownsonme and |eft no forwardin' address? Al out o
touch, secret an' private in the G bson Desert? Huh! Hell o' a place fer a honeynoon .. /

"l told himthe very sanme thing/ Liz nodded her agreenment, shaking an |-told-you-so finger at
Jake.

And Jake sai d, 'Anyway, we're headed north. W thought we'd take a | ook at the |akes, and-'
'Lakes?' the old fellowcut in, frowning. 'Yer visitin' the |akes?" Then, with a knowi ng nod of
his head, he nuttered, 'Big disappointnent, that/

"Oh?' Jake lifted an eyebrow

But the oldster only |aughed out |oud and sl apped his thigh. 'Lake Disappointnment!' he guffawed.
"Wy up north o' here. Damm ne, they falls fer it every time!' He sobered up, said, 'Lakes, eh?
Sonethin' ter see, is it? Huh! Plenty o' nud and salt, but that's about all/

18

IQ

"And wildlifel' Liz protested.

"Ch, aye, that too,' he said. 'Anyway, what would | know or care? | 'ave ne own wildlife, after
all.'

"The creature?' Jake swi gged on his beer

"ImMms the one,' the old boy nodded. 'Yer wanna see 'in®'

Jake had done with studying the oldster. But he would certainly like to take a closer look at this
shack - or what lay behind it or maybe beneath it. Liz could feel his curiosity, no matter how
hard he tried to keep it fromthe old boy. Mreover, she knew that between themthey nust check
this place out, and so decided to do her bit, create a diversion as best she could. And anyway
(she told herself), the old man didn't seem nmuch of a threat.

I"d like to see him' she said. '| nean, what's the nystery? Wiat kind of creature is it, anyway?
O is it just a con - sonme mangy, diseased dingo crawed in out of the desert - to pull in a few
more travellers?" And to her partner, though she knew he wouldn't take her up on it: 'Wat about
you, Jake? You want to come and see this thing?

Jake shook his head, took another pull at his bottle. "Not me, Liz. I've a thirst to slake. But if
you want to have a | ook at some mangy dog, well, go right ahead.' Al nobst choking on the words, he
got them out sonehow. Damm it to hell-the idea was supposed to be that they didn't get split up.'
He hoped she knew what she was doing. There again, she'd been in this gane |onger than he had. And
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that pissed Jake nore than a little, too: the fact that Liz was in effect the boss here.

"Torch,' said the old boy, taking a heavy rubber-jacketed flashlight fromthe shelf and handing it
to Liz. "Yer'1l need it. | keeps '"imin out o' the sun, which would surely fry '"is eyes. But it's
dark in the back o' the shack there. And this tine o' evenin' even darker in 'is cage.' Wen she

| ooked uncertain, didn't nove, he cocked his head on one side and said, 'Er, yer just follers the
signs, is all.'

Liz | ooked at him hefted the torch, said, 'You want nme to go al one?

"Can't very well get lost!' he said. But then, grunblingly, he hobbled out from behind the
makeshi ft bar. 'It's these old pins o' nine," he said. 'See, they don't nuch like ter go. But yer
right - can't let alittle lady go wanderin' about in the dark on "er own. So just you foller ne,
m ss. Just you foller old Bruce.' And then they were gone.

Jake took a small pager out of his pocket and switched it on. Nowif Liz got in trouble she only
had to press the button on her own beeper and he would know it... and vice versa. For in this gane
it was just as likely that he would be the one to nake a w ong nove.

Those were his thoughts as he stepped silently behind the bar, and passed through a second bead
curtain hanging fromthe tinmbered ceiling to the floor. And as easily and as quickly as that he
was into a horizontal mneshaft, and alnost as quickly into sonething far | ess mundane ..

Liz had followed the old man (Bruce? Hell of a |lot of Australians called Bruce, she thought. There
had to \>e at |least as nmany as there were Johns in London) along the foot of the knoll to the

| esser shack that |eaned into an al most sheer cliff face.

It was quite dark now, and the torch he'd given her wasn't nearly working on full charge. The
batteries nust be just about dead. O course, knowi ng the place as he did, that wouldn't mnuch
concern the old boy, but it concerned Liz. And despite that she followed slowly and carefully in
old Bruce's footsteps - mainly to give Jake the time he needed to | ook the place over - still she
stunbl ed once or twice over large rocks or into this, that, or the other pothole. But, in truth,
much of her stunbling was a ploy, too, so that it was perhaps a good thing after all that the
torch was al nost spent. She thought so at the outset, anyway.

Until eventually: 'Here we are,' the old man said, turning a key in a squealing | ock and openi ng
an exterior screen door. Beyond that a second door stood ajar; and as old Bruce, if that really
was his name, reached out an incredibly long armto one side of Liz

20
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to push it fully open - at the same tinme managi ng to bundl e her inside - so she recogni zed the
snell of a lair.

It was a prinmal thing, sonmething that lies deep in the ancestral nenories of every human being: to
be able to recogni ze the habitat of a dangerous aninmal or aninmals. The nusty, feral snell of a
cavern where sonething dwells - or perhaps an attic where bats have hi bernated for untold years -
or maybe the reptile house in a zoo.

But there are snells and snells, and this wasn't |ike anything Liz had ever conme across before; or
perhaps it was sinply the tainted, conposite snell of all of them Until suddenly she realized
that it wasn't just a snmell - wasn't sinply a snmell - but her talent comng into play, and that
the stench wasn't in her nostrils alone but also in her mnd.

And then she had to wonder about its origin, the focus or point of emanation of this alien taint.
Was it the shack - or the steel-barred, wall-to-wall cell it contained - or perhaps the night-

bl ack tunnel beyond the bars, with its as yet unseen, unknown 'creechur' ... or could it possibly
be old 'Brace' hinself?

There cane a sound fromthe darker depths of the horizontal m ne shaft. And just as there are
snells and snells, so are there sounds and sounds. Liz gasped, ained her torch-beaminto the

dar kness back there, and saw novenent. A flow ng, gathering, approaching darkness in the |esser
dark around; an inkblot of a figure, taking on shape as it cane, bobbing, wafting on a draft of
poi sonous air from wherever and whatever |ay beyond. And it had | um nous yellow eyes - slanted as
a beast's, and yet intelligent, not-quite-feral - that held her fixed |like a rabbit in a
headl i ght' s bean

But only for a nonment. Then-

"You.'' Liz transferred the torch to her left hand, dipped her right hand into a pocket and cane
out with a nodified Baby Browni ng, used her thunb to release the safety and ained it at the old
man ... or at the enpty space where he had been. Wiile fromoutside in the night, she heard the
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grating of his booted feet,

hi s now obscene chuckl e, and the squeal of a key turning in the exterior screen door's |lock as he
shut her in.
Hell! But this could quite literally be hell! Along with her talent - held back far too | ong by
her desire not to alert anyone or anything to her real purpose here - Liz's worst fears were now
fully nobilized, realized. She knew what the creechur in the mineshaft was, knew what it could do.
But even now she wasn't entirely hel pl ess.
Tucki ng the torch under her arm she found her beeper and pressed its alarmbutton ... at the
precise nonent that it commenced transmitting Jake's own cry for help!
The shock of hearing that rapid beep! beep! beeping from her pocket al nost nade Liz drop the
torch; she sonmehow managed to hold on to it, held her hands together, pointed the gun and the
torch both through the inch-thick bars of the cage. But as the weak beam swept the bars, it picked
out something that she hadn't previously noticed; there had been little enough tinme to notice
anyt hi ng. The cage had a door fastened with a chain and stout padlock - but the padl ock hung on
the inside, the other side, where it dangled fromthe hoop of its | oose shackl e!
She knew what she must do: reach through the bars, drive hone the shackle to close the padl ock. A
t wo- handed j ob. Again she put the torch under her arm funbled the gun back into her pocket. Then,
inthe crawling, tingling, living sem -darkness, Liz thrust her trenbling hands between the bars
and all of the tine she was aware of the thing advancing towards her, its slanted, sul phurous
eyes alive on her ... and the beeper issuing its urgent, staccato nmayday like a snmall, terrified
animal... and on top of all this the sudden, nightmarish notion: But what if this thing has the
key to the padl ock!?
At that rmoment it was Liz Merrick who felt like sone small, terrified, trapped animal - but a
human animal. While the thing striding silently, ever closer to her along the shaft was anyt hing
but human, though it m ght have been not so | ong ago.
It was al nost upon her; she snelled the hot stench of its breath!

22

CHAPTER TWD
Dar k Deni zens
Li z had squeezed her eyes shut in a desperate effort to | ocate the padl ock. Now she opened t hem

And it was there, it was there! Its face, caught in the upward-slanting beam of yellow |ight
fromthe torch in her armpit, |ooked down on her! And:
"Ahhh!" It - or he, the 'creechur’ - sighed. "A girl. No, a wooorman. And a fresh one. How very
good to neet you here.' How very ... provident. AM' And as sinply as that his cold, cold hands
took the padlock fromhers, freed it fromthe chains, and let it fall with a clank to the dirt
fl oor

24

Meanwhi | e, Jake Cutter had proceeded nmaybe a hundred yards down the gradually sloping shaft, deep
into the earth. The shaft was quite obviously the entrance to an old mne; the walls and roof were
tinmbered, and there were sleepers and rusty, narrowgauge rails in the fairly uneven floor. In

pl aces there was sone evidence of past cave-ins, where holes in the ceiling and boul ders on the
floor told their own story. Since the surviving supports seenmed stout enough, Jake wasn't worried
for his safety in that respect.

But in one other respect, he was. And he kept finding hinself w shing that right now he wasn't
sonewhere but rather soneone else - despite that he would usually prefer not to be! Al very
confusing and paradoxi cal, but it was something which had only ever' happened twice, and then in
the nost extrene of circunstances. And for the tine being Jake was only Jake Cutter

Such were his thoughts when the narrow but adequate beam of his pencil-slimpocket torch picked
out the first of several side tunnels, shafts that radiated off fromthe nmain, the origina

m neshaft.

Until now the floor had borne a thick coating of dust and sand, nuch of which had settled agai nst
the walls. Towards the centre, however, and between the rails, nost of this had been

scuf fed away, presunmably by the recent passage of several or many persons. But persons goi ng
where? O course, the old proprietor night be using this place as a warehouse or stock room
i ndeed, back where the shaft opened into the shack that fronted the m ne Jake had passed a junble
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of old crates and cardboard boxes, and |labels on the latter had declared their contents as w per
bl ades, fuses, various grades of motor oil, spark plugs, and spare parts and vehicle accessories
in general. Naturally, he would have expected as nuch that close to the entrance.
But all these signs of recent disturbance - or of occupation? - all this way back here? Wiy woul d
anyone want to come back here, except perhaps on exploratory forays; nmaybe soneone who was curi ous
about ol d mine shafts? But recently? And how many someones? It was beginning to | ook like this
m ght be the place. In which case he and Liz should never have split up and gone their own ways.
Oh, he knew why she'd done it, all right, but now ..

Now what was that? Jake froze.
The side shafts weren't recent diggings; they were probably old exploratory digs fromthe days
when prospectors sought an ultinately elusive 'nother lode.' Certainly quartz was present in the
wal I s where the subsidiary tunnels had been hewn or blasted fromthe rock. It was here, too, that
the scuff nmarks on the floor
- in places actual footprints - were nost in evidence, and it was fromthe first of these |esser
branchi ng di ggi ngs that the sound had issued. A sound like a sigh or a yawn, |ike someone waki ng
up.
Jake knew that by now it would be night in the valley in the G bson Desert, dark in the outside
world. But not nearly as dark as it was in here. And Liz was back there somewhere, alone with the
old man. Or nmaybe not alone. And hadn't his 'Orstrylian' accent been a little too thick, and
hadn't there been sonet hi ng
- maybe just a trace - of the Gypsy about hin®
Jesus! Jake was now aware of fumnbling novenents fromthe side tunnels - fromnore than one of them
- and was

i medi ately gal vani zed to action. But at a time and in a place such as this there was only one
action he could take: flight!

Behind him the main tunnel curved, however slightly, back towards the entrance. Setting off at a
| opi ng run, Jake played his torch beamon the ceiling in order to avoid the jagged ends of
dangling tinbers in a nunber of places where pressured beans had popped. And as he went he felt
for his pager, making ready to send out his distress call. Not that he felt panicked or in

i medi at e danger hinself, but Liz mght well be. If she wasn't already aware of the danger, the
beeper woul d gi ve her advance warning. He wouldn't use it just yet, though, because to do so would
be to alert whoever she was with that he was on his way, perhaps precipitating sone undesired
activity.

In a matter of twenty seconds or so, when he was in sight of the bead-curtained rear entrance to

t he shack, Jake skidded to a halt. A figure, nonmentarily silhouetted by the Iight fromthe shack
had appeared on the other side of the curtain; Jake recognized it as that of the old proprietor
Switching off his torch, he flattened hinself to the wall behind a support beam took out his 9nm
Br owni ng and soundl essly arned it. And none too soon.

Gunbling to hinmself in his fashion, the old man cane on through the curtains and nade strai ght
for Jake; there was no other way he could go. But as he blotted out sone of the light fromthe
shack, so Jake noticed that his novenents weren't any |onger those of an old man! He cane on at a
sprightly, alnmost youthful |ope, and his previously dimeyes were no | onger hidden in winkled
folds. Instead they were a glowing, feral yellow, and in their cores burned red as fire!

Jake needed no further warning or convincing. He now knew for a certainty what this place was, if
not exactly what he was up against. Going into a professional shooting stance, he took careful aim
and squeezed the trigger.

But the other had seen or sensed Jake in the nmonent that he fired; seeming to flowto one side, he
moved cl oser to the

26
wal | . Jake knew he'd nissed and got off a second shot; the bullet whined where it ricochetted from
the shaft's wall, hurling sparks and splinters of rock at the 'old man's face and neck

He jerked at the inpact of the stony fragnents, then stood up straighter and stepped out into ful
view. And putting up a hand to his neck under the ear, he glanced at it al nbst curiously and said,
"Bl ood?' That was all, 'blood? But his voice was no |onger old, and his furnace eyes had turned
uniformy crinson.

Knowi ng he couldn't afford to miss a third time, Jake noved forward. Behind himthere was rea
activity now voices calling out wailing questions, and the sounds of stumbling feet. And:
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"Lead, is it?" said that |ow, grow ing, dangerous voice as the distance narrowed between them

"Ch, ha! Ha! Ha! Then cone on, son, fire away. For as you'll discover, |'ve sonething of an
appetite for lead.’

' How about silver?' Jake said, squeezing the trigger again. Hs words were pure bravado for he was
by no neans sure of hinself, but it was a nice |ine.

And perhaps in that |ast second the vanpire sensed that his opponent had the advantage. Wi chever
he once nore caused hinmself to relocate, used that weird flowi ng notion to nove to one side. But
not quickly and not far enough. The silver bullet hit himin the right shoul der, spun himaround
and sl anmed his back against the wall. Wth a gurgling cry of (Ah! Ah!' he clawed at his shoul der
and fell to his right knee, and Jake | eaped around himto carry on headl ong t hrough the bead
curtains, taking themwith himin a jangling tangle.

Maybe he shoul d have stayed to finish the job. Certainly he would have if he had been that soneone
el se - or half of soneone else - but despite the danger Jake was still only Jake Cutter; he hadn't
yet reached that point of utternpst desperation.

Free of the curtains he crashed through the nakeshift bar and sent the plank flying fromits
barrel supports, and wi thout pause he rushed out into the night, wheeling left to go sprinting
towards the second shack. That was where the alleged 'creechur

28

was, and Jake could scarcely doubt but that was where he would find Liz, too ... where the lying,
schem ng, undead proprietor of this terrible place had Ileft her. As he went, so he reached into
his pocket to activate his pager

The thing's cold hands on Liz's hands ... the beeper continuing to issue its endlessly repeating
mayday (or its cry of warning, she couldn't say which, but in any case the latter was far too |l ate
now) ... and this thing fromher worst nightmares, sniling at her through the stout iron bars. But

bars that mght as well be of paper, because the door in the cage stood ajar.

The creature freed her right hand, pushed at the door. Liz stood frozen; she let himget that far -
but in the next nonent was shaken from her paral ysis on hearing Jake's shout of, 'Liz! Liz! Were
in hell are you?' He was dead right: that was exactly where she was! But she guessed he already
knew t hat .

Al'l was total darkness now, all bar the gl ow of her nonstrous adversary's eyes. O f-bal ance as the
door swung squeal ingly open on her, carrying her with it, still Liz managed to snatch the Baby
Browni ng from her pocket. Ranming it between the bars, she gritted her teeth and fired.

"Gh!?' said that shuddersone voice, sounding mldly surprised. And as the thing rel eased his hold
on her, she slanmed the door shut again on its rusty hinges, and on him turned and groped
funblingly towards the inner door to the shack. She cane across it, found the doorknob and yanked
it open. But the creature was behind her; she could feel its hot, fetid breath on her neck, its
oppressive strength gathering in the darkness. Then

"Liz?" came Jake's voice again. He'd heard her shot, came to a halt beyond the | ocked screen door
She heard himcursing, rattling the lock, until: 'Stand back!' he called out.

She shoul d stand back? When right behind her sonething was runbling, 'Ugh - ah! - argh!' even
now? And:

"Christ!" Liz said, quickly turning and firing again, and then a third tine. Until the grotesque
bl ack shadow of the creature
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was lifted fromits feet and hurled bodily away, flailing its arns and spitting blood, back into
the shack's nore natural shadows - where it collided with yet nore shadows that Liz hadn't been
aware of until now

Her shot had cone sinmultaneously with Jake's as he blew the | ock off the outer door. And a nonent
| ater she was out of the place, stunbling into his arnmns.

He steadied her, breathlessly told her, 'This place. This is it! It's what we were |ooking for.'
"Do you think | don't rucking know that?' she gasped.

And then they were running, both of them heading for the 'Rover, for safety, and for sanity. But
as yet safety, and especially sanity, seened a |ong way off. Behind them the snmaller shack was
spewi ng stunbling, dazed-seem ng, zonbie-like figures into the night. A handful of them four or
five at least. Wiile ahead of them...

"Cod al mighty/' Jake breathed with difficulty.

The nmoon was up, a waxi ng noon that gave good light. Likew se the stars, very bright in a sky that
was now bl ack as jet and banded with varying degrees of purple on the hills. And so by nobon and
starlight the pair saw what waited for themclose to their vehicle.
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"W're init up to here,' Liz panted, choked. And: 'God, | can't breathe/
"Me neither,' Jake told her. 'But don't panic and keep the plugs in. This isn't over yet. CQur

beepers will have been heard by the others. They'll be on their way.'

"W ... we can't run forever/ she answered, veering away with himtowards the track back to the
road. 'How 11 we get to the 'Rover with those damed things waiting for us?

"Split up,' Jake answered. 'You head for the road ... keep running like hell, north... I'Il try to

| ead the bul k of these bl oody nobnsters on a wild goose chase.

Behi nd them the vanpires were taking it easy. They weren't running; they anbled, arns hangi ng
| oose, some with their
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hands in their pockets, eyes aglow, kicking pebbles aside as they followed their intended prey.
There was no great hurry - nowhere out here to hide that couldn't be sniffed out. The girl would
be easier to handl e when she was tired; they wouldn't have to damage her in order to have her one
by one - or maybe two or three at a tine - before they had her bl ood.

As for the man: his bl ood woul d be good, strong. But he'd caused Bruce Trennier no small anmount of
pain, and Bruce would be wanting himfirst. Oh, this one would be nmissing an armor |eg or both,
bef ore Bruce gave himup to the rest of them And the woul d-be 'Lord" Trennier would wax fat on
meat and marrow, while the hole in his shoulder slowy but surely heal ed. But:

Silver! came Trennier's voice in their m nds, where they tracked the humans across the fal se

pl ateau at the foot of the knoll. These people are nore than they appear to be. Their Indicts are
silver, which could nean danger for some of us in the short term and for all of us in the |ong.
Which in turn neans | have to talk to them question them So be sure to take themalive, and do
it quickly! There was pain in his nmental voice, quite a lot of it.

But... silver bullets? That took sonething of the arrogance out of the pursuit, while the rest of
Trennier's sending served to speed it up

Li z had al nost reached the top of the ranp. Cut fromthe side of the plateau, the ranp would take
her down to the road. But one of her pursuers had sonehow managed to flank her, was draw ng ahead.
He woul d get there first, and the way was sinply too narrow to avoid him She cut right, heading
for where she'd | ast seen Jake.

Meanwhi | e someone - or sonething - back at the shack had started up the Land Rover. Its lights
came on, cutting a bright swath through the darkness as it bunped over the rough terrain. \Woever
was at the wheel, Liz guessed he'd be |ooking for Jake. Since hiding or disguising her talent was
no | onger of benefit, finally she opened her mnd to seek her partner's thoughts and perhaps

di scover his whereabouts.

Liz couldn't send, could only receive, but she knew that other mnds - and especially enhanced
vanpire mnds - mght be able to detect her presence if not read her thoughts: this was a result
of the germof telepathy that was present in a mgjority of them Thus vanpires were frequently
"spotters.' Indeed, the best (or worst) of themcould snell out an entirely human being in much
the sane way as could a great hound. But what the hell... they already knew she was here.

Jake's mind was i mmedi ately accessi bl e: Fuck! he was thinking. Oh, Jesus, they' ve got the vehicle!
They're after ne! And yet even now there was very little of any real panic in him He'd been in
too many tight spots before.

But: Do it! Liz tried to send, to will himinto action. Do it now, for Cod's sake! (O if not for
H s sake, for Liz's, nost definitely.') He couldn't hear her, of course not, but surely the other
Jake, that other facet, would have to energe now? Well, apparently not. And behind Liz her
pursuer's footfalls sounded |oud and clear, as did the clatter of pebbles squirting out from under
hi s poundi ng feet.

She put on speed (one final burst, for her strength was on the wane now), took in great gul ping
draughts of air through her mouth, headed in the rough direction of Jake's thoughts, where they
had | ed her to believe he was ..

Jake, too, was feeling stressed, but obviously insufficiently as yet. The nose plugs were killing
him but he'd been warned about the dangers of renobving them Al well and good, but his throat
was raw fromdrinking in dry, dust-laden air, and since he' d probably been splashed with blood it
seened |ikely he was already contam nated. God, how he could use a beer now, even a warm one -
except he probably wouldn't have time to drink it!

The 'Rover was on his tail, right behind him when Jake saw a fl at-topped boul der. He spun to one
side and the vehicle skidded and threw up a cloud of dust as its driver haul ed the wheel over
Jake knew that if he had failed to get out of the way
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the ' Rover would have hit him Not hard enough to kill him maybe, but hard enough to put him out
of business, certainly. This big boulder was his only chance.

Leaping onto the rimof the rock, he scranbled to its flat surface as the Land Rover cane to a
halt. There were two nen in the vehicle; he could think of themas nmen, anyway. One seened a
little dazed: he nust be a recent convert, recruit or thrall. But the other, the driver ... that
one wore a grin like Satan hinself. A lieutenant? Jake couldn't even even hazard a guess. This was
Jake's first tinme. In at the fucking deep end!

The driver was out of the vehicle in a flash, ducking and di sappearing beneath the rimof the

boul der before Jake could get a bead on him The other was sl ower and Jake's first shot hit himin
the head. Well, who or whatever he was he wouldn't be getting back up on his feet again. As for
Jake:

Even with his record, still he felt sick knowing that he'd killed another man. Except this one
hadn't been a man, not any longer. But the sight of the vanpire's head exploding |like that - the
red wet spray, and whatever other colours there had been - just so rmuch black slop in the
nmoonl i ght. ..

And t hen Jake asked hinmsel f, what noonlight? A cloud, just one damm cloud in an otherw se
clear night sky, had drifted across the noon's three-quarters grinace. Just as quickly as that,
the night was black as pitch, and the 'Rover's headlight beans were pointing the wong way.

Dar kness favours the vanpire, and Jake knew he nust nake his nove now.

There was room for just two short paces along the flat surface of the boul der. Jake took them
lifted his feet and hurled hinmself up and outwards towards the 'Rover, his arns stretched forward
for bal ance. But even as he cleared the boulder's rima powerful arm and hand shot up, grabbed his
left foot. Jake's inpetus carried himforward, his balled-up body turning |ike a pendulum at the
end of that oh-so-strong arm And when he hit all the wind was knocked out of him He felt his
nose plugs eject, trailing
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streanmers of gritty snot, as his Browning flew from nonentarily nervel ess fingers.

Then that nightmare figure was standing over him I|eering dowmn at him going to one knee and
reaching for his throat with long, mantrap hands. 'That's it/ the thing that had been a man said.
"The fun and games are over, friend. Well, yours are, for sure/ Wth which he drew Jake
effortlessly to his feet.

"But yours first/' said a snall but resolute femal e voice. The noonlight canme back, and Jake saw
the vanpire's yell ow eyes go wide. As Liz stepped closer, the nonster snarled and turned his awful
head towards her. The muzzle of Liz's tiny weapon was al nbst in his astonished, gaping nmouth when
she pulled the trigger. In that same nonent Jake turned his face away, but in any case the debris
went the other way.

"The .' Rover!' Liz was pale as a ghost, stunbling in the noonlight that picked out her softly
fem nine curves. She managed to run a few paces, but Jake caught up with her at the vehicle and
al nrost threw her into the passenger seat. He had seen a handful of silent, flame-eyed figures
approaching fromthe direction of the shack. They were the nost i mediate problem obviously,
but as yet Jake wasn't aware of the | one pursuer tracking Liz. She knew she hadn't | ost him
however, and continued to urge Jake: 'Let's go.' Let's

go/ ",

"Seat belts/ he snapped. 'It's going to be bunpy.'' Then the engi ne was roaring, the gears
grinding, the Land Rover kicking up dirt as it wheeled for the service road. Wich was when Liz's
| one pursuer cane aboard.

He cane fromthe side, cane vaulting into the rear seats in the nonent before Jake picked up
speed. And, off bal ance, he staggered there, his eyes like hot coals in the night. Jake and Liz
had seen him Liz twisted her body, tried to fire her Baby Browni ng point-blank, and heard the
click as the firing-pin fell on a dud.' The vanpire grinned and reached for her, and Jake cursed,
changed down and floored the accelerator. In the back

the vanpire was taken by surprise and thrown off bal ance again, if only for a nonent.

Then, falling to his knees on the back seat, he | eaned forward, put his head between theirs,
grinned first at Liz, then at Jake - before taking the backs of their necks one in each hand.
Whi ch was exactly what Jake had hoped he woul d do. And:

"Hang on!' Jake yelled, and literally stood on the brakes.

Mercifully Liz had seen it coming; she leaned to the right even as Jake | eaned left. And the
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| oat hsone thing gurgled, 'Eh? What?' But the explanation was already forthcomn ng

As he flew between them he released their necks, tried to bring his hands forward to protect his
face, didn't even nearly nmake it. Wth his arnms formng a 'V behind him he hurtled forward and
smashed face first through the wi ndshi el d.

'CGodawful - damm - thing!' Jake choked, slammng the 'Rover into first and crunching forward over
sonmet hing that was trying to stand up. They heard its body grinding and thunpi ng, mangl ed between
the 'Rover's underside and the stony rubble of the terrain. Then

"My God!" Liz gasped. 'l think we mght actually nmake it!’

"Never doubted it/ her partner told her, lying for all he was worth.

Just as they turned onto the service track and headed for the ranp, a |ight commenced flashing on
the dash. 'Radio/ Liz said, reaching under the dash to grab a hidden m ke. Thunbing the transmt
button, she said, 'Hunter One for Zero. Wat kept you?

"This is Zero One/ a gravelly voice answered in a stutter of static to match the sudden throb of a
chopper's rotors. 'Is that you nobile down there?" And a searchlight beam swept down from above
Jake | eaned over and spat into the speaker, 'Only fucking just! Zero - Trask, is that you? - we
coul d use sone help.'

"Do you have a target?

"If it's behind us and it's noving, it's a target/ Jake said,
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|
straightening up in tinme to avoid a pothole. And as the adrenalin began to recede and his skin
stopped prickling, he eased up a little so as not to send the Land Rover nosediving off the rim of

the ranp.
Then Liz said, 'Stop!' 'Stop?
"Stop the vehicle. | want to see.'

"Feeling bl oodthirsty? Jake | ooked at her, frowning as he cautiously applied the brakes.

"Not me.' She shook her head, shuddered her relief as she thunbed her nostrils one after the other
to bl ow out her plugs. Then she half-turned her head, inclined it to indicate the dark shelf of
rock that they'd left behind. 'And not them not after this.' And now her voice was a sigh

They | ooked up and back. First at a sleek, black dragonfly shape under the gleamng blur of its
fan, a shape that blotted the stars in its passing and turned the night to a whirling dervish dust-
devil with its downdraught as it sped overhead, then at the torpedo-shapes that tunbled lazily, -
end over end, down fromits belly |like so many el ongated eggs.

"Jesus!' Jake's sigh matched Liz's. And: 'Let there be light!' she said.

And there was light. The napalmhit a little way back fromthe top of the ranmp. It lit up a

wi dening path all the way back to the knoll, roared with the thunder of its all-consumi ng passion,
washed the wall of the outcrop like a tsunam of fire. In the space of a few short seconds the
scene mght well have been that in the caldera of an active volcano: a small nountain burned in
the night, with man-made |lava flowing down its flanks.

For long nonments there were running, |eaping, screaming figures in the roiling snmoke, blackly

sil houetted against terrible balls of fire that seened to roll across the shelf of the rocky

outcrop with lives of their own. The spidery figures were there ... and they were gone, cindered,
roll ed under
36

The unit was nmade up of two choppers, a giant support truck and various smaller vehicles, mainly
"Rovers. The truck and | esser vehicles wouldn't get here for sone tinme yet. They had niles of
rough road to cover

The choppers | anded on the shelf itself, one to the north and the other to the south. In half an
hour their conbat-suited, gas-nasked, heavily-armed special forces crews were noving forward into
the scorched zone. Meanwhile Jake and Liz had joined up with Ben Trask, in charge of operations,
also with an Goodly, his 21/C, and a 'civilian/ Peter MIler, of Australia' s Rudall River

Nati onal Park Adnministration - or "Mster' MIller, as he insisted on being call ed.

Qobviously MIler hadn't been told too nmuch, which was perfectly understandable; it was all on a
need-t o- know basi s, and when E-Branch went out into the world it was standard procedure to avoid
unnecessary runour-nongering and the panic that might ensue. MIller was small, round and bouncy as
a rubber ball; he was very excitable and utterly confused. And |ike nmany another small,
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insignificant man in a position of assumed 'authority/ he made a | ot of noise. R ght now he raved
on at the tall, unflappable beanpole that was | an Goodly, who kept steering himaway from Ben
Trask so that Trask could talk to Liz and Jake. But still MIller's yappy, little-dog voice could
be heard over just about everything el se that was going on. Ri ght now he was flapping his arnms,
yel pi ng about:

' This utternost devastation? Damm it all, M Goodly, | knowthat this is a wasteland, a

usel ess desert region that you can't damage any worse than Nature herself has. But ... there were
men in that blaze! | saw men burning in those hell-fires! Wat was that stuff, napal n? But in any
case, what does it nmatter? What happened here toni ght was sheer nurder! There is no other word for
it. I... | still can't believe what | witnessed here ... col d-bl ooded rmurder, Goodly! And soneone
will be called to answer for it. In fact, | demand an answer right here and now'

"Wio is he?' Liz asked.
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And Trask frowned. 'He's supposed to be our local liaison officer for the Western Deserts Region.

A handful of top nen in the Aussie Governnment know what we're doing, just how inportant our work
is. Even so, they couldn't sinply let us |oose, give us carte blanche to get on with things. W
were obliged to accept an observer. But that doesn't nake himone of us, and |'ve managed to keep
himout of it... well, until tonight. Even now |l don't intend to waste time with himon |ong

expl anations. What we're doing is inpossible to explain, anyway - not if we expect to be believed.
But whether we want M|l er or not we've got him and naybe the best way to keep himquiet will be
to let himsee for hinself sonmething of what's going on.'

"Wll, he's seen it,' Jake growed. 'But he isn't quiet.' 'He hasn't seen everything.' Trask's
face was grim And to Liz, 'Wat do you reckon?

Knowi ng what he neant, she opened her mind, gazed intently through the snoke of the remaining

fires at the burning shacks where they slunped in the lee of the knoll. And as lines of
concentration formed on her brow, she said, 'The worst of them- the "old man," Bruce Trennier? -
is still alive. Alive, afraid, and angry. He's still very dangerous, very clever, too. Despite

that he tries to hide his thoughts, nmaybe because of it, | know he's there. H's - what, mndsnog? -

is as thick as the nist on a swanp, and it stinks a ot worse/ He's the boss, but he isn't alone
Back where the fire couldn't reach, in the depths of the old nine, there's a handful of others.
They're waiting for us.’

Trask nodded. 'Well, let's not keep them' he said, his lips twisting in a cold, cruel grinace,
and his eyes lighting with a vengeful fire of their own. And: 'M MIller,' he called for the small
and small-ninded official. '"If you will please acconpany nme? | hope to be able to answer sone of

your questions ..

CHAPTER THREE

Fi restorm

Looki ng at Ben Trask, Jake Cutter found hinmself wondering what it was about the man. He knew sone
of it - that Trask was the head of a British Secret Service organization called E-Branch, based in
London but with nmany other branches, affiliations and powerful friends throughout the world - but
not everything by any nmeans. One thing seened certain, however: Ben Trask was a driven nman

Mor eover, Jake thought it likely that whatever was driving himwas the sane thing that caused him
to I ook so nmuch ol der than his years

Not that Trask was young; in fact, he could be anything between fifty-five and sixty years ol d.
But while his nousey hair was streaked with white, his skin pale and his aspect in general aged
and maybe even fragile, still the man inside, the mind, soul, and personality - the id itself -
was di anond-hard. Jake sensed this, and felt a certain enpathy for Trask, felt that he knew him
despite that the man had only recently becone a factor in his life. But one hell of a factor

For his height of about five-ten, Trask was naybe a coupl e of pounds overweight. H's broad

shoul ders slunped just a little, his arms tended to dangle, and his expression was usually, well

| ugubrious? O maybe that, too, was as a result of... of what? H's |oss? For that was the

i npression you got if you caught himunawares: the feeling that sonething had gone out of him

| eavi ng
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hi m downcast, enpty; his green eyes strangely vacant or far away, his face drawn, and his nouth
turned down at the corners. As if he'd suffered a | oss too great to bear. And Jake thought he knew
sonet hi ng of how that felt.
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On the other hand, if what little Jake had been told about Trask were true, then he night well be
m sjudging him Trask's pain could have its origin in sonmething else entirely. For in a world
where the sinple truth was becoming increasingly hard to find, it would be no easy thing to
possess a mnd that couldn't accept a lie. And that, allegedly, was what Trask was; a human lie-
det ect or.

E-Branch; E for ESP. Tel epaths, enpaths, |locators, precogs ... psychos? That's how Jake had

t hought of themjust five days ago: as raving lunatics. No, as very quiet lunatics. For nary a one
of them had actually raved. But that was five days ago, and in between he'd seen sonme stuff. And
anyway who was he to tal k? Wiat, Jake Cutter, who went on instantaneous, hundred-nile-Ilong sleep-
wal ki ng tours in broad daylight, and suspected that someone was hiding in his head?

Al of these thoughts passing through Jake's mind as he and Liz foll owed Trask, Goodly, and M1l er
- who in turn followed a teamof four, arned-to-the-teeth special agents - between the stinking
fires and towards the slunping, blazing ruin that had been the main shack. The | one punp had

di sappeared; now a colum of shinmering blue fire roared its fury at the sky as fuel fromthe

subt erranean storage tank burned off. And as Trask's party advanced on the shack, so MIler went
prattling on:

"Do you think there can ever really be an answer to this, M Trask? Good Lord, nan.' But who gave
you the authority to do such as this? I nean- Look!' And his hand flewto his nouth. 'A b-b-
body!' he stamered. 'For God's sake! A cindered body.'

In the lee of a clunmp of hip-high boul ders where the bl ackened, snoking skel etons of cactuses and
ot her once-hardy plants oozed bubbling sap, the clean-up squad had m ssed sonething. It was an arm
and a hand, protruding fromthe nolten mess of vegetation like a root among all the other exposed
roots.

Qovi ously sonmeone had tried to escape the fire by diving for cover in the foliage ... any port in
a firestorm

O rather it lad been an armand a hand. Now it was a smoking black twig-thing with four |esser
twiglets and the remai ns of an opposing thunb. Yet even now it was tw tching, vibrating, show ng
signs of inpossible life, and the vile soup within the nest of rocks was heavi ng and bubbl i ng.
"You there - you missed sonmething/ Trask called out. And one of the specialists cane back with his
flame-thrower, playing its bright yellow | ance on the shuddering nmess until it seethed into a

bl ack liquid slop.

In the meantime, M|l er had been sick. Trask | ooked unenotionally at the little fat man where he
stood trenbling, holding a handkerchief to his nouth, and said, 'Best if you stay here.' And to
Li z and Jake, 'You two keep M Ml er conpany. But nake sure he gets a good look at it if... if
anyt hi ng happens.' He turned away, noved off with |an Goodly. Both of them were equipped with

vi ci ous-1 ooki ng machi ne-pistols.

"Ch ny God!" MIIler noaned, hanging hal f-suspended between Jake and Liz, swaying fromside to
side. 'Ch ny good God! Doesn't the man have a heart? | mean, doesn't he feel anything for these
poor p-p-peopl e?

"Ben Trask is all heart,' Liz told him 'And yes, he feels a great deal for people, for every man,
wonman and child of us. For our entire - and entirely human - race. That's why we're here. Because
these creatures aren't human, not any | onger

But MIler was bending over, being sick again, and Jake had got behind him was hol ding on to nake
sure he didn't fall face down in it.

The fires were burning | ower now, and the night was creeping in again. Long shadows danced like
denons, turning the barren rock | edge into a scene fromDbDante's Inferno. Near the main shack the
columm of flame fromthe underground tank shrank down into itself, issued a final nuffled blast,
and then becanme a fireball that rolled like a living thing up the face of the cliff.
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Al ong the foot of the knoll, a second hal f-team of agents had killed the fire at the shack with
the cage and gone inside to explore the secondary mne shaft. Wiile fifty feet away fromthe main
shack - which continued to burn, sending a colum of snpbke and the occasional lick of red and

orange fire into the night sky - Trask brought his teamto a halt.

"How about it?" He shouted at Goodly over the crackle of burning brush and scorched tinbers. 'Wat
do you think? Do we burn himout?

Not him theml Liz wanted to yell, but Goodly was already doing it for her. 'There's nore than
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just him Ben,' the precog's piping voice, carried on gusts of hot snoke.

"But we can handl e then?' Trask seened undeterred. Goodly shrugged and said, 'I'mnot forecasting
any casualties, if that's what you nean. But it won't be very pretty.

"It never is,' Trask told him He cane to a decision, nodded, turned and called for Liz. 'Tel

themwe're going to bring the whole dam' place down around their ears ... and tell himhe isn't
getting out alive. I want you to taunt the bastard/

"But... do you think that he'll hear me?' Liz seenmed dubious, unsure of herself. 'I nmean, I'monly
half a telepath. | can receive but not send, and-'

"W can't be sure about that,' Trask cut her off. 'That's one of the things we're here to find
out. But we know your talent isn't fully devel oped yet, and just because you can't send to a human
tel epath doesn't nean Trennier won't hear you. He's in there, a vanpire, and these things have
skills of their own. Maybe this will give us sone indication of what to expect fromyou when your
talent is fully devel oped.

Li z gave an answering nod, noved forward. And MIler stood up a little straighter and asked Jake
"Who ... who is he tal king about? And how can that girl talk to someone in there?

"Just take it for granted she can,' Jake answered, despite that he wasn't too sure hinself.

And now Liz was concentrating, concentrating, sending her
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thoughts into the main shaft, its entrance a snoking bl ack hole glinpsed beyond the skel etal
facade of the shack. There were no true telepaths on the teamthis tinme out, no one to 'hear' her
or even suspect that she was at work. But her thoughts - which weren't intended for the ninds of
conmon nen - went out anyway:

We're coming for you, Eruce Trennier, she sent. And if you think that what you've seen so far is
hot stuff, wait till you see how hot it can really oet! W have grenades that will bring the roof
down on you and your thralls, burying you forever like fossils in the earth, and thernite bonbs to
melt the rocks into permanent cocoons for your nolten bones. You're trapped, and no way out. So
stay right where you are, hiding your face fromthe sun, and do your best to enjoy what little you
have left of the rotten, parasitic half-life you call existence ..

It was, of course, a taunt, a challenge, and com ng froma wonan woul d be seen as even nore of an
insult. If Trennier answered, Liz didn't hear him What she did hear, or nore properly feel, was a
sudden silence. A nental silence, a psychic serenity. Or was it nore properly a sullen silence,
the cal mbefore the storn? lan Goodly confirmed that last with his piped warning: 'They're

com ng."'

' How nany?' As the conbat-suited men fanned out a little, Trask swung his ugly-looki ng weapon up
into the ready position and cocked it. Goodly followed suit, narrowing his eyes as his nmind read
the future's secrets.

He saw men staggering, crunpling to their knees, bursting into flanes! Three of them And he saw
one other- nore than a man, an animal, a Thing- |eaping headlong to the attack! And:

"Three of them' he yelped. 'On their way to hell. And one other who | ooks |ike he was born there!
That' |l be Bruce Trennier. And Ben, they're coming now'

"Are they arnmed?' Trask snapped.

"No,' Coodly piped. '"But... do they need to be?

The first three cane |ike noon-shadows: dark and fleeting, seenming to flow with the wreathing
snoke, out of the shack and into the open, so that Trask and Goodly could scarcely be sure
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what they were firing at - but they fired anyway. And in a matter of nobments the scene becane
chaoti c.

The nightmarish figures firnmed into being as lethal silver bullets found their targets. They had
been loping, flowing forwards with their arns and hands reachi ng, but now were brought up short in
the stutter of gunfire, snapped upright and hurl ed backwards. The feral yellow eyes of the centra
figure turned red as blood - overflowed with blood - in the instant that the back of his head

expl oded in a crimson spray. He slunped, went to his knees and burst into flames as the agent with
the flame-thrower found the range and licked himwi th a tongue of cleansing fire. There on his
knees, with his head half blown away, the vanmpire burned |ike a giant candle.

But astonishingly the other thralls recovered and cane on. And driving themw th the sheer force
of his presence, flowing |ike a vast inkblot inmediately behind them cane the |ast and the worst
of them Their naster.

The two in front were Trennier's shields ... he cared nothing for themor their undead

exi stence... his leech was intent on only one thing: its own survival. And for the |leech to
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survive its host must survive, too. But Ben Trask had ot her ideas.

"lan, their legs!" he was shouting. 'You nen, aimat their legs - smash their bones - cut the
bastards down!' He kept firing, his machi ne-pistol a stammering, jerking mad thing in his hands;
Goodly's too, as he followed his | eader's exanple. Likewise fromthe flanks: a streamof gunfire
that turned the night to an uproar as the weapons of the squad spat silver death.

Yet still the three came on. They seened to float, drifting forwards in that dreadful, dreamiKke,
kal ei doscopi ¢ or strobing stop-notion nanner of the vanpire. It was hypnotic; it appeared to be
slownmotion, but in fact was lightning fasti And now they were only thirty to forty feet away. At
whi ch Trask gave a nod to one of his nmen on the right flank. And:

"Down!' he shouted, as the nan arned and | obbed a grenade. Jake was young and fast, and his
mlitary training cane in
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handy; Liz had already thrown herself flat when he took MIler off his feet, covering himwth his
own body. Then the brilliant flash, and a bang that echoed back fromthe valley walls.

The entire squad was on the deck; cordite stench cane drifting, and with it the nmew ing of
sonmething utterly alien. Take | ooked up, saw Trask getting to his feet and offering his hand to
Goodly. But in front of the wecked, snoul dering shack: the scene was unbelievabl e.

One crunpled figure, a hunp of broken flesh, shuddered and steamed in the flickering firelight.
Anot her was sitting there, just a trunk with no arns. Snpoke curled fromhis hair; his yell ow eyes

were dim rolling vacantly in their orbits. But Trennier was still on his feet. And Jake thought:
. This is the 'old man/ Bruce. A pitiful weck of a nan was what we saw, but this was the
reality!

Wth his clothing in rags, blood-spattered, his awful face sliced open to the bone, still Trennier
stunmbl ed forward. Crying out his agony he canme on, hands |ike claws reaching, blood spurting from
his gunms as his jaws cracked open, and open, and open! H's eyes were scarlet... his great ears
curved and scal loped Iike the wings of a bat... and those teeth, scything up through his riven
gurmrs!

The man with the flame-thrower was on the ground. His weapon |lay where he'd let it fall. Trask
grabbed it up. And still Trennier came on, weaving towards Liz, reaching for her where she'd

managed to get to her knees. 'You,' the thing runbled, spitting blood. He seened dazed; his
flickering forked tongue licked tattered lips; finally his eyes focussed and he smled a nonstrous
smle. 'You, wonan ... thought-caster? You thought to fool ne - you even taunted ne. Very well,
and so you'll die with ne!'

Jake was up on his feet now, and MIler was on his fat backside, scrabbling away fromthe horror
for all he was worth. But Trennier was concentrating on Liz! He was al nbst upon her, his oh-so-

| ong hands dripping blood as they reached for her!
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Jake caught her round the waist and ran with her, made only two or three paces before tripping and
falling. But they didn't hit the ground. No, for it was as if they fell in slow nmotion, and in
Jake's mind a voice saying: Now The nunbers - the fornulal Read it! Use it! Rut his own voice, or
sone ot her's?

Nunmbers rolled on the screen of Jake's nmind ... an endl ess nat hemati cal progression displaying
itself on his brain's conputer. Nunbers, yes, and he knew them - or soneone did! Still holding on
to Liz, still falling, Jake (or the unseen, unknown someone) stopped the nunbers at a certain
conbi nati on, an inmpossible formula that at once forned into a door.

They tunbled through it, into a place of negative gravity, a place of nothing at all, and in

anot her nonment - or perhaps no tinme at all - through a second door, and only then hit the ground
And rolling in the dust full fifty feet away fromwhere they had been, so Jake heard Peter Ml er
babbling his terror, Trask's cry of triunph or vengeance or both, and the unni stakable roar of the
flanme-t hrower.

Even at that distance, still Jake and Liz felt sonething of the heat and drew back fromit, and a
monent |ater spied MIIler where he came crying like a child, dragging his fat body along the
scorched earth. Then they | ooked back

Trenni er danced there: the hideous, agoni zed dance of the true death. Vanpire that he was, he beat
his arnms and screaned his wath. O was the awful sound sonmething else? Like the hissing and
poppi ng of air- or gas-filled body-cavities when live |obsters are dropped in the pot? Mybe it
was the nerve-rending fire-screech of the flanme-thrower, or perhaps a nixture of both? Jake wasn't
sure, couldn't rightly say. He didn't see how Trennier could scream- not in the airless inferno
that surrounded his nelting body.
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Hi s stunbling dance went on for many a long second, there in the heart of that blue-white blast of
super heated chemicals, until finally he succunbed. But the Thing inside himfought on - or at any
rate caused Trennier to fight on - for a while | onger yet. And
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that was the proof, the undeni able proof, of just how |l ong he had been a vanpire.

For as his body began to nelt and his | egs gave way, letting himcollapse onto his backside, so at
| ast his netanorphic flesh answered the call of his vanpire nature. It was one |ast, desperate
attenpt by Trennier's leech to escape the fire - by using his altered flesh and |iquids to danp
down the flanes.

Hi s scraps of clothing had drifted free of his blackened body to waft aloft on the vile updraught.
Now his fingers elongated into withing worms, and his stomach bul ged and burst into a nest of

| ashing purple tentacles. And all of these appendages were |ike penises that pissed into the fire,
but uselessly. For this was a fire they couldn't put out. Only Ben Trask could do that, and he
woul dn't until there was nothing left to burn. O nothing left that could be considered injurious,
anyway. O at least until his weapon ran out of fuel

But now the menbers of the other half-teamwere back fromthe ruins of the | esser shack. One of
them had a flane-thrower; turning his liquid fire on the vanpire and his fallen thralls, he
finished what Trask had started ..

Eventually it was over, and Trask wanted to know.

"Wre there no weapons? Wiy didn't they have weapons?' Now that it was done he seened hal f-nmazed,
drained, as if there had been fires in himalso, and they, too, were now extingui shed. 'Wapons?
The second teanmi s | eader answered him 'There's a small arnoury in the mne shaft behind the

| esser shack! Maybe they didn't think they'd need guns, against just two humans. Anyway, we've set
charges well back inside the mne shaft. Thermite, too. When that blows, the whole place will go

with it. If there's anything still in there, it won't be getting out.'

"Good!'" Trask gave hinself a shake and took a deep breath. And to the | eader of the first team
"Let's get to work on this end, too. | want the main shaft rigged good and deep. Ckay, gentlenen,
let's nove it. The night's not over yet...' But it soon would be. By
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then, too, Trask would be his old self again, hard and busi nesslike. At |east on the surface ..
Wthin the hour the charges were triggered. The ground trenbl ed underfoot, and the deep runbl e of
man- nade t hunder sounded fromthe nouths of the nmine shafts. And even though the team s menbers
were standing safely back fromthe face of the knoll, still they felt the flurry of hot air that
rushed out of those night-dark pits, and snelled stenches other than those of chem cals.

Then there were clouds of dust, erupting as from bl owhol es, as the shafts gave way to countl ess
tons of solid rock and | esser debris that cane aval anching fromon high. But even then it wasn't
quite over, for nowthe effect of the thernite was seen: white gases escaping in high-pressure
jets, and smoking liquid that filled even the smallest crevices, running over the rocks to sea

t hem

Finally soneone said, 'In there, right now, it will be rmuch |ike a blast furnace - the entire
m ne, cooking itself. | would sooner take nmy chances in a cellar in Wrld War Two Dresden than in
therel!l"

To which no one gave argunent, or even made reply..

The back-up vehicles started to arrive and secondary cl ean-up could now commence. An old nan
apparently plagued by rheumati sm hobbl ed here and there, exanining the ashes of fires that were
al ready cooling. Like Trask and Goodly, he wasn't especially protected; he wasn't wearing a gas
mask, seened to breathe freely (which indicated the absence of nose-plugs), and didn't appear too
concerned with contamnation. H's only weapons were a w cked-1| ooki ng nachete, hanging inits
sheath under his left arm and an anti quated hand-fashi oned crossbow. Wile this final phase of
the operation got under way, Jake and Liz waited for Trask's instructions. By no neans fully
recovered fromthe night's events - lost in private and personal thoughts - they |eaned agai nst
the side of the Land Rover where Jake had driven it back up onto the el evated shel f
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to clear the way for the articul ated ops vehicle. And they were mainly silent.

But finally Jake shook off his mpbod of introspection - a worrying, nmorbid train of thought where
he questioned his sanity and pondered the seem ng unreality of certain things that had happened
and were continuing to happen to him- and fixed his attention on the hobbling old man, who
apparently had nore than a little authority here. Linping between the flane-thrower teans, he
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appeared to be pointing out areas they had missed in their 'scorched earth' m ssion.
"Burn here,' Jake heard himgrow ing over the hiss and roar of searing |ances of fire. 'And over

there, too. Ch, it's charred, I'll grant you that, but charred isn't enough. It nust be burned
right through. Then, when it's snoke and ashes drifting on the wind ... then it's done with. Not
before."'

H s accent was strange, hard to place: European Mediterranean area, though, definitely. Italy,
Sicily, Romania? There was sonething of a Romance |language in it, anyway. But in fact Jake
couldn't have been more wwong. O rather, his conclusion was too 'mundane' in the literary sense
of the word.

"Wio is he? he asked Liz. 'The old boy there? Look at him He rem nds ne of nothing so nuch as a
bl oodhound. .. the way he stops every now and then to sniff the night air! The only thing / can
smell is snmoke and fire ... and death. And what about his clothing? Just what does he think he is:
sone kind of frontiersman out of the Wld West?

And for a fact the old man might well have been a frontiersman - and was, of sorts - but froma
wi | der west than any Jake m ght have inagi ned.

"You know,' Jake went on, 'l got the inpression that there was sonething of the Romany, sonething
Gypsyi sh about the vanpire, Bruce Trennier? Well, now | have the sane kind of feeling about this
fellow Hell, he even jingles when he noves!'

But the ol dster had spotted them even as Jake spoke, and he came hobbling in their direction. Ben
Trask came, too; probably
49

to make introductions, Jake thought. And neanwhile Liz was answering at |east one of his queries:
"You said he rem nded you of a bl oodhound,' she said. 'And you're just about right. A human

bl oodhound i s exactly what he is. Wat you' ve seen tonight, he's seen so many tines he can't count
them So |I've gathered, anyway. His nane is Lardis, sonetines called the AOd Lidesci/

"Liz,'" the old fell ow nodded his greeting and sml|ed a gaptoothed smle ... but in the next nonment
he was frowning, stepping closer, turning his head on one side to ook up into Liz's face. Then
"Huhl ' he grunted, spitting in the dirt. 'No plugs.' Wat, and are you inp- inper- er, inperv...'
"l nmpervi ous?' she hel ped hi mout.

"Yes!' he snapped, pointing an accusing finger at her. 'And you, too!' He turned to Jake. 'Cutter,
is it? Jake Cutter?

"W were wearing plugs,' Jake answered. 'Then we got involved in a lot of activity. My plugs were
knocked out of me, but Liz had hers to the end. And anyway, who the hell-?

"Decon ...l"'" the other abruptly cut himshort. 'Er, decontam contain...'

' -Decontamnation,' Liz said.

"Right!"the old man snapped, jerking his thunb in the direction of the command truck. 'Both of
you. Now '

"Who on earth-?' Jake started again. But by then Ben Trask was there to stop him

"Jake Cutter,' Trask said, 'this is Lardis Lidesci. | heard you
aski ng who on earth? Well, nobody on Earth, actually. Originally
he's from... oh, a different place entirely.' Trask had al nost |et

sonet hi ng drop, stopped hinself at the last nmonent. 'Lardis was
in the Geek Islands with another teaml he changed the subject,
"Wien they didn't find what they were |ooking for, | asked that
he be sent here. He came in this afternoon by chopper fromPerth.'
And turning to the O d Lidesci, he said 'Wll? How about it?

Qbvi ously there was sonet hing between the two of themthat Jake
and Liz weren't privy to.

"Hi n?' Lardis | ooked at Jake, frowned, gave a shrug. 'Can't say. Could be, | suppose. Fit and
young ... and stubborn! Wn't listen to good advice, and doesn't respect his elders too nuch
either! Makes hima funny choice if you ask me. But if it's so it's so, and who are we to fathom
the ways of the Necroscope?'

"Nothing certain, then? Trask seemed di sappoi nt ed.

Lardi s shrugged again, and said, 'Well, the proof could be right here in the sline and the stink
where these bastards burned ... that's if you really want to test your theory?

Trask knew what Lardis neant even if Jake didn't. He shook his head, said: 'No, he's not ready for
that yet. And probably not for quite sone time to cone.'

Jake had been studying Lardis. The O d Lidesci was short, barrel-bodi ed, alnbst apelike in the
great length of his arms. His lank black hair, beginning to grey now, franmed a | eathery, weather-

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (21 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:12 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20| nvaders.txt

beaten face with a flattened nose that sat unconfortably over a nouth that was missing too nany
teeth. As for the ones that remai ned: they were uneven and stained as old ivory. But under shaggy
eyebrows, Lardis's dark brown eyes glittered his mnd' s agility, denying the encroaching
infirmties of his body. Jake guessed he'd been a | eader, and rightly so.

If Jake exami ned Lardis Lidesci, it was certainly no | ess of an inspection that the old nman was
giving him And suddenly, feeling unconfortable, Jake went on the defensive. Frowning, he said, 'I
wish you'd talk to me, you two, instead of about ne! | mean, you were tal king about ne, weren't
you?'

" About you and about soneone else,’ Trask told him 'W're talking about the fell ow that you think-
and that we think-night be in your head. Tal king about a man called Harry Keogh.'
"l never heard of him' said Jake, but wondered if in fact he had. The nane did seem sonehow

famliar ... and felt faniliar, too, in a weird sort of way. Wich only served to confuse himand
make himangry. 'Anyway, what has he to do with me?
Trask rubbed his chin, said, 'There's sonething he used to do that... well, that you seemto do,

too. Wien Liz was under threat,

you... you noved her away from Trennier. And | know | don't need to renmind you that that's how you
first came to our attention. It's how you brought yourself to our attention: by noving in on us.'
Jake shook his head. 'That wasn't deliberate/ he said. 'l nean, | didn't have anything to do with
it. It wasn't nme.' 'Exactly,' Trask told him

Jake frowned again. 'l don't see the connection.' 'Neither do we,' Trask said. 'Not just yet. But
if there is one, we're going to find out about it.' His eyes were specul ative, bright with sone
strange enotion - hope, perhaps? - where they studied Jake's face ... But then he shrugged it off

and said, 'Meanwhile Lardis is right. Decontam nation tinme for you two. And | do nean right now.'
And Liz and Jake both knew enough - they had seen enough now - not to argue; and so headed for the
command vehicle ..

When they had |eft:

"I missed it/ the AOd Lidesci spoke to Trask. 'But he did actually do it, then, this Jake? He used
t he Mobi us Conti nuun®'

Trask nodded. 'And that makes three tinmes now that we know of.'

" Then we nust accept that he is what he is/ Lardis shrugged. 'It seens obvious to ne.

"And | wish it seenmed as obvious to nme/ said Trask. 'It's just that | don't like the coincidence -
that at a time such as this he turns up.'

"But what better tinme?' Lardis asked him

'O what worse?' Trask countered. 'The point is, we know what he night be, but we don't know what
he is. The only thing I know for sure, it isn't an act. He really doesn't know what's goi ng on/
"And you haven't told hinP

"What do you want nme to tell him Lardis? That part of himhas been occupi ed by sonmeone who tal ks
to dead peopl e? Soneone who can even call the dead up out of the earth, to wal k again?

Soneone who, at the end of "life as we know it," was hinmself a vanpire - and not only himbut two
of his sons, too? Should | tell himthat in Starside, in your world, one of Harry Keogh's sons was
a Lord of the Wanphyri, while another was The Dweller, a werewolf? And if Jake didn't think I was
a madman, if he actually believed ne, what then?

Again Lardis's shrug. But then, perhaps grudgingly: 'I see what you nmean/ he growed. 'If it was
me, 1'd run like all the devils of hell were after ne!’

"And so night he/ Trask nodded. 'And in the Mbius Continuum he can run a very long way. W can't
afford that, can't afford to lose him Which is why we'll just let this thing develop for a while,

and see what happens ...
And sone little distance away:

As Jake and Liz passed a patch of blackened, tarry ground, and a slunped nound that still gave off
the stench of roasting flesh

"What ?' Jake paused, and his face was very pale. 'Wat? Do you hear that, those screans? Jesus,
what the hell is that? He turned in a circle, |ooked all about, but no one was there.

For a nonent Liz said nothing. She had heard nothing and coul dn't imagi ne what he was tal king
about - or maybe she could but didn't want to. But it was plain to see that Jake was badly shaken
'Screans?' she said. 'The hiss and sputter of sap, perhaps, boiling out of a scorched branch?
"Wl |, maybe/ Jake shuddered. ' Maybe/

But he really didn't think so. What he knew he'd heard had sounded much nore |ike the scream ng
soul of a sinner, roasting in his own private hell. O perhaps soneone shrieking his final denia
froma. world beyond the flanes, a world beyond life.
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And t he bubbling patch of scorched earth continued to give off steam and snoke ..
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CHAPTER FOUR

Gadget s And Chosts

The decont ami nation boot hs rem nded Jake of those antique tel ephone ki osks so treasured by
collectors. They weren't red and didn't have those small gl ass panes for wi ndows, but they were
nmuch the same size and even snelled bad. Not of urine, no, but garlic; Jake couldn't make up his
m nd whi ch was nore nauseous.

Situated in the back of the rearnpst articulated trailer section, and fitted with doors as snal
as the toilet doors on an airplane, there were three booths on each side. Inside each booth was a
di sposal unit for soiled clothing; discarded itens were sucked away, irradi ated and m crowaved,
spat froman exterior chute and burned. The procedure covered all clothing. Wich neant you were
| eft buck-naked in the waterproof and airtight booth, where the rest of the process was entirely
automatic. And that was when you di scovered why these claustrophobic little shower-units - for
that's what they were - snelled so foul. At first it was just hot water, stinging |like BB shot
where it blasted down on you fromoverhead jets, but in a few seconds it was sonmething else: a
m xture of sonething chem cal and antiseptic, and sonething vegetable and oily. The chemica
saturated and then evaporated, but the oil stayed. And - dam it to hell! - you were supposed to
rub it into your pores. But if there was one thing Jake especially hated, it was garlic!

There was an intercom system you could talk to people in the ops section, or to other agents
under goi ng decontam nation in the booths, whichever. Al so, the uppernpst sections of the booths
were gl ass-panelled on the sides fromthe neck up, and fromthere down stainless steel. This |ast
was sinply a matter of common decency; there were female as well as nal e agents.

Jake had chosen a central booth and Liz had taken the one to his left. Switching on her booth
intercom she said, '|I see you picked the middl e one. You could have taken the one on the end, so
there'd at | east be a booth between us!' Looking sexy as hell (for all that Jake could only see
her face, her long slender neck and shoul ders), she pulled an inpish face at hi mthrough the

gl ass.

But he only grinned - a rare occurrence in itself where Jake Cutter was concerned - and answered,
"Ch, really? And why didn't you choose one on the other side of the vehicle, so you wouldn't have
to be near nme at all? Then on the spur of the nonment he | eaned forward, flattened his hawk nose
to the glass panel, and nade as if to | ook down inside her booth. There was no way; the glass was
msted at the edges and it was all gleam steam and cream down there. 'blige ne and stand on
your toes, will you?' he grunted - and was so astonished at hinself that he bit his tongue - and
was equal |y amazed at Liz when, for a single instant of tine, she actually seened to consider

doing it!

It was the | ook on her face: a not-quite innocence, a curiosity, a magnetismthat worked both
ways. She | ooked beautiful like that: hair plastered down, meke-up all washed away, and her skin
shiny with oil - yet still beautiful. Jake was drawn by it - and repul sed. There was sonet hi ng
he'd vowed to hinself, and he would stick by it to the end, until it was done. And anyway, Liz
didn't stand on her toes but sinply blushed. Or naybe that was as a result of the steam In which
case it would be hiding his colour, too ... thank the Lord!

" Anyway, what are you doing here?" she said. And naybe it was his inmagination, but her voice
sounded just a little husky.
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Must be the intercom 'I| nean, you've nmade it anply clear that you don't want to be with us. So
why are you?

Jake gl anced at the intercompanel. Liz's button was the only one that was |it up. No one el se was
listening, so their conversation would be conpletely private. That was assuni ng he wanted to talKk,

of course. And suddenly he did. 'l didn't have any choice,' he said. '|I could be here or I could
be |l ocked up. Well, 1've been in jail, and here is better. But after tonight, | can tell you it's
not much better ..."' There he stopped short, reconsidered. Wiy bother? Wy try to get close to

anyone? He' d been close to soneone before, and she'd paid for it. Once was enough.
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"They ... they jailed you for nurder? Liz said, and her face was very serious now 'That's what
|'ve heard, anyway.'

"I killed sonme people,’ Jake nodded. 'And if | get half a chance there are still two nore who
want to kill.' He admitted it oh so matter-of-factly, and for a nonment his brown eyes were very

nearly black; they were bl eak, too, alnbst vacant in their intensity. Liz felt that Jake's eyes
| ooked at something a thousand miles away, perhaps a scene fromnenory, his as yet undiscl osed
past. O maybe it was just an effect of the nisted gl ass.

But then he smiled, however wanly, and was animate again. 'So, there you go. That's nme, M Bad
Man. So what's your story, Liz? What's a nice girl like you doing in a freaky outfit like this?
She felt cheated, because she knew he hadn't told it all. Not nearly. 'Tell ne just one nore
thing,' she said, shivering because the spray was cool er now, and al so because of the | ook she'd
seen in his eyes. 'About you, or about those nen you say you killed. Did they deserve it?

He | ooked at her, then answered her with a question of his own. 'What about those creatures
tonight: did they deserve it?

"But they were vanpires, nonsters!’

He sinply nodded, left it for her to figure out..

By which tine the spray had becone shanpoo, and they knew it was nearly over, this part of it,
anyway. As he soaped hinsel f
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down Jake rem nded her, 'I'mwaiting.' Despite his doubts, his resolve, still his interest

coul dn't be deni ed.

"Hm®?' she said. Then: 'Ch! Wiy am | here? That's easy. | was doing some work for a psychic-
research group. Looking back, | suspect it was an E-Branch recruiting ploy. They haven't said as

much, not yet, but | gather they're pretty hush-hush until a person is well-established with them
Anyway, the job was easy, the noney was good and | needed the work. My office was in central
London; | interviewed people, allegedly for Mnd Magazine, and if they responded positively to a
certain set of questions, then | was supposed to work with themand carry out a series of tests.'
She shrugged, and through the nisted glass Jake saw her shoulders give a little twitch, the
suggestive novenent of her

o} 00

underarm fl esh as the wei ght of her anple breasts settl ed.

" Anyway,' she went on, '|I used an old Gernan Prisnmaton-70 in the tests, and-'

"A what?' Jake cut her off.

"It's a machine that chooses psi synbols at random

"Psi synbol s?

Li z sighed. 'Five designs: a star, a circle, a square, a plus sign, and wavy lines.'

"I"'mwith you now,' Jake said. 'The machi ne picks the synbol, and the test subject has to guess
which one it is.'

'Except it's not supposed to be a guess,' Liz told him 'I nmean, they're supposed to concentrate
and try to know what symbol it is! That's what ESP is all about.'

"CGo on.'

"Well, at first | would get a few |l ucky guessers ... they might cone up with two or three correct

synbols in a rowand | would get all excited. But in the long run it never worked out to anything,
and |'d be di sappoi nted because, you know, | wanted to earn ny noney. But for nme to be successful
obviously ny test subjects had to be successful, too. And so | found nyself willing themto get it
right. Sonmeone woul d say, "Square!" And | would be telling nyself, "No, no, no! That's wong! It's
the wavy |ines!"
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Until | reached the stage when | was saying, "No, that's wong," or, if soneone got |ucky, "Yes,
that's right," before they nanmed their choice, before they even spoke!’

"Let ne guess,' said Jake. 'You didn't know what was going on. You thought that either you were
m st aken, or the machine - the, er, Prismaton-70? - was playing tricks with you, or-'

"But it couldn't be the machine,' Liz cut himshort, 'because it's only a machi ne/

'-Or that you yoursel f/ Jake went on, 'nust sonehow be "in tune" with your subjects. Mntal

tel epathy, right?

She nodded. 'It was ne. It wasn't that ny subjects, an incredibly high percentage of them were
good at sending - which is E-Branch parlance for telepathic transmi ssions - but that / was good at
receiving. | was a receiver, a mnd-reader. | could "tune in" to other people's thoughts, yes. Not

all the time and not without a lot of effort and concentration, but sometines/
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"Whi ch was sonet hing you'd never noticed before? Despite the events of the night - the fact that

he'd observed for hinself her obvious effect on Trennier - still Jake was a little sceptical. "I
mean, that you knew what peopl e were thinking?
She grinned. 'Well, | frequently knew what nen were thinking ...."" Slowly her grin disappeared

"No, seriously, | hadn't the foggiest idea. But as soon as | did know, then it was |ike Topsy/ 'It
just growed and growed .. / Jake thought it over. 'And then there's you/ Liz said pointedly. But
he wasn't having any and sinply | ooked away.

The pungent soap had stopped and it was plain water now, and cold. Just as they m ght have started
conpl aining, the systemclosed itself down and a |ight began flashing on the intercom It was
Trask, wanting to know, 'Are you peopl e done? Good.' So get out of there and nake room for somneone
el se/ The rest of the team all of them would go through a I ess intensive cycle. But Jake and Liz
weren't finished yet.

Dry towel ling robes dispensed thenselves fromconpartnents in the rear of the booths, with plastic-
bag ' bootees' for their feet. Then the doors concertinaed of their own accord, and outside in the
corridor other agents were coning aboard and naking ready. But Jake and Liz stayed apart fromthem
and went on into the body of the ops vehicle and the next stage, where Trask hinself adninistered
hypoderm c injections while the old man, Lardis Lidesci, stood watching. Until finally they were
obliged to drink something vile.

"God!' Jake gasped, clutching his throat. And again: 'CGod, but if I'mnot going to be sick as a
dog ...!"'

"I'f you are,'said the Od Lidesci, Til take it as a very bad sign/ And Trask grinned, however
coldly, as Lardis fondled the grip of his machete.

"He won't be sick/ Trask said then. "And even if he is it won't nean anything. | remenber | was
sick mysel f, desperately, the first time | tasted that stuff/

"Garlic? Still Jake felt |ike gagging.

"Derived from Trask shrugged. 'Anyway, it's good for you ... or so I'mtold/ Turning, he led the
way down the corridor, past doors to a hal f-dozen cranped bunks, and through a tel escopic conduit
and hatch into the vehicle's forward trailer section. Then at last they were there: in the ops
roomitself, the nobile nerve-centre ..

Il an Goodly was in the hollow oval that formed the central desk. He swung round the oval on a

tracked chair, studying the various illum nated wall-charts and nonitor screens. The place was hi -
tec heaven, well in advance even of anything else that AD 2011 had to offer. In conplete contrast
to the articulated shell of truck and trailers - indeed, utterly contradicting that outer facade,

with its mundane and easily identifiable 'Castlemaine' and 'XXXX' |egends - this interior was
sonet hi ng out of speculative fiction. And never a can of beer in sight.
Goodly was wearing what |ooked like a virtual reality
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headset that was constantly tuning itself to whatever event or location he was observing. But as
he swung into a new position and Trask and conpany canme between the precog and the ever-changi ng
screens, so Goodly brought his chair to a halt and took off the headset.

The A d Lidesci shook his grizzled head in astonishnment and grunted, 'After two years of working

with you people, I"'mstill not used to it.' Not used to ... to this.'
Trask nodded his understanding. 7 know what you nean/ he said, 'but you won't get too nuch
synmpathy fromnme. Hell, it's been nore than thirty years for me - and | still feel the sane about

it/ What was it Alec Kyle used to say? How did he put it? O was it Darcy C arke? He shrugged.
"But what difference does it make, eh? It could have been any one of us. "Robots and ronantics.
Super -sci ence and the supernatural. Telenetry and tel epathy. Conputerized probability patterns and
precognition. Huh! Gadgets and ghosts.'" WlIl, that's it. That's E-Branch/

But Jake wanted to know 'Just what is E-Branch? What's it all about? Don't you think it's tinme we

saw the whole picture?' He glanced at Liz. '"Well, nme at least... especially after what you threw
me into tonight?

"Threw us into,' said Liz. 'I'"'mnot as much in the dark as you, Jake, but it's still pretty murky
around here.' She | ooked at Trask, perhaps accusingly. "And after all, while tonight was one of

the first things we've done, it might also have been the |ast.

But |an Goodly shook his head. 'No/ he said. 'You have a way to go yet, you two/

'Precog/ Jake said, sourly. 'That's how |I've heard people refer to you. But how can you possibly
know for sure?
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And Trask said, 'Because he hasn't let us down yet/

"And what if tonight had been the first time? Jake wasn't convinced.

But Trask only raised a white eyebrow. 'So what's your big problem Jake? Are you trying to kid us
you haven't been doing your best to get yourself killed these |ast three years?
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' Maybe,' Jake snapped. 'But on ny terns!’

"Wll nowit's on ny terns/ Trask growed. 'O E-Branch's terns/ Then he relaxed a little, |ooked
| ess severe, and said, 'Ckay, I'll tell you. It was a test. Ch, it served its purpose, too, but it
was nevertheless a test. And you both passed it. W saw enough toni ght - enough happened - to
convince us we were right/

" About nme?' Jake said.

" About both of you/ Trask replied. 'Liz did her thing, and we all saw Trennier's reply. She sent
and he received - and he reacted!"’

"Did he ever!' said Liz with a shudder. 'But you're the one who told me to taunt hinl

Trask nodded and said, 'And you nmade a dam good job of it, too, and satisfied our best

expectations. So, if you still want in, welcone to the club. You're one of us. And having seen
what you've seen - even with what little we've allowed you to learn - we've no doubt but that
you'll join us. So that's that. And in any case you have tinme to think about it/

"And do | have tine to think about it, too? Jake said testily. 'If so you can have ny answer
right now. It's no, |'mout/

Trask frowned, narrowed his eyes, and said, 'Wll, that's a damm shane because you don't have a
choice. And that's because you, too, did your thing tonight. Something |I haven't seen the |ikes of
in, oh, five years. And when | did last see it ... it was in another world, a vanpire world,

Lardis's world/

Jake | ooked at the three nmen in turn - Trask, Goodly, Lardis Lidesci, the way they |ooked back at
him sincere, serious, speculative? - and shook his head in nock despair. 'I've been telling
myself that it's all a dream one fromwhich I'Il soon be waking up/ he said. Then his voice
hardened. 'But it isn't and | won't - not from any dream of nine, anyway. This is your dream your
fucking nightrmare, and |1've had it up to here!’

"Ch no, this is everyone's nightmare/ Trask told him and then pressed on: 'But which part do you
think is a dream
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Jake? The strange work we do, or the fantastic thing that you do?

"l don't do anything!' Jake turned on him and for a nonent |ooked |like he nmight hit him "It just
it just happens.' He clenched his fists, unclenched them stood |Iost for words.

Trask shook his head. 'But things don't "just happen", Jake,' he said. 'They happen for reasons.

And we've got to figure out why they' re happening to you.' He turned to | an Goodly. 'Do we have

his file?

The precog nodded, swung his chair to a filing cabinet set in a section of the oval desk, took out

a slimfolder and handed it over

There were chairs that folded into the walls. Trask let one down, sat in it, and invited the

others to do the same. Then he opened the file. And:

"Jake Cutter ...' he began. But Jake's voice was harsh as he interrupted:

"Do you intend to to read it all? Even the nasty bits? Wth a woman present?' The others had taken

chairs, but he was still standing.

"Brief details,' Trask said, staring up at him 'Wy do you ask? |Is there sonething you' re ashaned

of ?'

"What has that got to do with it?" Jake blurted. 'That's ny life you' re holding in your hands.

It's private - or it used to be.’

' The newspapers didn't think so.'" Trask didn't even blink

"Hell, no, they didn't!' Jake said. 'They held nme one hundred per cent responsible for ny

"crimes!" And do you intend to detail those, too? Is this how you're going to keep nme in line,

wor ki ng for you, for E-Branch: by holding a bl oody axe over ny head every tine | voice an opinion

or refuse to cooperate?

Trask shook his head. 'That has nothing to do with it. The object of the exercise is to get to the

root of your talent. As for your so-called "crines" ... it's the opinion of this Branch that you

don't have too nuch to be ashamed of.
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For a monment Jake was taken aback, but then he said, "What if | don't nuch care about the opinion
of this Branch?

"But you do,' said Trask. 'You believe in justice, and you couldn't get any. So you provided your
own rough justice, which was just a little too rough for our nodern society. In E-Branch, Jake, we
understand rough justice. It's sometines the only kind that will fit. And we were taught by an
expert, soneone who believed in an eye for an eye al nost as much as you do. Well, now we wonder if
that's all you have in common with him or if this talent of yours is sonething else. And what's
nmore, there might even be other talents. W want to explore that possibility, too - indeed, every
possibility - and you can help us or hinder us. In which case ... eventually we'd be obliged to
give up on you. And there's still an enpty cell waiting for you, renenber?

Jake's hard-frozen shell was conming apart now. Not his resolve but the icy sheath that covered it,
wi t hout whi ch he woul dn't have been able to face his own atrocities. For that was how he secretly
vi ewed sone of his past deeds, as atrocities. Everyone else had seened to think so, anyway. Yet in
his heart, still Jake believed that what Ben Trask had said was right: sonmetines an eye for an eye
was the only way. And suddenly Jake found hinself believing everything else that Trask was telling
him that E-Branch really did care and was on his side. It was just that it had been such a | ong
time since anyone was on his side.

And now Trask was saying, 'So can we get on?

Jake drew a chair out fromthe wall, sat down heavily and said, 'Wiy do | get this feeling this
isn't a con? You're what they call a human lie-detector, right? Well, M Trask, if you ask ne, I'd
say your talent works both ways! | get the inpression that you really do want to help nme, even if
it"'s only so | can help you ...’

Trask actually smiled then, and said, 'Jake, you're exactly right. | hate all lies and liars, and
| instinctively know when sonmething isn't true, isn't right. Don't ask me how, | just do.
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But it's equally hard for ne to tell alie as to listen to one. | just thought you night like to
know t hat .

Jake nodded and, feeling a little nore in control now, said, 'Ckay, so if you think there's ...
sonmet hing wong with nme and you can maybe fix it, | suppose I'd be a fool to object."’

Trask sat back and issued an audi ble sigh. '"Very well. But you have to understand. It's not that
we think there's anything wong with you, but that sonething may be right. From our point of view,
anyway. '

And then he returned to the file ..

"Your father was a USAF pilot,' Trask began. 'As a rookie, Joe

Cutter served at an Anerican airbase in southern England. That

was where he nmet your nother, an English girl froma well-to-do
fam ly. Janet Carson's fol ks objected; they got married anyway;

for a while Janet was a canp follower, |iving wherever Joe was
based. Then you cane al ong, doing your bit to stabilize a
frequently storny relationship ... well, for alittle while, anyway.

But the marriage didn't last. Your father was too often away, and

your nother ... took lovers.' Trask lifted his gaze fromthe file,

| ooked at Jake. 'If this is too personal | can skip forward ... ?

"You' re doing okay/ Jake shrugged. 'Since ny parents left me nothing in the way of great nenories,
what does it matter?

And so Trask continued. 'Your nother had friends in what's called "high society." Eventually she
married a French busi nessman, with whom she lived in St Tropez, until ... well, until she died
five years ago.'

Agai n Jake's shrug, though not as careless as he mght have tried to make it seem 'It's nice in
Ni ce,' he said.

'So as a baby you went to your British grandparents,' Trask went on, 'who were nmaybe a little on
the wong side of fifty to take on your upringing. As for your father: Joe Cutter died on aeria
manoeuvres in Germany in 1995, piloting a way beyond its sell-by-date airplane known
"affectionately” to its pilots as a "Flying Coffin." Joe was conming to the end
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of his service when it happened, and you were just fifteen years old ...

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (27 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:12 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

"You were an unruly kid, Jake. Too much noney, courtesy of your then aging and i ndeed doting
grandparents, too many opportunities to snoke "funny" cigarettes, and probably to try other
"control |l ed" pharnaceutical s? Too much tinme on your hands, and nothing much to | ook forward to,
not to your way of thinking at |least. So you dropped out of school, spent sone time with your

nmot her in France; but she had quite a few bad habits of her own and wasn't a very good influence
And anyway, you didn't get on with her. You said you nmight join the Arny and your grandfather was
delighted. He said, "Excellent! The Brigade of Guards! The old school tie and all that, wot? Wt?"
So you joined the Parachute Regi nent because you wanted to junmp out of airplanes! And in just two
years you transferred to the SAS. Wll, so rmuch for parental guidance.

"Wien they kicked you out of the SAS your final report said you were incapable of taking orders.
Also, and this is a damed strange thing for the SAS, the report said you were too nuch of a
loner! This froman outfit that prides itself on self-dependence, or total independence! So there
you were, five years ago: back to the good life, a life of luxury in the South of France, where
you lived off your Ma's noney.'

Jake shrugged, but he | ooked nore than a little unconfortable. 'Her second husband | eft her a
packet,' he said. 'And her third was even richer. So why should | break my back working?

"I"'mnot criticizing you, Jake,' Trask told him Tm just pointing out what you were then, in order
to find a conparison with what you |later becane in the eyes of society. Wiich is to say a
crimnal. Mre than that, a brutal nurderer.’

"Now just you wait a mnute!' Jake started to say, 'Didn't you tell ne that you-' until Trask cut
himoff wth:

"In the eyes of society, anyway. But society has been known to nmake the odd mi stake here and
there. And E-Branch ... well, we're sonetines called in to clean up the ness; though as often

as not we just jump in feet first regardless. Very well, now we can get away fromyour story for a
mnute or so ...' And after a brief pause fie went on

"For the last fifteen to twenty years - or even longer than that, indeed ever since the fall of
Conmuni sm - Europe has been in one hell of a mess. Recessions, revol utions, coups one after the

ot her; nuclear black spots where Russian power-stations and weapons dunps are left rotting down to
so much atomic rubble; little wars, and not so little wars left, right, and centre as nations take
their revenge, engage in racial vendettas that should have been settled, probably woul d have been
settled, a hundred years ago if Soviet expansioni smand Comuni sm hadn't called a tenporary halt
to them Power struggles in political systens that are still sorting thenselves out, in Rome and
Moscow and el sewhere; ethnic cleansing in and around the Slavic and Baltic countries, and regul ar
revolutions in Turkey, Bulgaria, and Romania. Italian, French, and German governments com ng and
going as regular as the ticking of a clock, and | asting about the same | ength of time, never |ong
enough to do anyone any good. And as for the Near and M ddle East, Africa, the Oient .. / Trask
si ghed and shook his head. 'Have | painted a sufficiently gloony picture?" And without waiting for
an answer:

"Well, thank God we're an island - England, | nean - and al so that we've naintai ned and
strengthened our ties with America and Australia. Because the rest of the world seens |ike no-
man's-land. In a word, it's chaos.

"It seens an ideal scenario for the end of life as we know it, right? Even as | speak the

depl etion of the ozone | ayer continues, we're into yet another EIl Nifio - the fourth in fifteen
years - and there's a rip-roaring plague spreading west out of an ideologically and financially
exhausted China. But there are worse plagues than a new strain of the bubonic variety, believe ne

Again a brief pause, until: 'And so back to you,' Trask continued, staring at Jake.
"Your nother died of an overdose, |left you sone noney-'
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' The noney was about the only decent thing she ever did for me,' Jake nodded, his husky tone
betraying his true enotions.

'-But you and noney together spelled nore trouble.' Trask chose to ignore the interruption. 'So
maybe you didn't have too rmuch going for you, you and your Ma - still her death affected you
badly. You went on a long drinking spree in all the Mediterranean resorts from Genoa to Marseill e,
wr ecked your car on the Italian Riviera; the paparazzi took your photograph during several fist-
fights in Cannes. Also it's not at all unlikely that you returned to your drug-taking habits.'

"I never had nuch of a habit,' Jake told him "Oh, | tried just about every brand, that's true,
but they only made ne ill. Those "funny" cigarettes were about as bad as it ever got, and where
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I've spent the last three nonths even they were far too expensive. |'mused to ny asshole the
shape and size |'ve always known it!' He |ooked at Liz and said, 'Sorry, but if you insist on
bei ng here ...

She shook her head, answered, 'I'mnot a child, Jake. After tonight | thought you'd know t hat
nmuch, at |east.'

And Trask went on just as if no one else had spoken: 'Then you net a girl. There'd been wonen in
your life - quite a few - but this one was sonething el se. She was speci al .

"This is the bit you can skip,' Jake told himgruffly. But:

"Unfortunately not,' Trask answered. 'If Liz is to be your partner, and the rest of E-Branch is to
work with you, they'll need to know that you aren't quite the savage that the world - and probably
you, too, Jake - thinks you are. They'll need to know you had your reasons.

And Jake sat silently now, his head | owered ..

n/\

CHAPTER FI VE Jake's Story

"Her nane was Natasha,' Trask went on. 'And she was working for the Moscow Mafia. She was a
courier for the Mob in the guise of a fashions artist, but in fact the only designs that

i nterested her were the designer mcro-drugs in her sports car's roll-bars. Natasha was al so the
Mob's col l ection agent and ferried |lots of high-denom nation francs and lire back to a vastly
depl et ed Russian econony ... or rather, to the thugs who were in large part responsible for that
depl etion.'

Trask shook his head in disgust. 'God.' Hoods of the world, unite.' We thought it was over and
done with when the Mafia took a couple of bad falls back in 1984 to '87. In America, the fanilies
really suffered. Wien CGotti went down everyone thought it was the end of that kind of corruption
at least in the USA. In Sicily, '87, nearly four hundred of these |lizards were convicted of
murder, extortion, graft, racketeering, prostitution, you name it. Surely that was the end of it?
Oh, really?

"But the Russian Mafia were just starting out, and with the collapse of the European inmigration
| aws ten years ago and the renoval of border controls on the continent ... well, as | said, thank
the Lord that the UK's an island. W kept our border controls, our immigration |aws, and for once
we got it dead right. Even so, the illicit drugs trade is hard to beat and we're suffering our
fair share, though not nearly as badly as the rest of the world.

And, of course, hard-core survivors of police activity and "old" Mafia-style gang wars in ltaly,
Sicily and the States have forned liaisons with the ever nore powerful Russian gangs, which nmeans
that, in common with the world's terrorist organi zations, they're now pretty much integrated.
"Marseill e has always had a big drug problem The Riviera, with its jet-setters and high-roller
soci alites, has been drug-deal er heaven for a long, long tine. Natasha Slepak's nobility - the
routes she used - were several, but mainly she would fly from Moscow to Budapest and then drive
down into Italy or over into France. O she might use another route into France, driving into
Genoa, then taking a yacht to the French Riviera. The Mb have contacts, keep boats, in npst
Italian sea ports

"Jake net Natasha in Marseille. According to a statenent he nade later - nmuch later - to the
Italian police, she wanted out of the drugs business. She was being pestered for sex by one of the
Italian Mb's top nen, one Luigi Castellano, a young Sicilian who ran the French side of the
action froma sprawing villa on the outskirts of Marseille. Castellano was Natasha's top contact
in France, and he was al so the man she nost feared and hated ...’

As Trask paused, Jake - who had been | ooking nore and nore agitated - burst out, 'If it has to be
told, let ne do the telling fromhere on in.' Trask pursed his |lips, then nodded.

"W net in a bar,' Jake began. 'What you've just heard is true: Natasha wanted out. But there was
nowhere she could run, not on the Continent, anyway. No border controls; the Mob would find her
wher ever she went. Maybe that's why she went for nme - because | had British nationality - but

that's only a maybe. | prefer to think ... well, otherw se. Anyway, we got on famously. For a
coupl e of days |I wined and di ned her; she was a very good reason for staying sober, staying clean
We rooned at different hotels ... so | thought. But in fact she was staying at Castellano's villa,

and all the tinme fending the bastard off! And she woul dn't conme anywhere near ny place. |In short,
she wasn't any kind of pushover. And | knew she was worried about sonething.
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"Eventually she told ne just about everything. And all the tinme - all through our "romance," if
you want to call it that - | was aware that she was bei ng watched; even when |I'd first net her
this tall guy had been watching fromthe shadows. | didn't tell her about it, but I knew | wasn't

ni staken. Finally she told me why we couldn't be together. It was for ny sake: she didn't want ne
to get into trouble.

"The tinme canme when she said she'd have to be nmoving on. | knew

I loved her, even though we'd known each other |ess than a week.

Maybe | needed soneone to |l ove. My nother was recently dead,

and | guessed that at the rate | was burning nyself up it wouldn't

be too long before 1'd be joining her. And now there was Natasha

to fill a void | had never thought would exist, and | just coul dn't

see anything to stop us being together. But she could: the Mb. So

| asked her why shouldn't we go and tell her story to the l|ocal police,
the Surete? She said they were in Castellano's pocket. So |I said she
shoul d t hi nk about sonething: next tine she'd be in Marseille, let

me know beforehand and | would be there to take her out of it; to

Engl and where she'd be safe. O comparatively safe, anyway. And she

sai d okay.
"So on our last night together I was in a pretty frustrated nood. And woul dn't you know it? Her
tail was there as always. | would know hi manywhere: this tall man with his thin white face and

dark eyes. But we had made our plans and the next time Natasha was in town woul d be the last tine.
She woul d conme with me into England on a tourist visa, we'd get married, and she would stay on as
my wife. It seemed nore than likely she'd be lost to the Mob for good. So naybe she thought we
shoul d seal our pact. O perhaps it was nore than that; nmaybe she sinply wanted to be with nme on
what woul d be our |ast night for some tine to cone.

" Anyway, she said yes, she would cone back to ny hotel with ne. But there was no way | intended to
have the tall fellow for conpany!

"W took a taxi to a bar a stone's throw fromny hotel, and when Natasha went to the | adies'

wai ted just inside the door

Sure enough, a car pulled up and the tail got out. And that finally did it for me; 1'd had it up
to here. So, stepping outside, | didn't bother to introduce nyself but sinply |lashed out and
knocked hi m down. Sonme of the stuff the SAS had taught ne was finally coming in useful. And before

he was even nearly ready to get up again, | took Natasha off to my hotel
"Looki ng back on it now - oh, I was sonme kind of clown! To actually believe |I could get away with
it. Wrse, | hadn't considered the repercussi ons where Natasha was concerned. Though | certainly

did the next norning ...

"After breakfast, when | took her down to catch a taxi, the heavies were there. And this tinme |
didn't see them didn't see it comng - didn't even feel it until | woke up at Castellano's villa.
Not that | knew where | was at the tinme; ny location was sonmething | found out |ater. Anyway:

... 1 was tied to a chair in one of the bedrooms. And Natasha was tied to a bed. W were both in

our underwear. | seemto renmenber windows with thick drapes, so that not even a chink of sunlight
canme through. But it felt |ike day. Mdday, quiet, too hot outside to even think of novenent. That
was what it was: no movenent. A hunid, drowsy day. And the roomwas dimy lit; wall lights turned

| ow, and a shaded bedside |lanp. But |I'mway ahead of nyself. At first | didn't see a dam thing, |
only felt the pain in the back of ny skull

"Then, as | gradually cane to, | heard voices speaking in Italian. | knew the |anguage well enough
to know they were tal king about ne ... and Natasha. "After the girl,"” one voice said, "then you
can have him But first, | want himto see and understand - the spoiled English brat! | would have
had her nyself, a long tinme ago, except that m ght have been problematic. Even so, | was tenpted.
And if she'd been a little nore willing ... but I won't force any wonman, it's too deneaning - to
mysel f, | nean. Anyway, our colleagues in Mscow think highly, nuch too highly, of this bitch. And
now this brat has spoiled her. Well for nme, at least. | don't take anyone's |eavings, Jean Dani el

so this is your lucky day; you get to do it for nme. Let's face
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it, you' ve watched her often enough, and |I'm sure you've fancied her just as frequently, eh? So,
what better way to pay himback for what he did to you?"
" "Fanci ed her?" the other voice said. "Hey, |I'monly human, Luigi.' And this is ... thisis a
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lot... a lot of woman

Jake's own voice as he told or relived his story had sunk very |low, becone guttural, until at this
poi nt he was choking on his words, having difficulty getting themout. Trask saw this and said,
"Jake, we can leave it there if you Iike?

But the other shook his head. 'No,' he said grimy. "No, | think I'"d like to finish it Mybe it's
good for ne to renmenber what went down. Because then I'Il be sure | was right in what | did. Yes,
and it also serves to remind ne of what remains to be done...' And after a nonent:

' These- voices,' he went on, 'were very distinctive. The one belonged to Castellano, as | was
about to find out. It was very deep and powerful; like a runble, a purring sound, even when he was
speaking quietly. And the other, this Jean Daniel's voice, it had an obvious French accent in
keeping with his nane. But it also had sonething of a lisp, which explained itself as soon as |
saw him

" Anyway, | mnust have twitched, noved ny head or sonething. Maybe | groaned, but suddenly they knew
| was awake. Then shadows noved in that di mroom

"They cane from behind nme, one pausing to stand beside ny chair, the other noving towards the bed,
positioning itself in an easy chair on the other side of the |lanp. They were nen, of course, but
to ny blurred vision they were nore |ike shadows. But as my eyes adjusted and ny head stopped
swinmng, finally | saw Natasha, spreadeagled there on the four-poster. And because she'd lifted
her head she could see ne, too. Maybe that - that | ook on her face, expressing her relief that I'd
finally cone to - was how they knew |'d regai ned consciousness. But in any case, it was an
expression that didn't last nuch | onger

' The one beside the bed spoke, and his deep purring voice told me that this was Luigi Castellano
"Ah, Natasha, Natasha.'"

he runbl ed, as she turned her pale, frightened face to ook at him "First the injury and then the
insult,” he said. "To have spurned ny friendship, ny warnest offerings of affection, for this ...
this Englishman's. Perhaps you didn't understand that in the ganme we play it's always business
first - no such thing as m xi ng business with pleasure, Natasha. And if there was we m ght
reasonably expect you to take your pleasures with one of us, not with sone stupid outsider

Perhaps it's ny fault; | allowed you too nuch | eeway? But no, for | hate to blame nyself."

‘"I tried to look at the speaker but he was still a shadow, a dark sil houette hunched behind the
cone of faint yellow radiance fromthe bedside | anp. And he went on speaking:

' "But then again, what if this foreign playmate of yours wasn't so stupid after all but a menber
of one of those agencies we haven't yet got to, eh? You took too many chances, Natasha - took too

much pleasure, | fancy - and now you nust pay. Ah, but what price? Wll, since you don't seemto
care too nuch for the conpany of a business partner, | was obliged to find a punishnent to fit
your... your what, your crinme? Ah, but no - too harsh by far - your error of judgenent, then. A

puni shment to fit both participants, that is. Tit for tat, if you like. O, better far, tits for
tat?" Castellano's tone was nuch harsher, harder now. "Yes, and the rest of your nobre than anple
charms into the bargain ..."

"He | ooked up and beckoned to Jean Daniel. My chair was a swivel. The man beside ne spun it, and |
went turning, turning, feeling sick as a dog as the roomrevolved around nme. At least it gave ne a
chance to identify my tornmentor, his cold, smling face passing before nme as the chair sl owed
down. It was Natasha's tail, of course, and Castellano's tall pale-faced watchdog”

"Finally he spoke to ne in broken English through a broken mouth, which accounted for his |isp.
hadn't realized how hard I'd hit him "Bastard!" he said. "Stupid, English, pig bastard! Wen
finish with her, then is your turn. W see who hit hardest, eh?" He nade to nove towards the bed

73

""If you hit her," | nunbled, "if you strike her just once, | swear |'ll-" But he turned, cut me
of f, said:

""Ht her? Wth fist?" For a nonent he frowned, |ooked puzzled. But then, grinning as best he
could through split lips, he said, "No, stupid, |I not hit. I fuck her!"

"And he did ...' Jake's voice was a grow now, a sob, a low npan. 'Wth that dog Castell ano

wat chi ng, and | aughing. And ne: | couldn't |look away. | had to |l ook.' He ripped her underclothes
right off her. The skinny bastard-he didn't pause to get undressed - he just... he just... And

Nat asha, she didn't even speak, didn't cry out. But she did cry. | heard her sobbing...
Trask cut in, Til take it from here, Jake, okay?' And before the other could protest:
"You were found in an alley badly beaten. Four broken ribs, and your nose nuch as we see it now.

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (31 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:12 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20| nvaders.txt

The rest of your face was a mass of bruises. You' d been kicked, too - someone had really worked on
you - so badly that for a day or two the French doctors couldn't be sure they'd be able to save..
everything. But you still had your plastic, and paper noney in your pockets, so it |ooked like the
notive wasn't theft. In fact they never discovered what the notive had been; even when you coul d
talk you weren't telling anyone, said you didn't know. Now why was that, Jake?

‘Il was going to handle it nmy own way,' Jake answered, dispassionately now. 'And | did,

eventual | y.

"Yes, you did,' Trask nodded. 'But that cane later. Do you want to pick the story up again?

The other's face was white, drawn, but he nodded ..

"I was three weeks in hospital,' Jake eventually continued. 'No word from Natasha; | didn't know
what had happened to her, but | prayed it wasn't physical. O rather, nothing nore than she'd
already suffered. As for what /had suffered... | think it was as much nental as physical, worrying
about Natasha, | nmean. But at last they turned me |oose. By which tine there'd been plenty of tine
to think things out. Now it was up to her. If she still wanted out - if she still dared

-1 was her man. Huhl That old notto of nmine: "Who Dares Wns." Well, | dared for sure, because

| oved her. See, | still hadn't |earned ny |esson. Then again, do fools in |ove ever learn? He

managed a wy grin. 'How about that: Jake Cutter, phil osopher!

" About Jean Daniel, which was the only nane | ever knew himunder: mnmy initial intentions towards
that bastard had been very bloody. At first ... well, | admt that |I'd equi pped nyself. And | had
gone | ooking for them too - the Mdb, | nean - but carefully. And as | healed, so | quit abusing
my systemw th booze and maybe sonme ot her stuff. The army had trained us hard: "body naintenance,"
nmy Section Conmander had used to call it. But now!| found it really difficult to get back into the
routine. OCh, | was still young, but as you've pointed out, M Trask, that Jean Daniel had done a
hell of a good job on me. Such a good job, it took ne four long nonths to put the damage right.

"I conpleted ny recuperation in England, went back to Marseille. But tine was passing and | stil
hadn't heard from Natasha, | had given her both ny English and French tel ephone nunbers; if she
couldn't speak to ne, she should certainly be able to speak to friends of nmine. Still | hadn't
heard fromher, and time seened against ne, seemed to be flying. But where Natasha was concerned
it was |ike some kind of paradox, the nonths passing |like so many years! | couldn't forget her

- | still wanted her - and the debt that the Mbb owed us was slowy slipping out of nenory and
into the past

"Earlier, however, not long after leaving the hospital, | had found Castellano's villa. | did it
the easy way, by tailing the tail. I'd grown a designer beard, tinted nmy sideboards grey and
changed nmy node of dress, even developed a linp. O rather, | had deliberately held onto the Iinp
I'"d been left with, |legacy of Jean Daniel. In all | |looked quite a lot older. And | was staying
out of bars, places where people might have been warned to | ook out for me. But one |onely night -
I don't know, nmaybe | was hopi ng agai nst hope that Natasha would be there - | went back to the bar
where 1'd first nmet her

"l suppose | was lucky |'d devel oped ny disguise, for Jean Dani el
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was there. He was on his own, didn't notice nme. But when he left | was waiting in nmy car, followed

himto the villa. And having found the place, | sat back out of sight and watched it, watched its
clientele ... hard nmen, all of them Then, for some few weeks, | followed them too. Well and good
- now | knew the places to avoid if ever Natasha cane back to Marseille; | nmean, | knew which

routes not to take getting her out of there. And | knew to get her out fast.

"For despite all ny earlier intentions, finally I was getting sone sense. These peopl e pl ayed
rough, played for keeps. So nmaybe |'d be wise to forget the revenge thing, sinply take Natasha and
run for hone. If she ever cane back. 'And eventually she did.

"It was less than three years ago, in early Novenber. | got a nessage froma friend, who gave ne a
Moscow t el ephone nunmber. And when | called ... | knew it could only be Natasha. She was scared.
Castel l ano had done a job on her, ruined her reputation with the Moscow Mob. For a long tine
they'd left her alone, let her go to the dogs. She'd been unable to find work, and finally she'd
becone desperate. Then she'd begged a Mob boss to let her run drugs again. And now she was com ng
to Marseille. But Castellano knew she was comi ng and she was nore afraid of himthan ever

"l asked her if she remenbered our previous plans. She did, and was ready to do whatever |'d

wor ked out for us. But her own idea was a |lot nmore daring: to dunp her drug consignnent cheaply on
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a rival French gang, and then to run with the noney! Even cheaply it would still be worth a
quarter mllion sterling!

"At first | backed away fromit. But the nore | thought it over the nore |I liked it. Wuldn't it
be as good, even better, than the somewhat nore physical revenge that |'d once planned? And it
would hit themall, not just Jean Daniel, who obviously had been ny principal target.

' Nat asha had al ready contacted her buyer; she was supposed to cone by yacht but instead would fly
into Marseille. That way she'd have tine to dispose of her |load and get out of France - with ne,
of course - before Castellano and his people even knew she was
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m ssing. My part of it would be sinple: drive like hell for Lyon, Dijon, and Paris, finally the
Tunnel. 1'd studied the routes, couldn't find any fault with the plan. W'd be on board a train
and passi ng beneath the English Channel before the Marseille Mb even thought to backtrack

Nat asha' s novenents. So we reckoned, anyway.

"Maybe it would have been easier to fly. But that way would have neant |eaving ny car behind. |
had a beauty, an al nbst new Peugeot. Also, if we'd flown the Mob would find it a lot easier to
track us. Idiot that | nust have been, | still hadn't fully appreciated just what kind of people |
was fooling with ...'

Jake paused to | ook at Trask. 'You conpared the nodern Mob to terrorist organizations. Vell, |
thought | had | earned sonething about terrorismin the SAS. Maybe | had, but plainly not enough
And anyway, that was just classroomstuff. Watever, | thought of the Mob a lot differently from
you: as just a bunch of hoods, | suppose. But you were right and I was w ong.

' They were probably watching her all the way down the line. They'd probably always watched her
maybe they have watchers for all their couriers and dupes. Take Jean Daniel, for exanple. That
spindly bastard was just another watchdog. Not so hard to understand when you consider the street
val ue of the nerchandise ..

"Nat asha was wearing dark glasses, a wig and all when I net her off the plane. But | knew her

i Mmediately. And so did they. Then ... it was like a repetitive nightnmare, alnbst a repeat of |ast
time. Except this time there were five of themat the villa, and the way they went at it..

"... Oh God! Ch God! - | knew they wouldn't be taking prisoners this tine.'

Jake's face was ashen now. Earlier tonight he'd known nore or | ess what to expect; even if he had
only half-believed init, still he had been doing a job. But at the time of his collision with the
Mob, Castellano's people - that kind of nonster - he had been ... what, naive? Wll, no |onger

Ben Trask knew it was tinme to step in, but nore forcefully
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now. 'That's enough, Jake/' he said. 'You don't need to go into any further details. Wy upset
yoursel f) We've all heard enough and we're on your side. As for "justice" - the justice you
received? - | might know a | ot nore about that than you do. So for now, let's skip that night at

the villa.' But:
"That long, long night,' Jake husked, sweating and shivering at the same tinme, his skin al npst
visibly crawming. "All of them and that bastard Castellano watching it fromthe shadows. God, |

still don't know what he | ooks |ike! But afterwards, oh, | remenbered the rest of themin mnute
detail, would never let nyself forget them And their laughter, like jackals. And their jokes. The
way they went at her, |eaving no marks, no signs ...'

"Skip it, Jake!' Trask's grating voice, shaking himout of it... Jake sat back and gul ped at the

air, gradually quit shuddering. Eventually a little colour returned to his face, and finally he
was able to continue:
‘I cane to in the water. Underwater! My car's w ndows were half open and we were sinking |ike a

brick. At first | was disorientated, didn't know what the hell was happening. | think | woke up
because | couldn't breathe. Like when | was a kid: I'd come screanm ng awake thinking | was
drowni ng, only to discover that ny head was under the covers. But this time it was river water.
And | was stupidly trying to push back the covers ... | nean | felt stupid, drugged - which of
course | was! But then, as | renmenbered what had gone down, | |ooked for Natasha in the passenger

seat. She wasn't there, and | thanked God-

'-Thanked Hm as | somehow nmanaged to wi nd ny wi ndow down and drifted out and up and free. But as
the car went down and | floated up, buoyed up in an eruption of big bubbles, | saw Natasha in the
back of the car! Her face ... her hair floating ... her eyes wide open ... her nouth gaping. And
her spread fingers flattened and white, the hands of a corpse - | hoped! - against the curved back
Wi ndow.

"But dead? | didn't know, | still don't knowto this day if she was dead or alive. But |'ve got to
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keep telling nyself that she was

dead, because that's the only way | can bear it. And in any case, | couldn't have done a thing
about it. Weak as a kitten, | felt half dead nyself! My lungs were bursting - ny ears, too - we
were that deep. And | drifted up oh so slow, while the car went down, disappearing into the deeps.
And this girl | had loved, still |loved, Natasha disappearing with it...'

This time it was a while before Jake could go on. He was like a man apart fromreality; he started
and sat up straighter in his chair when the AOd Lidesci coughed, and | ooked around for a nonent as
i f wondering where he was. Then

"Are you okay, Jake?' Liz asked him

A nod was his only answer, until he was able to continue.

"Don't ask me how | got back to Marseille,'" he finally went on. 'I can't for the life of ne
renmember. But | did, and | laid lowwth a trusted friend. By then nmy earlier plans for revenge
were firmy back in place. Before that, however, | actually considered going to the police. Then
renenber ed what Natasha had told ne about the police being in Castellano's pocket and deci ded
against it. | would wait it out, see what happened.

"l didn't have long to wait. It was in the newspapers, hone and abroad. My car had been found in
the Verdon River where it cones down fromthe Al ps of Provence near Riez. Locals had been alerted
by a hole in the wall of a stone bridge over a torrential gorge. Natasha was still in the car

also a quantity of illicit mcro-drugs and other evidence that she'd been a bad lot. As for ne:
well with nmy past record | would have been a wanted man - her partner, obviously - except they
assumed | was dead

"But | wasn't dead And now | had absolutely nothing left to |ose. Also, | knew a few things about
Castel l ano' s people, where they hung out and who with, and | wasn't about to waste any nore tine

"There was one thing | had been really good at during my couple of years with the SAS: sabot age.
Sabot age, booby-traps, and denolition. And | still renmenber - and | cherish the nenory - of the
night | found Jean Daniel drinking alone in that discreet
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little bar that | knew so well. | was there, watching the place, when he arrived, and | was there
when he left.

"It was a rainy night. As he got in his car in the alley, | stepped out of the shadows maybe
twenty-five yards in front. | stood there with ny |legs spread like an inviting target, and | waved
at him And | started oh so slowy to walk towards him He saw ne; | saw himflinch, knew that

he'd recogni zed ne. Then he turned the key in the ignition, and | knew exactly what the bastard
was thinking: that he would run ne down.

"By then I'd turned nmy back and hit the deck just in case. But no, there wasn't much of a bl ast;
what little there was of flying glass went over ny head. So | got up, wal ked to his car and | ooked
in through the shattered wi ndow. | knew pretty much what |'d see, for |'d been determ ned to nake
the best kind of job of it. And | had.

"l had taken a small hacksaw and cut hal fway through the four spokes of his steering wheel close
to the colum. And I'd fitted a trenbler to the high-explosive charge that |I'd placed under the
pl astic casing where the colum was jointed for adjustnent. It was a hellishly sensitive
nmechani sm far too sensitive to ignore the vibrations of a revving engine.

' The blast had driven the steel core of the steering colum through Jean Daniel's niddle,
stripping its plastic casing as it went. The core had broken his lower ribs and torn through his
stomach, and done a | ot nore damage al ong the way. Yet somehow it had m ssed severing his spine.
He sat there - alive but barely - pinned to his seat with this fat cylindrical rod right through
him sat blinking at ne, the steering wheel still gripped in his spastic hands.

""This is a different kind of rape, Jean Daniel," |I told him watching as blood filled his nouth,
and his eyes began to dim and his twitching gradually stilled. "My own special version." And
then, just before the bastard died. "So now you know who hits the hardest

CHAPTER SI X

More OF Jake's Story

Ben Trask, lan Goodly, and the old Lidesci were first away fromthe gutted, snouldering remains of
the vanpire enclave; Liz and Jake foll owed on behind Trask's commandeered transport in their own
vehicle. They would be taking it easy, so it shouldn't be a problemthat they'd | ost the

wi ndshield. If they kept well back from Trask, the dust thrown up by his Land Rover woul dn't
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bot her them And the cool night air would be a definite bonus.

Just as they rolled onto the ranp cut in the steep face of the bluff, Jake slowed alnpbst to a halt
and | ooked back.

Apart fromthe snoke there was very little to show for the earlier activity. Several nenbers of
the team dressed in fresh conbat clothing but no | onger armed or gas-nmasked, were hammeri ng sharp
signposts into the stony earth. One such post carried a |l egend only just visible in noon- and
starlight:

HEALTH HAZARD! TOXI C WASTE! KEEP COUT!

E- Branch took no chances.

"What next?' Jake jerked his head to indicate the scene of recent devastation. 'For this place, |
mean?'

Li z shrugged. 'The mne's sealed, there are no life signs.
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Tonorrow the sun will cone up and scorch the bluff clean

Maybe they' ||l bulldoze the surface and dynanite the ranp,
eventual ly. But there's no real hurry now. The main man was

Bruce Trennier, as yet only a lieutenant but a woul d-be Lord.

If he had got away ...' Again her shrug. 'Tonorrow they'd be

back to tracking himdown again. As it is, the operation was a

conpl ete success.'

"And this was the first tinme you' ve seen this kind of action?

Jake slipped the 'Rover into third, let gravity draw them down the
dusty ranp. 'How conme you know so nuch nore about this stuff

than | do?'

Li z tossed her hair back. '"I've had a little tine to study

what they do - the Branch, | nmean - and I'm "aware" of ny

own talent, which nakes their talents so nuch nore acceptabl e.

Once you begin to realize that all the weird stuff is real, it's not
so difficult to believe the weirdest stuff of all.

But Jake only wondered, And that's a good, thing- to actually believe in

all ofthisPEut still it was hard to deny his own five senses. Assumi ng

they were his own, of course

Down on the level, he turned onto the old road. A quarter-mle ahead, Trask's tail l|ights gl owed
red. 'l still can't accept that we were sinply thrown in at the deep end,' Jake said.

"It was a test, as Trask told you,' Liz answered. 'l guess he knew that once we'd actually
experienced it, gone up against the plague itself... well, that we really would accept it.' 'So

why don't 1?" Jake wanted to know. For a while she was silent, letting the wind bl ow her hair

back, breathing the night air. Then she said, 'Jake, about your story tonight, in the Ops Room
There are terrible experiences, and there are terrible experiences. There are nonsters and
nmonsters, and | don't know which ones are the worst. But your |ife has been one of extrenes. Maybe

if mine had been nessed with as nuch as yours, |1'd start to wonder what was real, too. But this
talent of yours, that's really sonmething else. | nmean, what you did toni ght was-'

"-Wasn't ne!' he said sharply, cutting her off. And with a shake of his head: 'I can't explain it
any better than that.'

"Try,' she said. 'If we are to be partners, surely you can try? Look, this isn't sonething
suggest lightly - the Branch has its own internal code of conduct for espers, telepaths, enpaths
and such - but if you'll just let your thoughts flow free, I"Il..."

"You'l | what?' he | ooked at her. 'Read ny mind? See if I'mas nessed up as you suspect? Well, |
probably am Probably have been ever since ... since Natasha died. The way she died.' Then he

sighed and relaxed a little. 'On the other hand you could be right. My life | as been a ness, and
fate seems bent on screwing ne around nore than ny fair share. So is it any wonder | have a
problem sorting out what's real fromwhat's fantasy? And as for E-Branch,' Jake shook his head
wonderingly. 'Gadgets and ghosts - yeah!'

"And they want you for one of their gadgets/ she said.

"Huh!' he answered. 'Maybe one of their ghosts, if things had gone wong tonight!'

"You' ve changed the subject,' Liz accused. 'Look, back in the Ops Roomyou started to tell your
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story. A good start, but you didn't nearly tell it all. Nowne, I'ma hell of a listener. And
right now, right here, there's just the two of us.

"Ch really? he said. '"A good listener - and bloodthirsty with it? Li ke one of those things we
destroyed toni ght ?'

"That's not fair,' Liz answered. 'And that's not the part that interests ne.' She gave a little

shudder. 'I nean, | know you killed all of those nmen-'
"No, not all of them' Jake said, coldly. 'Castellano and one other, they've still got it com ng.
"-And that your nethods were ... extrene, but that's not what |I'mtal king about. |'ve heard Ben

Trask goi ng on about the way you use what he calls the Mbius Route. That's your talent, right,
Jake? It's how you noved us to safety back at the lair.'

He nodded, grow ed, 'And that's what | keep trying to tell you. It's not mne! It's like - | don't
know - sonebody el se?
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Soneone who gets into nmy head, anyway. Soneone who's living in there |ike a bloody squatter. Trask
keeps nmentioning this Harry Keogh. Well who is this Keogh? Some kind of telepath? And if so why is
he so dammed keen to ness with nmy mind? Wiy not pick on someone el se, someone nore receptive. No,

| can't see it. Maybe it's a part of nme that this me - | mean the real ne - doesn't recognize.
Like I'ma ... a split personality or sonething? God, naybe | really amcrazy!' He banged on the
steering wheel with the flats of his hands, stanped his feet and set the Landrover to swerving.
Liz gave himtinme to cool down, then said, 'Jake, how can | get through to you? This isn't just
for me, nor even for Ben Trask or his people; it's mainly for you. I wish you'd tell me about it:
how you escaped fromjail and all, and ended up with E-Branch. | know it happened, but not how it
happened. So what do you say? WII you tell ne?

And he knew she wouldn't let it go until he did ..

"l got sloppy,' Jake began. 'When | killed the third and | ast but one of Castellano's nen - of the
men who had been present at the villa that night - it was a sloppy job. A case of fanmiliarity
breedi ng contenmpt?' d ancing at Liz, he shook his head. '|I would really hate to think so; hate to
adnmit that | was getting used to it. But who can say? Maybe | was at that.

" Anyway, he was an Italian and | killed himin Italy. And | got caught there, too. Maybe they were
waiting for ne. After all, | had been working down a list, like a serial killer, you know? O
course, Castellano nust by then have nade the connection - nust have figured out that this wasn't
just another gang war-and it's possible he had tipped off the authorities, the police. Wen |
thought it out, it was even possible he'd sent that last victimout of France to put distance

bet ween hinself and ne! If so, then |I'd actually nanaged to get to the bastard - I'd worried him
considerably - which felt very good. But in any case:

"I was tried and convicted in Italy, and there was no hope of

extradition. Having dual nationality - English and French - only nmade the | egal side of it even
nmore tangl ed, conplicated, hopeless. And to put the cap on it, current European |aw rmade it
i nperative that | was tried "in the country where the crine was comnmitted for any serious offence

agai nst nationals of the said country". Well, you can't get any nore serious than nurder, which
was their termfor what 1'd done, even if | called it an act of justice! And finally, if found
guilty - which of course | was - | would have to serve out ny tinme in that same country.

"That's why | think it was Castellano who set the trap for ne, and baited it with his own nan
Castellano's a Sicilian, or an Italian if you like. And it's |like Trask says: the gangs are highly
organi zed now - conputerized, integrated and all - and as always they have their fingers in every
pi e.

' So, why do you reckon this bastard thug would want ne in an Italian jail? Qoviously, it was one
of those pies in which he had a finger! Jake Cutter was a dead nman. If not inmediately, then soon
"But to ne the hell of it was |I'd never been able to get a sniff of Castellano hinself. The villa
in Marseille was always guarded to the hilt, and if he'd ever left it... well, | certainly didn't
know about it. How could 1? | still didn't - still don't - even know what he | ooks like. This is
one secretive son of a bitch! But I will find himone day, and when | do ...’

"But not while you're working for E-Branch,' Liz broke in. 'The one thing you nustn't do is
conprom se the Branch. They're your protection, Jake. And you' ve got to remenber: Trask is the
only thing standi ng between you and a return visit to that cell in ... where?

"In Torino," Jake answered. 'Turin, where they're alleged to have found The Shroud, and where
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was being fitted for one! | tell you, Liz, there were sonme hard nmen in that jail. It took nme maybe
- oh, twenty-four hours? - to figure out that | wasn't getting out in one piece. The | ooks, the
nudges, the winks. But what | said earlier about the size of ny... er, you know what, that wasn't
true;
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coul d have been but wasn't. No one cane sidling up to ne offering their protection for a little
buggery on the side; | guess because the word had gone out that | couldn't be protected, and that
anyone who tried it might well need sonme protection hinself.

"And there were a couple of narrow squeaks. Knife fights | wasn't involved in to start with, that

| sonehow got involved in. And once in the prison hospital - | was in for abdonminal bruising and a
suspected fractured rib... yes, another one - when soneone tried to inject me with a hypodermic
full of human shit...

"Anyway, |'d been in there for el even weeks when this guy - just a guy, no one sinister,

t hought, but sonmeone who probably pitied me - got ne on ny own and told ne that it was coning. And
when it was conming. | had a week to live, he said. And no good going to the prison staff; they

were in on it, and the governor was a man who knew whi ch side his bread was buttered.

"Then a funny thing. This sane little fellow said he was working in the machi ne shop. He gave ne a
rough key - just a strip of nmetal, really - showed me how to make an inpression of the |lock on ny
cell. This was an old, old prison, Liz. Not like the honme fromhone you'll find in a |lot of nodern
English jails. Anyway: "You take the inpression,” he said, "and | nake finish the key."

"So what was in it for hinf He already had his own key, he said, and a plan. But he couldn't do it
on his own. And he figured | night be just desperate enough to go along with him Oh, he supposed
I had seen those old prison novies - of the double double-cross kind? - but hey, it was his life,
too, wasn't it? Did | think he was suicidal or sonething? So naybe he was, but he'd got one thing
right at least: | was desperate enough

'Ckay, ny reasons for wanting to escape were plain enough: | wanted Castell ano dead, and coul dn't
do it frominside where my own |ife seened destined to be a pretty short one. But what about ny
new found friend s reasons?

"Apparently it was for a worman. "A dear old friend of mine, he fucking ny Mari a,
grinning enotionlessly. "The

he told ne,

| ast nan who did that, he dead ... is why | in here. This tine | going fuck loth of them Maria,
too. After that | not care.'
"Funny thing is, | understood himwell enough. Just didn't realize how far he'd go to clear this

little matter up, that's all

"Cane the night. W got out into the exercise yard way too easy and | felt it was all wong, al
fixed. But it was far too late to go back and |l ock nyself in ... and what if | was sinply being
paranoi d? | nean, this was ny one | ast chance. It was his one chance, too, this bald, scrawny
little Italian murderer who nmade the keys.

"His plan was sinple: he had a length of chain he'd wel ded hooks to. Between us and freedomthere
was a twelve-foot wall, barbed-wired at the top. He was a little guy; he would get on ny back, use
his chain like a grapnel to grab at the barbed wire. He'd tried it in the workshops and it worked.
By God, it also worked out there in the exercise yard!

'So Paol o scranbled frommy shoul ders up the chain, took a prison blanket fromaround his neck and
tossed it over the barbed wire, which his weight had pulled flat. He bal anced hinself up there

with a leg over the wall, stretched out a hand for nme. But when | was on the chain and as | was
reaching for his hand ... he withdrewit! And | saw his eyes, |ooking beyond nme into the night.
gl anced over ny shoul der, saw them

"Prison guards, arned and taking aim | |ooked up at Paolo, his face staring down at ne. "I sorry,
Jake," he shrugged. "But they promise ne ..." And then, cutting himshort, the crack! of arifle
shot. ..’

Jake paused, swerving to avoid a pothole, and Liz took the opportunity to ask

"I's that when it happened? Wen you ... noved?

He shook his head. 'Not quite. But Liz, you know how they say you don't hear the one that kills
you? Well, it's true. | know because | heard the bark of that first shot, but | didn't feel a
thing. Paol o, on the other hand ... his blood splashed me as his right eye turned black. Then he

was falling, and taking me with him
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It was only a few feet, but with himon top of ne | hit the ground Iike a ton of bricks. Just as
wel | because there was nore shooting, shouting, the flash of bullets sparking where they spanged
off the wall.

"That's when it happened. But exactly what happened ... | don't know to this day. And sonething
very weird: if you don't hear the one that kills you, how about seeing it? | mean, did you ever
hear of anyone actually seeing a bullet in flight? OF course not; and please, no cracks about
phoney stage nagi ci ans who catch themin their teeth!

"Yet | saw ... sonething. A flash of fire froma ricochet? It could be. But it didn't |look Iike
fire. It was tiny, bright, and it cane cane right at ne - at ny head - and couldn't have nissed
me. If it had been a bullet, then | was dead ..

"... But it wasn't, couldn't have been, and | only thought | was dead.’

Li z nodded, her nouth suddenly dry. Because for a nonent, as Jake had fini shed speaki ng, she had
received a vivid inpression of something alien to all science and know edge, sonething from
outside. She'd 'seen' his neeting - his confrontation? - with what he'd described. Atransitory
thing, it cane and went, like a bright flash of fire reflecting fromthe surface of his mind ..
or still burning in his nmind?

' That was when you did it/ she said hoarsely, and cleared her throat. 'That was when you noved,
took the Mbius Route.'’

' There was an indescribabl e darkness,' Jake told her. 'Mre than darkness, a nothingness. It was
death; | mean | thought it was death, for what else could it be? But | was drawn into and through
it, towards a point of light.'

"A typical out-of-body experience,' Liz said. 'A near-death experience, as certain survivors are
supposed to have known it. The Light, which you refused to enter.'

But Jake shook his head. 'Refused nothing; | had no choice; | was dragged right in! But suddenly
there was gravity, weight, and 1'd been struggling with the darkness - whatever it was - and

the wong way up. | emerged upside down, fell, smacked nmy head agai nst sonmething ... a desk, as it
turned out. So you see, the second bout of darkness wasn't nearly so drastic. | was nerely
unconsci ous. O about to be.

" Anyway, even as | passed out | renmenber there were alarms going off, soneone hammering at a door
a voi ce shouting. Then nothing nore.

"Not until you came to at E-Branch HQ in London,' Liz said. 'That's where your talent had taken
you: to Harry's Room .. sanctuary.

He shook his head in denial. "Not my talent. Oh, soneone's, as it appears. Harry's, maybe? But not
mne, Liz, not mne ...’

The radio crackled into life, Trask's voice saying: 'All call-signs, but especially Hunter One,
this is Zero One. Maybe five mles up the road fromhere, the chuck wagon. Base canp, where we
eat, drink and debrief. Those with beds in the ops vehicle, use '"em Tentage for the rest. O
shoul d you prefer to stretch your |egs you can put up your own tents and bivouacs. And Hunter One,
I"l'l be wanting to speak to you. Al acknow edge.

"Hunter One, roger,' Liz answered into her handset. And in strict numerical order, com ng through
the hiss and crackle of static:

"Hunter Two, roger.'

"Hunter Three, roger,' and so on

Jake shifted his position in the driver's seat, craned his neck, and gl anced back al ong the dark,
wi ndi ng road through the ancient river valley. Back there, stretched well out, a handful of
headl i ghts nmade a lantern string in the night. And from dragonfly shapes on hi gh cane the steady,
near - di stant whup! whup! whup! of powerful blades slicing the air, the occasional flickering beam
of a searchlight.

"Five miles,' Liz said. 'Maybe seven or eight minutes. WIIl you tell ne the rest of it while we
still have time?'
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"The rest of it?" Jake was reluctant again. 'You still need convincing |'mcrazy?

"You're not crazy/ she said. 'Just troubled. Come on, Jake You ran away, escaped again, this tinme
from E-Branch. Wat happened? How did that cone about? Was it any different?

He sighed and said, 'Once you stick your claws in you just don't let go, do you?
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'O could it be that I'msinply fascinated? she answered. And quickly added, 'Er, with your
story, | nean.'

(Huh!']ake snorted, but he also angled his face a little, turned it away fromher. Liz could have
sworn that he was grinning and didn't want her to see. But that was a good thing.

"Ckay,' she said. 'I'mfascinated, period. So now wi |l you tell me the rest?

"So you can report it to Trask, right? Well, I've got news for you: your boss - our boss - has
already had this fromne, oh, at |least a dozen tinmes. Don't you get it? | can't tell you what
isn't there.

"Then tell me what is,' she said.

Agai n Jake's sigh, before he succunbed to the inevitable. But then: 'Ckay, this is howit was ...

"When - or rather, where - | woke up, everyone was speaking English. | don't know what | thought.
Ch, several things. A jangle of things, rattling around in my skull. Maybe, following injuries
sustained in the failed jailbreak, 1'd been extradited back to England after all. But what
injuries? Wile it's true | was flat on nmy back with a sheet and bl anket thrown over ne, | didn't
feel in any way injured. Also, | was in no way conscious of the passage of any real tine; it felt
like snap!... | had been in Turin and now was here. So logically, while this wasn't the prison, it

had to be a place somewhere in or near Turin.
As for the people, Trask and Co - they weren't jailers or even physicians. So if this place was a
hospital, well, it wasn't like any I'd ever heard of! And they kept asking ne a | ot of nonsense

questions, the silliest with regard to ny identity. "Who are you?" they all wanted to know. Huh
Who were they kidding? If they didn't know who | was, who woul d? Wio was P But the question | kept
asking nyself was who the hell were they?

"Then a real doctor arrived who checked nme over, giving nme a thorough physical before | was

all owed up on ny feet. | supposed | was lucky that | hadn't at first been able to talk even if I'd
wanted to. The whol e experience had struck me dunb. But then it dawned on nme that they really
didn't have any idea who | was. So why should I tell thenf

"I kept quiet, told themnothing, didn't even speak

"But Trask... he knew | wasn't on the level. R ght fromsquare one | could see that he was nore
than curious, positively suspicious about ne. | suppose he had every right to be; | know now t hat
the place | - er, energed into? "Harry's Roon?" - is highly significant to the Branch. Mre than

that, though, Trask knew | was |ying. Even wi thout nme saying a word, he knew | wasn't telling the

truth, knew | was hiding sonething.

"Well, of course | was! Wierever |'d "escaped" to, anywhere had to be better than the vernin-

i nfested sl aughterhouse in Turin that 1'd escaped from And yes, | had already nade up ny m nd

that as soon as this weird crowd gave ne roomto breathe, I'd |ikew se be escaping fromhere -

wher ever "here" was!

"Finally, instead of asking me stuff and getting no satisfactory answers, no answers at all, Trask

said, "You're in the headquarters of a branch of government, a very off-linmts establishment, M
whoever you are. You shouldn't be here, and the penalty for trespass is a high one. But I'm

really interested in you, in how you arrived - especially where you arrived - and 1'd very nuch

like you to start explaining. If you don't, I'll have to assume you're a conmon crimnal and deal
with you on that basis ..."
"But then he got a certain ook in his eye, like he'd suddenly stunmbled across the truth - maybe a

truth even | didn't know - and quickly went on, "O maybe an uncommon crininal? In which case we
m ght just be getting sonewhere.”
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"Some of Trask's people had guns and there didn't seemtoo much point in trying to break out of
there, not at present. So | just had to keep playi ng al ong.

"Finally, I was escorted to the HQ Ops Room' Jake glanced at Liz. 'Do you know the place? | take
it you' ve been there.'

He waited for her nod, the one word that sumed up her own feelings the first tine she'd seen the
Ops Room ' Awesone .. .'

'Yes, awesone,' he agreed. 'l don't know about ghosts, but E-Branch certainly has the gadgets!
Anyway, as soon as we entered - before anyone could stop nme - | stepped to a wi ndow and yanked the
blinds. It was night but there were plenty of street lights. There could be no m staking where
was; the very sight of it set me reeling. That skyline, that city. Inpossible, but it was
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Westmi nster! London! The centre of bl oody London

"And grabbing me, looking at ne with those all-seeing eyes of his, Trask said, "Surprise,

surprise! So where did you think you were, M Nobody?"

"By then a | ot of other people had arrived. They'd got the place up and running. It was the mddle
of the night after all, and nmy being there was just as big - maybe a bigger - shock to themas it
was to nme. But they nust have a good energency call-in; the place was fully operative in no tine
at all. And every nan-jack and worman of them wi de-eyed, whispering, curious ... maybe even

awest ruck? But why? \What was so special about ne? ' Anyway, things were happening at a rapid pace

" "Prison clothing," Trask said. "At a guess, continental. Very well, get fingerprints, mug shots -
do it now. Then get a link to Interpol, see if we can get a match. But let's not get carried away,
not yet. Let's not think the unthinkable, or the incredible? Check the security systemand see if
it recorded a physical break-in. And let's have a check on all doors and wi ndows, and the

el evator. Then get me the Duty Oficer. Didn't | hear him saying sonething about not being able to
get into Harry's Room because the door was | ocked? Now why would M Nobody here first break in,
then |l ock hinmself in? And how

could he do it anyway wi thout a key ... assuming he broke in at all?"

"Trask said all of these things, if not in the sane words. And he probably said a |ot nore that |
can't remenber before he finished up with: "Answers, people, | want all the answers. And | do nean
tonight..."

"I had been fingerprinted and phot ographed by the tine two new agents entered the Ops Room Trask
greeted themw th, "Current Affairs, and Tonorrow s Affairs. And not before tinme, you two."

Li z nodded, said, "MIlicent Cleary and lan Goodly. MIlicent is a telepath, but she's also an
expert in current affairs. She has that kind of nenory. You want to know what's gone down in the

| ast ten years, ask MIlicent. And | an Goodl y-'

"-A precog,' Jake said. 'Yes, | know that now. But then - | couldn't nmake head nor tail of their
conversation. Trask wanted to know why Goodly hadn't "seen" anything, and he asked the woman if
she was "getting" anything. That was the way he tal ked to everyone around him It all seened
pretty esoteric to ne!'’

'Espers have an alnost different tongue,' Liz answered. 'It takes sone getting used to.

"Anyway, lan Goodly was at a loss to explain his |apse. And the woman, MIlicent Cl eary? She
stared hard at ne, frowned and said there was a | ot of confusion. Dam, right there was!’

' The confusion was in you,' Liz told him

" Looki ng back on it, you're dead right,' he said. And after a nonent:

"By then all the wall screens were up and working - people processing ny pictures and feeding them
i nto machi nes, conputer keyboards tap, tap, tapping away - but | was a little less the centre of
attention. | saw nmy chance, snatched a gun froma man who was nonmentarily distracted, grabbed hold
of Goodly. | had the gun to his neck, his armup behind his back

"For a nonment | thought Trask and the others mght rush ne.
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But then Goodly said, "It's okay, Ben. Everything will be fine. Just let us go, and be sure we'll
be back."

"l told him "Do you want to bet?" But now ... I'mglad he didn't! I'Il cut a long story short.
got Goodly out of there and into the el evator. He used his card without argunent. Then we were out
in the street. Which was when he turned the tables on ne. How? Well, | suppose he saw the future,
knew | woul dn't shoot him O naybe he saw that | couldn't?

"Anyway, he just twisted round to face ne, grabbed the gun and started westling ne for it. | was
so surprised... | just let go of the thing! And the fact was | couldn't have shot hi m anyway, not

an innocent man. But | couldn't say the sane thing for him now could | ? And there he was,
crouchi ng down, aiming the gun at ne!’

The vehicle was nosing down a slight decline. As they canme round a shal |l ow bend, Jake saw
canmpfires and started to brake. Then a man stepped out onto the crunbling tarmac and made signal s,
directing theminto a makeshift roadside parking area. As they slowed to a standstill, Liz sat
still, said, "Finish it.' And Jake thought, Wiy not? Except there's nothing left to tell! O if
there was he couldn't possibly explain it. But he could at least try. 'It's already finished/ he
said. 'When | thought Goodly was going to shoot ne, | nade a dive for cover. | nean, | knew | was
diving to safety... but that wasn't possible. How could there be any cover, any safety, out there
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in the mddl e of the street? 'There couldn't be,' she said.

'No,' Jake answered huskily, pale in the flickering firelight. 'There couldn't be. Not out theje
inthe street. But it wasn't ne who reacted to the perceived danger, Liz. Not nme but soneone in ny
head. Soneone or sonething that reckoned I would be safer ... that |I'd be safer-'

But Liz, reading it clearly in his mind, came to his aid and finished it for him'-That you'd be
much safer back in Harry's Room yes/ she sighed.

He shook his head, frowned and said, 'But safe fromwhat? From Goodly, who didn't intend to harm
me in the first place?

She nade no answer but thought: No, just safe - period. Maybe |an Goodly's gun hadn't triggered
the thing at all; maybe it sinply hadn't wanted Jake out there on his own, on the streets. For
whatever it was, this thing had been newto himat that tine. Still very strong in him- and
having only recently found him- it hadn't been about to | et himescape. Not w thout first
exploring him and not until Jake had explored its possibilities, its potential

Such were Liz's thoughts. But bringing themback to earth: 'W're there/ said Jake. 'So are we
going to sit here all night? Me, 1'd like a nug of coffee and a bite to eat...'
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CHAPTER SEVEN

More Gadgets And Ghosts

As Liz and Jake got out of their vehicle, Trask came over and checked it for danmge: a few
scratches to the paintwork, some snmall dents in the hood, and the missing w ndscreen, of course.
"Did you have this attended to?

Li z knew what he was concerned about: not the damage itself but rather its origin, and any
possi bl e contami nation that nmight have been | eft behind. She nodded. 'Back at the A d M ne gas
station. A squad sprayed her down, cleaned up the ness.'

"I worry, that's all,"' Trask explained. 'But having seen sonme of the neasures the Travellers take
on Sunside, | suppose that's only natural.' He shrugged. 'l don't know... maybe |'mtoo cauti ous.
His reference to Sunside flew over Jake's head, but he was getting used to that kind of thing.

"l didn't see you taking too nuch care of yourself,' Jake told him 'Back there, | nmean. You and

the old man, Lardis? It was as if you didn't give a damm between you.' No nose-pl ugs or conbat
gear. No gas masks. No precautions.'

Trask | ooked at him 'A paradox? Is that what you're saying? Do as | say, not as | do? Not really.
Maybe one day 1'Il tell you ny story. But couldn't it sinply be that some of us have less to

| ose?" And before he could be asked to el aborate:

"As for Lardis Lidesci, he's been doing his own thing all his life. Perhaps there's a partial

i Munity anong the Szgany, | can't
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say. But even so | watch him just as he keeps his eye on everyone el se. And the day he gets rid
of his silver bells, or starts shrinking fromthe sun ..."' Trask let it go at that.

' Maybe | haven't been listening very much,' Jake said. 'In fact I'msure | haven't. There's been

too much happening - not only to me but all around me - for ny tiny brain to accept it all at
once. But what if | start listening as of now? Am| asking too nuch that we sit down sonme tinme so

you can fill me in, put me fully in the picture about E-Branch? I mean, if I'mto work for you,
isn't it only right I should know somet hi ng of what's goi ng on?
"So you've finally decided you'll work for us?

Jake pulled a wy face. 'Actually, | thought you had!' And the three of them wal ked toget her
towards one of the canpfires.

The rest of the vehicles were arriving and lining up on the road before being allocated parKking
areas. Making hinmself heard over the revving notors, Trask shouted a few instructions, then
answered Jake. '"Ch, | think there's work for you. But there are still a fewthings | need to clear
up. If I"'mto control you, | need to know what |I'mcontrolling.' He |ooked at the other, his gaze
seeming to pierce the younger nman through and through, and with a wy smle continued, Tve got to
be sure you won't just cut and run - like nmaybe in a crisis, when you're nost needed. After all
you do still have your own agenda.'

"Don't you ever trust anybody?' Jake growl ed, knowi ng that indeed Trask had seen right through
hi m

But, enigmatic as ever, Trask wasn't buying it. '"In ny time with the Branch,' he said,

|'ve seen
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what trust can do ... and what it's done to sone of ny favourite people.'

They sat by the fire with one or two other agents, nost of them keeping to thenselves, lost in
their own thoughts now that the night's work was done. It was a night they' d been building up to
for sone tinme. The A d Lidesci dished out food - steaks, and steaming stew froma contai ner on a
mlitary shall owtrench back-burner, and nman-sized chunks of bread fresh fromthe burner's oven -
but with the exception of Lardis hinself no
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one was much interested in eating. Maybe it was the back-burner's roar, the way it sounded so rnuch
Iike a flanme-thrower

By the time the three had done eating, and washed the food down with nugs of coffee, the big
articulated truck was in situ and | an Goodly had gone to check on i ncom ng nessages. By then, too,
the rest of the agents had sat down to eat, and the atnobsphere wasn't quite so heavy.

Li z had been yawning for sone time, and though she swore she woul d never sleep, still she'd gone
off to seek out a bivouac for herself. Watching her go, Jake put down his enpty nmug and said to
Trask, "Me, I"'mnot tired either. In fact ny mind is going every which way. So, all m sgivings
aside, I"'masking you to tell ne what |'ve got nyself involved with, howit all began, and how you

think I can fit in.'

Trask stood up and for a noment | ooked as if he might say sonething. But just then |an Goodly cane
striding fromthe direction of the Ops vehicle. On top of the first trailer, in fact the nobile
Ops Room a cluster of antennae and radi o di shes had poked up, |ocked into position, and ained
thensel ves at the sky... also at several comunication satellites.

"Ben/ CGoodly called in his piping voice. 'David Chung is on the wire fromLondon. You can get him
on-screen if you want. He got your nessage, and he appears to be rather excited.' But as Trask
headed for the Ops truck, Goodly had second thoughts; at |east he nade it seemthat way. 'Ch, and

Ben! Er, maybe you shoul d take Jake with you? Introduce himto David ... ?
The two of them | ooked at each other in passing, and Jake could swear sone sort of silent exchange
took place. Then Trask called back to him 'Jake, if you'd still like to know how you nmight fit

in, perhaps you should cone along with nme.'

In the Ops Room the Duty Oficer and one other were on listening duty within the oval desk. The
D.O. got out of the way when Trask lifted a flap in the desk, wal ked through and parked hinself in
the conmand chair. Jake foll owed and
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stood cl ose behind him Trask | ooked at the D.O and said, 'Chung?

"London HQ waiting,' the other nodded. 'Do you want hi m on-screen?

"Put himup there/ Trask said, indicating a screen on the wall. And the D.O hit a switch.

As the other lights dimed a little, the wall screen flickered into life and its picture quickly
firmed up. This was the first tinme Jake had seen E-Branch's chief |ocator, David Chung. He was
smal |, niddle-aged, Oriental as they cone, and very serious-|ooking. And he was quite obviously
highly intelligent. It was in his eyes just as it was in Trask's; a |light behind them shining
out. But it was also in the high dome of his head. Jake didn't need advising of the extraordinary
brain that was housed within. Chung' s raven-black hair was thinning; there nmght even be a few
strands of grey here and there. But his skin was clear and unwinkled and his posture was ranrod-
straight. He was sprightly, alert ... and excited, yes. That, too, showed in his eyes.

"Hi, David/ Trask greeted himwith a snile - but in a noment got down to business. "How did it
go?' he said.

"Ben/ the other nodded, then inmediately fixed his attention on Jake. And Jake could see that his
curiosity was intense. But Trask had seen it, too. And:

"Save it/ he told the locator, his tone of voice carrying sonething of a warning. 'l suggest we
deal with the other matter first." And turning to the D.O.: 'Are we scranbl ed?

"Yes/ the D.O nodded

And Chung said, 'All bad news, I'mafraid. It's as G eenpeace and the others suspected. |In fact,
it's worse then anyone suspected. The Russians are still doing it, but nowit's where they're
doing it. You know, if we'd had Anna-Marie English in on this we could have cracked it w thout
even | eaving the HQ?

"I know Trask answered, his shoulders slunmping a little. '"But we don't have her, and anyway she's
happi er where she is - God
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help us all! But is it really as bad as you make out? Wiat, yet another treaty gone up in snoke -
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or nuclear pollution? | suppose you'd better put me in the picture, but not on-screen. Let nme have
a printout.'

Chung spoke to soneone off-screen, turned again to Trask. 'It'Il take a few mnutes. And | ater
when |'ve done a little checking, I'll also be sending you, er, a weather report? Some unexpected
snog? But 1'd like to check it out first and see if it's still hangi ng around, you know?

Meanwhi | e, what about the other business? Hi s gaze switched however nonentarily to Jake, then
back to Trask.

Under st andi ng Chung's 'coded' nessage, Trask gave a cursory nod and said, 'Do you remenber what
happened at E-Branch HQ when Nathan arrived in Perchorsk? | mean you personally? Do you renenber
how you proved his identity, or his connection?

Chung grinned, his excitenment plainly in evidence. 'Do | renenber? How could | ever forget? |'m
way ahead of you, Ben.' And he held up a hairbrush, showing it to Trask and Jake.

"I wasn't sure you still had it.' Trask sighed his relief. "It wasn't in Harry's Room | had it
searched i nmmedi ately after Jake... cane visiting. But | knew that if you had it, it would be
secure with your special items at the HQ That's why | asked you to go and dig it out as soon as
you got finished with what you were doing."'

Now the | ocator | ooked at Jake again and said, 'l suppose this is Jake Cutter?' He nodded a
greeting. 'So why is he looking so - what, lost?

Bef ore Trask coul d answer, Jake |eaned over himand said, 'l ook so "what, lost," as you put it -
t hough personally 1'd prefer "stunned" - because no one has bothered to tell me what the fuck is
going on! It's okay for E-Branch to put ny life in jeopardy, set nme in conflict with... | don't
know - vanpires? Miutated things? Alien invaders that |ive on the bl ood of human bei ngs? - but
totally out of the question to tell ne what it's all in aid of. The human race, perhaps? Wl l,

great! But since |'ma menber, don't / have any rucking say in the matter?

"Right first tine," said Trask. 'And on both counts. It's in aid of the human race, and no, you
don't have any say in the natter.'

Chung saw now why the head of E-Branch was so cautious: as yet Jake Cutter knew very little. But
Chung was already certain that Jake woul d have to know it all eventually. And so he said, 'That's
fine for now, Ben. But if you're asking for my opinion, he'll have plenty of say in the not too
di stant future.'

Trask quickly held up his hand. 'W understand each other, and that's for the future - maybe. But
don't say any nore right now. Instead you can tell ne about the brush.'

"Ch, it's active,' Chung said. 'Very definitely. Wiy, it's like a live thing in nmy hand even now
He | ooked at the man's hairbrush - just a well-used wooden oval tufted with pig bristles, sone of
them coming | cose - and sniled. But alive? Fromwhat Jake could nmake out the brush was about as
dead as ... as a piece of wood sprouting pig bristles!

"So,' said Trask, speaking to Chung. 'Can | take it you're thinking that just |ike once before
maybe sonething of - well, let's for nowcall hima on"-friend of ours - has cone back to us? But
if so, cone back fromwhere? And in what forn?

" Absol utely,' Chung answered - then stopped smiling as the nmeaning of Trask's words sank in and he
began to understand the other's caution. And: 'l think | see,' he said. 'So now we must ask
oursel ves whether or not it's beneficial. Is it here under the aegis of a friend, to help us, or
is it here-?

'-For sonething else,' Trask cut the locator short. And after staring at himfor a | ong nonent, he
said, 'That's it for now, David. Stay there at the HQ The chair's yours until we're all sorted
out at this end. Okay?

"VWhat ever you say,' Chung answered, his face once nore inscrutable. And the D. O bl anked the
screen ...

"What was all that about?' Jake queried the Head of E-Branch on the way to his tent. Trask had a
"room in the Ops vehicle but
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preferred a little nore space. In keeping with his status, his tent was sonewhat bigger than a
bi vouac.

"When we have a little light, 1'll show you/ Trask said. 'Sone of it, anyway. From which tinme on
you'll need to be aware that you' ve signed the Oficial Secrets Act.'

"But | haven't.'' Jake said.
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"But if you ever give me reason, |I'l|l say you have,' Trask grinned his cold grin. 'And you'll have
to anyway, eventually.'

Jake snorted, said, 'Could this mean you're actually going to let me in on some secret or other?
"Sarcasmwi || get you nowhere,' Trask said. 'Except naybe in a whole Iot of trouble.’

The canp wasn't far fromthe edge of a watering hole. Several |arge Australian night insects were
fluttering, occasionally buzzing, through the snoky, flickering firelight. There were clusters of
knobbly, fat-boled trees of a type Jake didn't recognize; Trask's tent stood shaded by one of
these, in conparative darkness.

Trask squeezed a rubber button on a cable hanging outside the tent, and as a light glowed within
he drew aside the canvas flap and a fine-nesh gauze fly screen to invite Jake in. Inside, a
folding tabl e supported Trask's briefcase, a bottle of liquor, and two gl asses. There were fol ding
chairs and a canp bed, and in a screened-off corner a portable toilet. Confortwise it was better
than a bivouac, certainly, but scarcely |uxurious.

Trask sat Jake down, opened up his crammed briefcase, funbled out a flat machine the size of a box
of typing paper, and flipped a switch. The device whirred softly, and a slot opened in one end.

Feeding Chung's printout into the slot, Trask said, 'It's enciphered, and this is a decoder.'
' Gadgets and ghosts,' said Jake.
"Yes,' Trask answered, '|I have to agree. This is certainly a gadget, and Chung's nessage i s about

ghosts - of a sort.'
"Are you kidding ne?" Jake couldn't any |onger be sure of anything.
"l suppose | am' Trask suddenly | ooked tired, 'though not

necessarily. Don't you believe in ghosts, Jake?' And before the other could answer: 'Well, these
ghosts are submarines. They're dead Russian subs, yes - except they're still very much alive.
Anot her paradox? Not really. Just wait a minute and you'll see what you'll see. Meanwhile, why

don't you pour us a drink? And consider yourself lucky. It's WIld Turkey.

Jake poured; the nmachine whirred; eventually two sheets of paper slid fromthe slot, pushed out
and followed by the original. One of the decoded sheets was a-large-scale map of Europe and the
seas around, with nunbered, circled pinpoints of reference. The other was a list of grid

ref erences, nunbered to correspond with those on the map. Al of the grid references were oceanic:
two pinpoints in the Black Sea off Varna in Bul garia, another off Podisma in Turkey; two nore in
the Tyrrhenian nmidway between Naples and Sardinia; one in the Atlantic off Portugal's Al garve; and
three nore between |cel and and Norway, south of the Arctic Circle. And there were others narked
out by tiny question nmarks instead of dots. Looking at these little black marks on the nmap, and
mat ching themwith the grid references, Trask's expression was very bl eak

"Look there,' he indicated the question marks. 'As close to hone as that: the Barents Sea, off
Norway. Crazy!'

"Close to hone?' Jake echoed him

"Close to the former Soviet Union,' Trask answered. 'Qdd, because the Russians are usually nore
careful than that. Chernobyl taught themthat rmuch of a |lesson at |east - taught themto | ook
after their own, anyway. So maybe those two were accidental ? Maybe they didn't intend for themto
go down just there. Jesus, but whatever they intended, still it's a ness!

I"mnot with you,' said Jake, shaking his head.

"Then let nme explain. Each of those pinpoints represents a hulk resting on the bottom But what

ki nd of hul k? The answer's al nost unbelievable, but since |'ve already told you ...'

' Submari nes?

Trask nodded. 'Those innocuous little black dots? Each one
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of themis a disaster just waiting to happen or already happening. They're allegedly
"deconmi ssi oned" nucl ear subs we thought had been cleaned up, nade safe, taken apart and stored
with ten thousand tons of other radioactive rubbish years ago. Relics of Russia's penniless,

out noded, unwanted Col d War navy, yes. But the Russian military was lying to us - which is nothing
new - and this is the truth.'

"And it's a bad thing? Jake still didn't see it. 'l mean that these things have been sent to the
bottom mles deep, out of harms way?

"Qut of harmls way? God, what an infant!' Trask shook his head. And before Jake coul d get upset
agai n:
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"Look, npbst of these subs have twin atonic engines. There are two possible neltdowns in each hul k
Barely possible, nmind you, but possible. W don't knowif they've been shut down properly, or even
if they could be. But the very neans of disposal tells us they're |less than safe! Wy el se would
the Russian nmilitary dunp them on soneone el se's doorstep? Wiat's nore - since they' re capabl e of
this - how do we know they didn't load themto the gills with other high-Ilevel waste before
scuttling then? What? They ni ght have even left their |eaking nissile payl oads aboard. These were
shi ps of war, Jake! And sooner or later the bastard things will start spilling their guts!'

"What, in ten, twenty, fifty years? And a nmile or so deep?' Jake still wasn't too inpressed. 'And
anyway, what has this to do with you and E-Branch?

Trask scowed at him actually clenched a fist and thunped the table. 'If Anna-Marie English were

here right now ... she'd knock you arse over breakfast!'
Ast oni shed, Jake drew back. 'Anna-Marie English? Isn't she someone who Chung mnenti oned?
' She worked for us,' Trask snapped. 'An ecopath, she gave warning of Earth's decline - | nean

personal ly. She was "ecologically aware," or as she herself would put it, she was "as one with the
Earth". It was her talent - or her curse. Funny, isn't it,

Jake? But there are very fewin E-Branch who are happy with their talents. They woul d nuch prefer
to be ordinary. But since they can't be, they're E-Branch.'

Jake wasn't.sure of Trask's neaning. 'So how did this help you? Her talent, | nean? How did it
wor k?'

Trask shook his head. 'None of us can tell you how our talents work, only that they do. In Anna-
Marie's case:

"As water tables declined and deserts expanded, so her skin dried out, becane desiccated. \Wen
acid rains burned the Scandi navian forests, her dandruff fell like snow In her dreans she heard
whal e speci es singing of their decline and inevitable extinction, and she knew from her achi ng
bones when the Japanese were slaughtering the dol phins. She was |ike a hunman | odestone; she
tracked illicit nuclear waste, nonitored pollution, shrank fromholes in the ozone |ayer. Anna-
Mari e was an ecopath, Jake: she felt for the Earth and suffered all its sicknesses, because she
knew t hat she was dying fromthem too ...'

Trask was el oquent, Jake would grant himthat much. 'You' re saying she's dead, then?

"No,' Trask answered. '|'m saying she's sonmewhere el se. But by now. .. she nmight well have started
to suffer again, yes ...' He sighed and sat up straighter, seened on the brink of comng to a
decision, finally continued:

"Me, | believe in ghosts, Jake. | really do, for |I've seen a fewin ny tine. And they weren't

al ways of the noaning, chain-rattling and mainly harm ess variety. But | also believe in |istening
to ny colleagues. Now it seens a ghost has cone anong us, possibly a beneficial one. Well
according to Chung and Goodly, anyway. Unfortunately it's come at a very bad tinme. The coi nci dence
is just too great - that this should happen now, just as we find ourselves in conflict with the
Wanphyri and the pl ague they've brought with themout of Starside - for ne to take any chances.
That's what holds nme back fromtelling you everything: the thought that perhaps you are an agent,
al beit an unwitting agent, of the Vanphyri!'
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'Me?' Jake's surprise couldn't have been nore genuine. And Trask, a human lie detector, knew it
nmore certainly than any other man ever could. Ah, but Trask renenbered other tines, when Harry
Keogh had fooled him too! And Jake went on, 'How in hell could |I be anyone's agent? And |'m
certainly no ghost!' "No,' Trask agreed, 'but what's in you might be.' "What's in me?

"Don't play the fool, Jake!' Trask snapped. 'W're tal king about what's in your head. This tal ent
you' ve suddenly conme by, which brought you to E-Branch and then returned you there when you tried
to run off. But is it the ghost of Harry Keogh - or is it sonething that nerely tastes |ike hinf
Should | take you into ny confidence, or shoot you dead right here and now?'

Jake started to his feet and upset the table. His face was a snarl, his hands reaching for Trask
"I've had it up to here with your threats and your bullying. You're an old man, Trask, and as far
as I'mconcerned you're an old fraud ... too!?

But by then he'd seen the gun that Trask had been hol ding under the table; it was ained right at
him And he understood the other's apparent funbling when he'd taken the decoder from his
briefcase. But what he didn't understand was the way Trask stared at him the urgent, burning
qgquestion in his penetrating gaze.
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"What woul d you have done?' Trask snapped. 'Wat would you have done to nme?'

' Done?' Jake | ooked at the gun, then at Trask. 'Nothing. I... | mnmight have shaken you, or tried to
shake some sense into you. O maybe |'d have tried shaking a little out of you! God, can't you see
you've got nme going in circles?

And Trask actually smled as he slowmy |lowered his gun and put it away. 'Yes, | can see that,' he
nodded. Wth which Jake got the idea.

"What ? Anot her bl oody test?

'To push you hard,' Trask told him 'and see what answered. You ... or sonething el se.

"Well, if I were you,' Jake said, '| would have supposed it was sonething el se!"

"But you're not ne,' Trask told him 'And you passed. That |eaves just one nore test to go.'
"Then let's get it over with.'

Not now, no.

"When, then?

"Tonorrow norning. |'mhaving a man flown in from Carnarvon on the coast. An expatriate Brit, and
the best in his field.'

"What, yet another great "talent?"' Jake was still angry.

"Not the way you mean,' Trask shook his head. 'But he has tal ent enough, yes. Ch, and by the way:
that's sone tenper you have, Jake. You said you m ght have shaken nme? Well, you shook ne al

right. | thought you m ght actually attack ne!’

Jake relaxed a little, grinned. 'l scared you?

"I was scared | night have to shoot you, yes.'

But before that could start Jake off again, a voice called fromoutside the tent. 'M Trask?
Phillips here. W have a bit of a problem' A male figure stood sil houetted behind the gauze fly
screen. Trask let himin, said:

" Shoul dn't you be on your way to Carnarvon?

"Woul d be/ said the other, 'if not for this problem Its nane is Peter Mller, and it won't get
its ugly arse out of ny chopper!' The speaker was snall and young, and | ooked very hot, sticky,
and agitated in his flyer's gear.

"Mller's in your machi ne?" Trask raised an eyebrow, then nodded decisively. 'So he wants out of
here. And once away, he intends to take his story to the authorities or, worse, to sone newspaper

or other. Wll, it can't be allowed. Yes, I want rid of him No, | don't want the trouble he'l
bring. Only a handful of people in the very highest places know what we're doing, and if we're
conpromised it will nake them | ook bad. As for the man in the street... well, it's sinply out of

the question. The world's insecure enough as it is.'
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He turned to Jake. 'Go and find Lardis Lidesci, will you? Bring himto the chopper park in the
clearing on the far side of the road.' And speaking again to Phillips, "You and me ... let's go
and have a word with M Mller.'

"Just what is that fat jerk doing here, anyway?' Jake wanted to know.

"He was supposed to give us some legitinmacy,' Trask answered. 'He's liaison, a go-between, that's
all. But he took his job too seriously, discovered the |Iocation of our original base canp near
Lake Di sappointnent, which is after all his province, and since then he's insisted on staying
aboard. Well, with us is one thing, but against us is another. Now, after seeing far too nuch of
what we're about, he's all too eager to leave. | can't very well stop him but I really should
war n hi m agai nst doi ng anyt hing stupid. Now go and get Lardis, will you?

And Trask and Phillips went off through the night.,

The O d Lidesci was in a foldaway chair, dozing by the guttering canpfire. But as Jake approached
he gave a start and | ooked up. 'Eh, what is it?

"Trask wants you,' Jake told him 'At the helicopter park. Some trouble with Ms MIller.'

"Ms? Eh?' Lardis frowned at first, then burst out |aughing. 'Oh! Ha~ha~ha! Rut you know, the truth
is |'ve been thinking nmuch the sanme thing: how that poor excuse for a man rem nds ne of a
chattering old wonan? A week on Sunside would sort that one out, | fancy. But no, no ... the poor
bastard woul dn't | ast but a day.'

Jake assisted himto his feet and the O d Lidesci stanped his left foot a little. 'Cranp,' he
said. 'I'mgetting past it. We call it The Crippler, where I'mfrom But it's rheum er, rheuna-
er '
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" Rheumati sn?' Jake sai d.

"Damm, right!' said Lardis. '"It's rheumatismhere. Ah, but it's a sod in any world.'

And with the old man leaning a little on Jake's arm they nade for the road and the helicopter
park ...

CHAPTER EI GHT
MIller, And The Trouble Wth Dreans
In the helicopter park, voices were raised in anger. One was a rasp: Ben Trask's. And the ot her

was hi gh-pitched, shrill, and threatening. In short, blustering; but the m nd behind it held
t hreat eni ng know edge, certainly.
"Try to see sense, man!' Trask was growling, as Jake and Lardis approached the well-lit area where

a handful of Branch agents and chopper ground staff stood in a clearing and watched the show.

' Sense? Sense?' MIller was in one of the two helicopters, belted into a passenger seat near the
section of alumniumfranme that fornmed both cabin wall-panelling and steps. At present the steps
were 'down' and MIler was seated opposite the open door, fromwhere he | ooked down on Trask
outside the aircraft. 'Wat? Are you telling ne ny attitude is nonsensical? But | know what | saw
tonight, and it wasn't of this Earth. It was intelligent, and alien ... oh, and it was ugly, yes.
But | also saw the devastating force that your thugs used against it, which was even nore i nhuman!
So who the hell are you, M Trask? Sonme kind of nonster yourself? You and your people: you' re not
the mlitary, not even Australian. It's obvious to ne that you' ve duped sonebody somewhere. As for
those poor aliens: whoever they are and wherever they're from they deserved a | ot better wel cone
than you gave them This is Earth Year - dedicated to the ecol ogical survival of the planet -
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and you might well have condenmed our world to interplanetary isolation. Wrse, we may even find
ourselves at war.'

The precog | an Goodly stepped out of the shadows and spoke to Jake and Lardis. 'This idiot

obvi ously has some kind of bee in his bonnet. "The flying saucers have | anded," and all that rot.
He seens to think we've been nurdering aliens - visitors fromanother world, that is - out of
hand!'

"Haven't we?' Jake | ooked at him

'No/ Goodly answered. 'We killed invaders. Visitors don't arrive uninvited, stay, and kill off or
ensl ave the occupiers. But invaders frequently do ... and the Wanphyri always do! Not know ng
everything, MIler sees our action tonight as an unprovoked assault, a pre-enptive strike, against
"bei ngs" whose intentions hadn't been fully deternined. W, on the other hand - knowing the entire
story, having been here, or there, before - see it differently. W see tonight's action for what
it really was: the only cure for a nightmarish plague that submits to no other antidote.' And
meanwhi | e:

"MIller, come down out of there/ Trask was insistent. 'The airplane you're sitting in has been
serviced and fuelled for an inportant mission. You' re cutting into a tight schedul e/

"That's M MIller to you!'" the other snapped. 'And I'mdelighted to be disrupting your vile
schedul e! What, am | preventing another nassacre |ike the one you organi zed toni ght? Good! My God!
How nmany of these poor people have | anded, then?

'You see?' Goodly nuttered. 'They're "poor people"” now. | mean ... is MIler unbal anced or what?
He had a ringside seat for tonight's show, yet he's still not convinced!'

Lardi s had seen and heard nore than enough. Freeing hinmself from Jake's hel ping hand, he noved up
al ongside Trask and, in a lowered tone, said, 'Wiy don't you just drag his arse out of there?

"I was trying to be diplomatic/ Trask answered under his breath.

"It didn't work/ said Lardis.

Trask nodded and said, 'That's why | sent for you.' Then, turning away, he said, 'Get himout of
there. And bring himto the big Ops truck. Maybe his own authorities can convince him for |
certainly can't. Jake, help Lardis after he's got MIler down fromthere.

"Why don't | just do it for hin?' Jake was surprised. 'The old boy, well... he's old.

Trask agreed. 'He's full of old ways, too. So don't worry, he'll manage okay, and probably scare
MIller half to death into the bargain. Serve the bastard right!' And wi thout another word he went
on his way, and lan Goodly went with him

Meanwhi |l e Lardis had clinbed the steps, |eaned inside the chopper's open door, and was show ng
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M Il er his nachete. 'Sharp as a razor/ he said. 'You could shave with this - except you'd get
tired holding it up to your face. See these notches in the grip? Twenty-seven of 'em Twenty-seven

exec- er, excecu- er, killings, yes. And all of themwere these "people" you seemso fond of.

D you know why | killed 'enf

"Bloodthirsty old lunatic!' MIler hissed. '"Wll, | don't know where you cone from- what
reservation? - but where I'mfromwe're educated and civilized. Don't try to threaten ne. | don't

give a.fuck for your big knife!' Wiich was nore bluster, for anyone in his right m nd would
certainly give a fuck about Lardis's nachete. And MIler's |anguage was slipping, too.

In any case it was as if Lardis hadn't even heard him 'I killed 'em'cause they eat fat little
girls like you/ he said. "Cause they're a contain- er, a contamin- er .. /

"Contami nation/ said Jake fromthe foot of the steps

"Damm right!' Lardis nodded. He put the point of his nmachete up to MIller's neck inside the nylon
seat belt, and continued, 'Now Ben Trask wants you to cone down out of there. He was asking you
ni cely, because he believes in being diplomatic. But ne, | don't.'

Mller tried to cringe away fromthe glittering blade, but his

no
in

seat belt trapped himin position. "Are you ... do you dare to threaten ne?' he gasped.

"Dare to threaten you?' said Lardis, his dark eyes narrowing to slits. '"Hell, no, "M" Mller!
This isn't a threat but a promse. If you don't nove your arse out of there, |I'mgoing to cut your

fucking ears of f!' And he nade a sudden slicing notion with his nachete.

M Il er screanmed al oud, and for a nonment Jake thought that Lardis really had cut him But no, he'd
sliced upwards and outwards, and his fine-honed bl ade had passed with scarcely a hiss through
Mller's seat belt above the shoulder. MIler had been straining away fromthe O d Lidesci; freed
fromthe safety harness, he jerked fromhis seat in that direction and fell to his hands and knees
on the helicopter's floor. Lardis stepped over him and while the little fat man was still off-
bal ance grabbed himby the scruff of the neck and the seat of his pants to send hi m bounci ng down
the steps. It didn't take too nmuch effort.

MIller's blubber saved himfromany real hurt, but still he yelped as he hit the dirt; yel ped yet
again as Jake hoisted himto his feet - only to put himin an armlock. 'M Trask is waiting for
you/ Jake told the babbling fat man, as he frogmarched himin the direction of the Operations
truck ...

In Ops, Trask stood inside the oval control desk, speaking earnestly into a tel ephone. 'Yes,

appreciate the lateness of the hour... | understand perfectly, sir, and | agree entirely. But in

this case |'msure that only the highest authority will suffice ... You may believe me when | tel

you that this really is as inportant as your Mnister for Internal Security has reported, a natter

of the gravest security. | certainly wouldn't have had you brought fromyour bed for anything |ess
He's called Peter MIler, sir - that's "M" MIler - our so-called "local liaison". Not very

hel pful, sir, no. Indeed, conpletely hysterical, as |I've said ... That's what | woul d suggest,

yes, absolutely ... Until we're finished here, yes. That is, of course, if you're in agreenent...

? Confinement. 1'm

afraid so, yes. Oh, we have the neans. But Mller - M MIller - is an Australian citizen, sir, and

we're not. Wiich is why I need your ... ?

Trask | ooked up, saw MIler's face throbbing with rage and 'righteous' indignation where Jake's
hand was cl anped over his mouth. The sight of the man, in no way pacified, seened to convince
Trask of the course he nust take. And:

"Perhaps you'd like to have a word with himin person?" he continued into the phone. 'See for
yourself, as it were?" Wth a nod and a grimace he passed the phone to MIler, at the sanme tinme
i ndi cating that Jake should rel ease him

M1l er shook hinself, reeled, and said, 'Eh? What?' Intent on freeing hinself from Jake's grasp,
he'd taken in very little of Trask's conversation with the unknown ot her.

But now Trask said, It's for you ... soneone who wants to know how you're keepi ng?

"Bl oody crazy Pommy bastards!' MIller raved. 'And who the hell is this, the Prinme-bl oody-

M nister?'" He snatched the tel ephone from Trask's hand, yelled, 'Woever you are, the man you were
speaking to is not a reasonable human being. He's fucking British, a fucking nmurderer, and I'ma
God-fearing, conpletely innocent fucking Australian! This is nmy goddammed country, for Christ's
sake, and | dermand to speak to the police, to the nmlitary, to soneone in authority, to ...'
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' To the Prine-bloody-M nister, perhaps? said Ben Trask, coolly examining his fingernails. And
under his breath, to the others in the trailer: 'Lance Bl acknore, whose platformslogan, if |
remenber correctly, was "Sanity, sobriety, and comon decency in speech and spirit.” Ch, and
sonet hing el se: he's decidedly pro-British!'
Mller's round face was suddenly wobbling, its colour visibly changing, paling. 'Eh?" he gul ped.
"Do | what? Your voice? Do | recognize it?" Well, maybe he did ... and nmaybe not. Wth his pig-
eyes narrowi ng, he stared suspiciously at the phone - then at Trask - and spat, 'Some |ousy
fucki ng Pomry con man you
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are! And this is supposed to be Lance bl oody Bl acknore, right? Ch really? Wat, at two o' clock in
the norning? After what |'ve seen and been through tonight, you expect me to believe that nmy own
Prime Mnister, the Australian Prine-bloody-Mnister, would condone ... ?

But the tel ephone was naking loud noises in Mller's ear, and suddenly his face was floppily
nmobi |l e again. For this time the owner of the now angry voice was fully awake and the voice itself
unmi st akable. As MIler's flabby nouth fell open, Trask took back the tel ephone and spoke into it.
"There you have it, Prime Mnister. Now you know what we're up against.' And a nmonent later: 'Yes,
certainly, | shall see to it nyself. Physical restraint - house arrest, shall we say? - unti

we' re through here? Thank you. And there will be a copy of ny report on this phase of the
operations on your desk by noon, yes. So far it's -looking good. My pleasure, sir. Thank you once
agai n. And goodni ght.' He put the 'phone down.

"It was him'' MIler gasped, his nouth opening and closing like a stranded fish. "It really was
Lance Bl acknoref C enching his pudgy fists, he glowered at Trask: 'You duped him' You even duped
the Prime Mnister.' Wio the fuck are you peopl e?

Trask shook his head in disgust. 'Once your mind' s made up it really is nade up, isn't it,
Mller? 'That's M Mller-'

"Ch, shut the fuck up!' Trask was mad now. He reached over the desk, grabbed the fat nman by the
front of his sweaty shirt, bunched a fist and drew it back ... then thought better of it. I|nstead
he gave hima shove, sent himreeling back into Jake's arms. And before MIler could start up

agai n:

"You're under arrest. If you protest too loudly I'Il have you gagged. If you cone on all physical
I'"l'l have you bound. If you attenpt any interference with the work going on around you, |I'Ill put
you under constant surveillance by Lardis Lidesci. And if you're stupid enough to nmake another run
for it, then you'd better be aware 1'll deal with you ... far nore severely. Have | nade nyself

cl ear?

"Way, you ... you!' MIler nouthed, his furious expression speaking volunmes nore than all of his
frothing bluster. And so:

"When | turn you over to your Internal Security people in Perth tonorrow,' Trask went on, 'they'l
read you the riot act, demand that you sign an Qath of Silence, give you to understand how very
much in error you are, and generally threaten you with all sorts of dire things if you so nuch as
menti on anything you wi tnessed as our regional |iaison person during this operation. And believe
me, MIller, even if they can't nmake it stick | can. Don't for a nonent think |I'mgoing to forget
the trouble you' ve put ne to. And sonething el se you should renenber: in this nodern world of ours
distance isn't a problem |'lIl be back in the UK shortly - | hope - but | have the |ongest arns in
the world. And if | ever suspect that you're out there sonewhere flapping those soft self-
righteous |ips of yours-

Trask paused for breath, and Lardis Lidesci said, '-Then he'll send ne to stop you fl apping them -
per haps permanently!' The O d Lidesci stood in the narrow doorway, hol ding his nachete to his
chest, thunbing its blade and turning it in his hand to make it reflect the Ops Roonmis lights into

the fat man's eyes. ' Twenty-seven notches, renenber, MIler? But in your case, |'d just love to
make it twenty-eight.'

MIller flinched a little but his expression didn't change. And again he blurted, 'You ... you ..
you!'

"Cbviously | haven't nmade nyself clear,' Trask sighed. And to Jake: 'See if there's a spare bunk
room back there, will you? And | ock this fuckhead safely inside it!"’

And that was that, for the nonent.

Finally, they could all get sone sleep. To sone, a jplessing..
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But Jake Cutter didn't much care for sleep. For sone time now, in fact since his weird escape

al nrost a week ago, sl eeping had been a problem OCh, he could do it, and he could do with it -

i ndeed, his eyes felt heavy fromthe lack of it - but he didn't want to do it. Because when he
went to sleep, that was when the O her woke

114

up. That bl oody Qther, that one who was there in the back of his mnd. And when Jake slept... why,
then he couldn't be sure that his dreans were his at all.

He hadn't told Ben Trask about it, mainly because he suspected that Trask would be interested. It
was the relationship that was devel opi ng between them just as the Head of E-Branch continued to
hol d things back, so did Jake Cutter. In his book trust was something that could only work if it
was nut ual

And so he was left to face it on his own, and sleep was a necessity he avoi ded as best he could
whil e yet recogni zing, of course, that it was a necessity. It wouldn't be so bad - or so he told
hinself- if only he could renenber what these troubled dreanms of his were about afterwards, when
he was awake; or, then again, naybe it woul d. And maybe that was why he coul dn't remenber them
because he didn't want to ..

Lardis Lidesci sat with Jake a while, heaped a little wood on the dying fire, opened a can of
sausages and beans in tomato sauce and ate themcold. The O d Lidesci smacked his |ips

appreciatively. 'Sone of the things in this world ..."' he said, then started again, '-hell no,
nmost of "em' - | could do without. But a can-opener and a can of beans ...' he grinned, snacked
his Iips again, and shook his head. 'Wl |, these beans and the neat in these sausage things,
they're a sight easier on these gnarly old tusks of mine than roasted shad, | can tell you!'

"Shad's a fish,' Jake said, tiredly.

"In this world, sure,' Lardis nodded. 'But the first time | see a fish pull a caravan ... 1"l

quit drinking plumbrandy, and that's a vow' He held the enpty can in one hand, the can-opener in
the other, |ooked at each in turn admringly, burped and uttered a sigh. 'But since ny people
don't have cans, what good's a can-opener?' 'You and Trask could drive a nan nad,' Jake told him
wi t hout | ooking up. 'You cone up with this weird stuff right out of the blue, as if |I'm supposed
to know what the hell you're talking about! | mean, |'ve seen enough now to know this isn't some
gigantic leg-pull, so what the hell is it?

"HelI's just about right,' Lardis grunted, creaking to his feet. He laid a hand on Jake's

shoul der. 'But, son, take nmy word for it: Ben's not trying to drive you nmad, and neither aml. It
could be we say these things hoping you'll recognize something, hoping you'll perhaps renmenber."’
There was sonething in Lardis's gruff old voice that caused Jake finally to | ook at him ' But
remenber what?' he said.

And it was as if they stared deep into each other's souls. So that for a nonent - just for a
monent - it seened that they had known each other, oh, for quite sonme tinme. Then Lardi s nodded,
and as though he had read Jake's mnd said:

"Qher times, maybe? O her places?

"Times and pl aces?' Though Jake tried hard to understand, still it was beyond him ' Mke sense,
can't you?' There was no anger now, just a need to know.
"Atine on Starside, perhaps,' Lardis said, still staring hard at Jake, 'when a nan and his

changeling son laid waste to the aeries of the Wanphyri? O a tinme when the same man lay in the
arns of a wonderful worman, whose name was Nana Kiklu. Or a tinme when we net - met for the [|ast
time, that man and | - in the ruins of The Dweller's garden, when it was already far too late for
him...'

Lardis's words conjured pictures that cane and went. They neant sonething - Jake knew that mnuch at
| east - but they were nonochrone things; they flickered like the franes of sonme ancient silent
movie ... jerky scenes and tw tching puppet figures. And despite that Jake thought he recognized
sone of them still it was as if he saw them through soneone el se's eyes:

He | ooked down on a plain of boulders, lit silver-grey beneath a tunbling noon, where distant
spires clinbed to a sky of ice-chip stars. And that alien sky was alive with flying beasts whose
weird shapes ...! God, those shapes! Designs not of Nature but of N ghtnmare!

As quickly as it had cone the scene was gone, disappeared, and another took its place.

A garden - The garden? - where a younger Lardis stood by a wall and gazed upon a scene of
desolation. Awindmill's crunpled vanes slunped al
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| opsided atop a skeletal, tottering tinber tower; sone of the roofs of |ow stone dwellings
hadfalien in; the trout pools were green with al gae., and the greenhouses were tangles of
shattered frames, leaning or fallen flat, with clunps of bolted vegetation sprouting through their
torn plastic sheeting.

The pictures continued to flicker and blur, and the oddly young Lardis turned jerkily to stare at
Jake ... or at the one gazing back at himthrough Jake's eyes. But in this not-so-Od Lidesci's
eyes there was fear, and in his hands a shotgun that canme swi nging, frane byjlickeringfranme -
click, clickety-click - in Jake's direction. And the look in Lardis's eyes was no |onger fear, or
not entirely, but fear combined with deadly intent! Abruptly, the scene changed:

To the straining face of a handsome worman. Handsone, yes, but by no means beautiful - yet
beautiful, too, in her way. Her body was beautiful, certainly. And hands (Jake's handsP) on her
breasts where they lolled in his face. And her breath.like Jire in his (or sone other's?) flared,
nostrils, and. the sweat of her passion as slippery and hot on his hands as the wet core of her
wonmanhood where it sheathed his jerking flesh. Nana?

'Nana!' Jake excl ainmed, as the scene slipped frommenory - but his menory? - and he found hinself
seated by the campfire, his hands before his face, perhaps to fondl e (whose? Wiat was her nane?)
the handsone woman's breasts, anyway, or perhaps to ward off Lardis Lidesci's shotgun. Well, there
was the old nan, sure enough, but now nore surely the 'O d' Lidesci as Jake knew him and he had
no shotgun but a strange satisfied | ook on his face.

"And it's Nana, is it?" Lardis said, with a knowi ng nod, as Jake's mind swam back into focus and

he slowy lowered his trenbling hands. 'Took you back a ways, didn't |, nmy young friend?
"What... what did you do to nme?' Jake whi spered, the words sighing out of him
"I have an ancestor's seer's blood in nme,' Lardis answered. 'It snells things out. And | think

that it has snelled you out, too, Jake Cutter. For just as this art of ny forebears has been
passed down to ne, so sonething has been passed to you. It's in you, nman.
118

Not in your blood, as it was in Nestor's and Nathan's blood, but buried in your mnd and your soul
for sure!" And now the | ook on the Gypsy's face was one of awe as much as anything el se.

"It's in me, yes,' Jake agreed, knowing it was so. And then, com ng very close to desperation

"But what is it, Lardis? Wiat is it?

The ot her shook his head. 'No, no. Ben wouldn't want ne to say any nore. |ndeed, he'd nag that
I'"ve already said too nuch! It will have to take its own good tine, that's all. But what's in wll
out, of that you can be sure. And now, goodnight to you, Jake Cutter.' Wth which he backed off,
and like the wild thing he was faded into the night..

Maybe Jake had been too tired to dream or perhaps he had nanaged to fight it off this tine.

Whi chever, he had sl ept deeply, soundly and dreanl essly, and renenbered coni ng awake only once,
when he'd thought he'd heard a vehicle's engine starting up. Then he'd eased his cramped body off
the chair, zipped hinself into a sleeping bag, and curled up right at the edge of the fire's
cool i ng enbers-

-And now cane starting awake as the toe of a boot nudged himand Trask's voice rasped, 'Jake, get
up. Have you seen anything of MIler? Coviously not. Well, the fat bastard's run out on us, and in
your bl oody vehicle! Damm, | thought for a nonent you'd gone with him'

Throwi ng back the mobsquito net fromhis face, Jake unzipped the bag and struggled out of it. Now
he renenbered the engine starting up, dipped headl anps sw nging faint beanms out onto the road, and
the cautious crunch of tyres on dirt and pebbles. He had thought at the tine that soneone was

being very careful not to awaken the canp ... and he'd been only too right!
"My vehicle? he nunbled, but Trask had al ready noved on
The entire canp was coming awake, and overhead the shrill, pulsing whistle of a jet-copter cutting

its thrusters; the whup- whup - whup of its vanes lowering it down froma sky in which the stars
119

were only just beginning to fade. And the first faint ninmbus of dawn silhouetting the treetops and
shining on rising, withing wi sps of mst.

"Hell's teeth.'' Lardis Lidesci groaned where he came stunbling fromthe direction of the big
articulated Ops vehicle. As he cane, his trenmbling right hand gingerly explored a bl ackened patch
of bloodied, matted hair on the left side of his head. It |ooked ugly, and was nmade to | ook worse
by a flow of blood that had run down and congeal ed around his ear. 'Dam the bl oody man to hell."'
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he said.

Meeting him hal fway, Trask grunted: 'MIler? 'Wuldn't you just know it?' Lardis nodded, then
groaned and held his head again. '|I bedded down under the steps at the back of Ops. And | heard
sonething in the dead of night, sonething breaking. But these damed short nights of yours ... ny
systems all out of kilter with them... I'mused to sleeping, not these forty w nks that you
peopl e take.'

"You didn't wake up till too late,' Trask grunted. |I'm not a damed wat chdog!' Lardi s snapped.
Trask shook his head. Tm not bl am ng you, Lardis. Hell, | didn't think the crazy bastard had
enough guts to nake a run for it! So if it's anyone's fault it's nmne. | should have posted a

guard on him'

| an Goodly cane |oping, |looking nore than a little angry with hinself. 'The canp's awake,' he
said, sourly.

Trask | ooked at himand growl ed, 'You too? It seens we're each and every one of us bl aning

hi nsel f.'

"But I"'mthe precog,’ Goodly chewed on his top lip.

"Right,' Trask agreed, 'but one man can't foresee it all. And let's face it, if you could
antici pate everything that was comng...'

‘... Then | would probably have killed nyself a long tinme ago, yes,' Goodly nodded. 'But damm it,
| did see this one!’

"You what ?' Jake was wi de awake now. 'So why didn't you do somet hi ng?'

"I sawit in ny sleep,' the precog answered. 'Saw it as a dream Hub! Wen is a dream not a drean®
When it's a glinpse of the future! But even if I'd known what it was, how would |I have woken
mysel f up? When you're asleep you're asleep. And the future guards its secrets well .’

"And | thought | was the only one who was having problenms with his dreans!' Jake said. At which

Trask | ooked at himvery curiously ... but only for a nonent. There was too nuch to do.
"Ckay,' Trask said, let's forget it. I'mto blame, Lardis is to blane, lan is to blanme, and so is
Jake-"'

"Me?' Jake raised an eyebrow.

"For leaving the keys in your 'Rover,' Trask nodded. 'Anyway, no one is really to blane. The
problemis we've grown too used to dealing with the weird, the abnormal, the nonstrous. | nean, if
it's mundane we tend to let it slide. And you couldn't ask for anything nore nundane than M

bl oody Ml ler!'

'l beg to differ,' said Goodly.

"Eh?' Trask | ooked at him

"Can | put you fully in the picture now?' the precog said. And when Trask nodded: "'Mller's a
strange one,' CGoodly continued. 'Wen finally | woke up I was worried about ny dream So | went to
see if everything was okay. | mssed Lardis where MIIler nust have pushed hi mback out of sight
behind the trailer's steps, but |I found the Duty Oficer. He's going to be okay, but he, too, had
been bashed on the head. He was lying in the corridor outside MIler's bunk with the door on top
of him They're pretty flimsy, those doors. The hinges had been worked | oose.

"l wasn't sure howlong the D.O'd lain there, so | checked that he was okay then went to see if
the Ops Room was safe. The place was working as normal ... incoming, that is. Several nessages,
waiting for answers, and situation reports coiling up on the floor. There was sone Cosm c Secret
stuff that the D.O. nust have been processing when MIller attracted his attention. Quite a bit of
it had been decoded. Then | renenbered how you' d asked for background information on MIIler. That
was there, too, comng
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out of the printer even as | got there. But there was stuff that should have been there and wasn't
like a lot of Cosmic Secret stuff from HQ? The printouts had been ripped through and sone of

the serials were mssing. We'll need to get themduplicated, find out what was on them

" Anyway, | grabbed the stuff on MIler, then began to wake people up. Now they're all awake,

though | don't see what they can do to help. Oh yes, and here's all the background infornmation on

Mller..." He thrust sone sheets of printout at Trask

But before Trask coul d even begin reading, Goodly went on: "MIller isn't as nmundane as you think

Ben. But he is an obsessive nut, and the black sheep of the fanmily. Hs uncle was big in Western

Australian politics, got himwrk as a minor official in a job where he didn't have a lot to do
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but could indulge his thirst for power-in however snall a way. Wiy el se do you suppose he's the
guardi an of a million square niles of nothing? To keep himout of the way, that's why. Good grief,
and we had to get lunmbered with him' Conme to think of it, it's likely that that, too, cane about
as a result of his uncle's influence.

' Okay, his obsessions. Anything...! | nean it: this fell ow can get hooked on literally anything!
An obsessive personality, it's as sinple - or not as sinple - as that. But guess what? Back in the
|ate 1970s, early '80s, he saw C ose Encounters and E.T. - well, who didn't? But this is Peter
MIller we're tal king about.' He joined a whacky UFO group, of which he's still a menber, and wote
two "Friendly Aliens Are Here" books that didn't get published. Need | say nore? No way you could
have convinced this bloke that we were in the right last night, Ben. No way at all...

"l see,' said Trask. And, after he had given it a nonent's thought, 'Do we have any idea how | ong
he's been gone?

"Judging by the D.O's signatures in the nessage | og, maybe three, three and a half hours,' CGoodly
answer ed.

Trask nodded. ' Then he coul d be anywhere by now. Two hundred and nore niles away, for all we

know.' So no good our trying to chase him Very well, here are the priorities. | want Lardis
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and the D.O taken care of as best possible. And I want a man - you, lan - in the Qps chair
sendi ng out wanted notices to all the police authorities in a two hundred mles radius ... better
make it three hundred mles ... or better still, all of Western Australia!' But on second thought:

"No, wait, send out just one, to the Internal Security people in Perth. He's their man, after all
so let themgo after him Ch, and check that they have his profile, too, which ought to scotch any
"wild stories" that MIller may be circulating. And finally, | want to know what was on those

m ssing printouts ...

Trask paused, shrugged, and eventually continued, 'Anyway, there's one good thing cone out of all
this: | won't be wasting half a. day handing MIller over to the IS people in Perth. And as for
right now ... |I'mhungry.' He headed for the trench with the back-burner, which soneone had fired
up. Tm going to have breakfast.'

By which tine an agent was tending to Lardis, and all over the canp sl eepy-Ilooking people were on
the nmove. The jet-copter had | anded, and Phillips the pilot was leading a tall, grizzled stranger -
strange to Jake, anyway - through the grey predawn |ight between the trees into the canp's
clearing. Trask spotted themas they canme striding through thinning ground mist; waving to attract
their attention, he diverted his steps in their direction. Jake foll owed on behind him

"Grahane,' Trask smiled a greeting. 'If it's no the laird hinself. It's been quite a few years
now.' But while Jake m ght wonder at Trask's assumed accent, the stranger's seenmed perfectly in
keepi ng and went well with the swing of his kilt:

"Aye, that it has,' he runbled through the full grey beard that gave himhis grizzled aspect,
grinning to display a bar of strong square teeth. 'Wat, twelve years? How goes it with you,
Benj am n? You and yere bl eddy gadgets!

They shook hands ... but in the next nonent the stranger's searching eyes, those oh so dark eyes
of his, transferred their gaze to Jake. 'And this'll be the subject, is it no?
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PART TWO

"It is/ Trask nodded. 'As for the gadgets - like the one that flew you here in a matter of hours -
well, they're inproving all the tine, if that in itself can be considered an inprovenent.' But to
be truthful, which | always am | find it harder and harder to keep up. Future shock, or

sonmet hing. Anyway, it's not that side of the equation that concerns us, not this tinme/

"Then if it's no the gadgets, it must be the ghosts/ said the other, still staring at Jake.

And Trask nodded. ' One ghost, anyway/ he said...

124
The Wiy Of It

CHAPTER NI NE

Regr essi on

As they seated thenselves at a folding table, to a breakfast of black coffee in plastic nugs and
bacon and eggs on paper plates, Trask nade bel ated introductions. 'Jake Cutter, mah guid friend
here is Grahane McG lchrist, Laird o' Kinlochry ...' But then he ahemmed his enbarrassnent, and
went on, 'Wo, despite ny atrociously false and corny accent, is the genuine article.
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Shaki ng hands with the big Scotsnman across the table, Jake said, 'A Scottish laird, living on the
other side of the world? There has to be sonething of a story in that.'

"No much o' a one,' the other runbled. '"It's sinply a matter o' choice. See, the McG | chri st
estate went broke all o' a hundred years ago. Ch, Ah had mah crunblin' old castle, but in truth Ah
wiz a figurehead in the local community, and that wiz a'. But Ah still had nah pride. So, when a
cousin o' nine pegged it out here in Oz and left me his wee place in Carnarvon, Ah canme out and
took over. That was sone nine years ago.'

' That "wee place" G ahane's tal king about,' Trask cut in, '"is two and a half thousand acres of

wel |l -watered farm and east of Carnarvon. If he wanted to sell up he could go back hone and be a
proper laird again.'

"But Ah willnae do it," MG Ilchrist said. 'Ah have lads tae tend nah | and and aninmals, while Ah
have nah own interests.'
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'"He has a practice in Carnarvon/ Trask explained. 'H s ow special slant on psychiatry.

"Aye, and there ye have the other reason why Ah nmade nmaehsel scarce frae they so-called "British"
Isles." MG Ilchrist cocked his head, frowned at Trask and wi nked at Jake. 'Tae escape frae these
bl eddy E-Branch types!'

"He worked for us a while/ Trask said. But Jake had been quick to catch on to sonething else.
"Psychiatry?' he said, suspiciously. "And |I'mthe subject?

Li z Merrick appeared out of nowhere, |ooking great in black slacks, cowboy boots and a frilly
white bl ouse. Seating herself beside Jake, she said, 'And a suitable subject at that/

' Thanks/ Jake told her sourly, while he waited for Trask's or MG lchrist's explanation. And
"Hypnotic regression/ Trask said without further preanble. 'That's G ahane's speciality. It's not
a "talent” as recognized by E-Branch - that is, it isn't sone strange parapsychol ogi cal ability,
though the way it works for Grahanme it mght well be - but it does conme in useful in cases like
yours/ 'Cases |like mne? Again Jake waited.

"Wiere the subject has subconsciously del eted sonme part of his nenory/ Trask said. 'O sonething
el se has bl ocked it-'

'"-Or he has sinply forgotten it/ MG lchrist finished it for him '"Ye're no a nutcase, if that's
what's bothering ye.' 'You don't know himyet/ said Liz, and Jake scowl ed. McG | christ grinned at
Liz across the table and said, "WII| one o' ye kind gentlenan no introduce nme tae this beautifu

wee thing? Ch, Ah ken Ah ma mte late - a mte too old, maybe? - but still Ah'd |like tae be in
wi' a chance!

"Too late?" Liz blushed at his words. But MG |christ sinply |ooked at Jake, sniled, and went on
eating ...

Jake had been studying the Scotsman, and despite his apprehensi on he di scovered that he |iked him
McG | christ seenmed as open as a book. The hypnotist was tall, yes, but with his huge chest

and massive girth | ooked al nost stocky. Jake could well picture himtossing a caber, and for that

matter he could probably toss big men around as well. Except, Jake reckoned, that wouldn't be in
his nature. He was the salt of Scottish soil, the hard flint of wooded nountains, however far
renoved; but there was a kindness - an understanding of Nature, human nature especially - in those

dark eyes of his, however deeply they m ght probe.

It was frequently the same with men of rare ability. Even in Jake's few days with E-Branch he had
been aware of it in Ben Trask's espers, the ones he'd net, and of course in the Head of E-Branch
hi nsel f. The bi g Scotsman m ght not be as parapsychol ogically endowed as a true esper, but stil
there was that special sonething about him in those eyes, mainly - those hypnotic eyes - and the
way they studied a man ..

Jake suddenly realized that they'd been studying him reading himmich as he had been reading the
other. Perhaps reading himnore, or nore cleverly. And breakfast was over now.

"So when's it tae be?" MG Ichrist stood up, stretched and yawned. ' God, but ye got ne up early,

Ben Trask! Ah wiz barely in bed ... then up again, when yere chopper |anded in mah back yard. Ah
Wi z expectin' yere man, aye, but no at that hour.

"I"msorry about that/ Trask said, 'but we never know how long we'll be in any one place. And in
fact we could be noving on at any tine. I'mjust waiting on some informati on from London, and then
we'll be out of here/

He got to his feet, Jake and Liz, too, and she said, 'Can | cone in on this? Jake's ny partner
after all/

"He m ght yet be your partner/ Trask answered i mediately. 'W won't know that until we know. '
And Jake, as fidgety as ever, burst out, 'Then for Christ's sake let's get on with it! For
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whatever it is, it seems nmy future's hanging on it.'
"Yere future?' said Grahane McG lchrist, as Trask led themtowards his tent. 'Ah, no. Ye'd be

better off askin' the precog about that. And ye'll find that even he isnae that sure. But as
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for the past: well, that's different. What's been has been, and it cannae be changed. But even if

it's been well and truly buried - buried in or by the mind, that is - we can usually dig it up
again, aye. And as for ne: Ah'mone hell o' an archaeologist/' He turned his attention to Trask.
"So then, but this is a verra different E-Branch to the one Ah used tae know. They pilots, talkin'
over there: Australians, aye? And a couple nore fiddlin' wi' those vehicles there? Seens ye're
recruitin' far afield these days, Benjanin.'
"No, not really/ Trask answered. 'Not even if it was just our espers you were tal king about. See,
in E-Branch we've never much cared about colours, creeds or nationalities. In that respect you
could even say that we've always recruited far afield. For exanple: David Chung is of Chinese
stock, you are Scottish, and poor Darcy C arke's forebears were French. As for Zek Foener. Zek

' Trask's voice faltered and his face cl ouded over
"Aye, Ah ken, and Ah'msorry/ McGlchrist took his arm They had arrived at Trask's tent. Freeing
hinself fromthe Scotsman's grip, his well-neant but inopportune conm seration, Trask turned his
face away, occupied hinself in fastening back the entrance flap to let in the predawn |ight. And
in a while:
"Currently the team consists of a snmall nucleus of agents, mainly from London HQ he went on on
"But the back-up squads are Australian military, and likewise all their gear. It's not likely that
anyone woul d know t hat, because the tac signs have been renoved fromthe vehicles and choppers,
and of course the nen thenselves aren't wearing their standard unifornms. But the discipline is the
same. And you're quite right, Grahane, there have been several changes in E-Branch. For one, we're
no |l onger the shoestring outfit that we used to be. Financially we're pretty stable now, when you
can pay your own way, it gives you that nuch nore clout.
"Five years ago, through our dealings with Gustav Turchin, the Russian Prenmier, we got ourselves
accepted and wel | -established. W could afford to conme out of hiding - energe, as

it were, fromthe esoteric closet - but never too far. For let's face it, an organization |ike E-
Branch can't renmin secret if everyone knows about it.

"As for these Australians: obviously they're all subject to their own version of the Oficia
Secrets Act, and they've all been hand-picked for their loyalty, their unswerving devotion to duty
and their country. Isn't that just exactly how it should be? Who better to do ... well, what |I'm
calling on themto do, than |oyal subjects of the country under threat?

"Under threat?' Suddenly McGlchrist's tone was sharp as he took his seat at Trask's snall table.
Trask nodded gravely. 'Perhaps the entire world/ he said. 'Except the world doesn't know it yet,
and it nustn't/

"A secret invasion?" MGIchrist |ooked fromface to face, trying to fathomtheir expressions. 'As
bad as a' that, is it? Then ye can only be tal kin' about one thing. Ch, Ah dinnae need tae ken it
a', but isit... Then?' An ex-nmenber of the Branch, he'd had access to the files on their |ong-
termwar agai nst the Wanphyri; indeed those files had | ong been required reading for all Branch
operatives and senior affiliates.

'Grahanme, you weren't part of the Sunside/Starside thing/ Trask told him 'and from past
experience | know how dangerous it could be to put you in the picture now So please let it be.
But yes, it is ... Them And now perhaps you'll forgive nme for getting you out of bed in the

m ddl e of the night? As for Jake Cutter here, he could be very inportant to us - but very
important - in the work we've still to do/

The big Scot had heard enough and was suitably inpressed. 'Then we'd best be at it/ he said. 'But
tell me, just what am Ah supposed tae be |l ookin' for? Can ye no offer a wee clue?

Trask | ooked torn two ways. He glanced first at Jake, then turned back to McGlchrist. 'l can, but
that would nmean telling Jake, too/

"What's that? But doesnae he have a right to know?” MG I christ frowned. And Jake sai d:
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"Huh! My point exactly.'

"But/ Trask countered, 'if he does have such a right, why doesn't he already know? If he's been
deni ed access, it nmust be for a reason. In which case, what right have | to give himaccess now?
McG | christ shook his head, frowned again. 'Well, doubtless ye ken well enough what ye're on
about, but Ah'mas nmuch in the dark as Jake here! Can ye no gi' nme a startin' point?

"Oh, yes,' Trask answered. 'That | can do. Just a week ago Jake was in jail in Italy, Turin, when-
' 'Undercover?' the hypnotist cut in.

"Er, no/ said Trask, and the big Scot sat back and scratched at his beard nusingly. 'Anyway/ Trask
went on, 'Jake escaped fromthe prison, barely. But it's the way he escaped that interests us. And

it's where he escaped to .. /

"Eh?' said McGlchrist. 'Escaped to ... ?' 'To Harry's Room G ahanme/ Trask told him ' You'l
renenber Harry's Room at E-Branch HQ?

"Ah!" The other stopped scratching on the instant, stared hard at Trask, and harder still at Jake.

'He escaped there, ye say?

"Arrived there/ said Trask. 'But the question is, was he brought there, or did he come of his own
volition ... or was he sent? And if the latter, by whomwas he sent?' And again:

"AW' said McGlchrist. '"Verra well, then that'll be our startin' point: the prison, the escape/
He unbuttoned a tartan shirt pocket, took out a small vial and uncorked it, gave it to Jake and
said, 'Sit down here and swally that/

Jake sat, | ooked at the colourless liquid in the vial suspiciously. 'Do what?' he said.

"It's only a wee drug/ MG lchrist was conpletely matter-of-fact about it. 'W've had truth drugs
a long tine now, stuff ye had tae inject. But we' ve conme a ways since then. This isnae a truth
drug, but it does open the mind ... it lets ye see nore clearly intae yere own past. Aye, and it
lets ye talk about it! Oh, and one other thing: it enhances nah power over ye/

" Your power over ne?' Jake didn't like the sound of that, especially since he'd already poured the
draught down his gullet.

"I't sinply nmeans that unless there's a verra strong post-hypnotic block on yere mnd, yell gi' ne
all the assistance Ah require. Ye willnae hold anythin' back.

"And if there is a post-hypnotic block? WIIl that nmean |'ve been hypnotized before?

"Wll, if no hypnotized, ye'll have been got at, certainly/

"And you'll be able to clear it?

‘Man, Ah cannae nake ye that kind o' promise/ MG Ichrist was honest about it. 'As Ben here wll
tell ye, there's hypnotists ... and then there's hypnotists. And if what he fears has been here

first.. / He shrugged.

"l understand/ said Jake, though in fact he didn't.

"Now, that's a fast-actin' drug that's in ye/ MG Ichrist continued, 'so Ah'd best be tellin' ye
one or two things. Ye're tae sit verra still and upright in yere chair; oh, dinnae fret, Ah

woul dnae | et ye topple over. And ye're tae | ook at me, at mah eyes. Verra big and bl ack, nah eyes,
are they no?

They were very big and bl ack, and Jake's head was beginning to spin oh so slowy, languidly at
first, but gradually getting faster; as if he were drunk, flat on his back on a bed, and the room
spi nni ng around hi m but w thout the sick feeling.

"And here's nme bringin' mah eyes closer, lookin' at ye, and lookin intae ye/ McG |l christ's voice

was so very low now, like the growl of a great wolf. So |ow, so dark, and so close. 'Ah'm| ookin'
intae ye, and ye're lookin' intae mah eyes, or is it nmah eye? For see, there's only one o' they
now The two have nerged intae one, like a wee swirly black hole in mah face. O maybe a big bl ack
hole? And it's suckin' at ye, Jake, suckin' at ye .. /

It was indeed. That bl ackest of black holes, spinning faster and faster. And Jake felt its lure,
its attraction. God, if he could back out of this now he would! But he couldn't. And:

"Dinnae fight it, laddie/ said a voice that burned in his head. Just let it go, and cone to ne.
Qpen up to Grahame/ And then:
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The bl ack hole had him He was sucked in and whirled |ike a bug down a plughole. It was as quick
as thought; it had happened before he could even cry out, if he had been able to ...!

Paol o has slid a I ength of rubber tubing over the Iinks of the chain to deaden its

cl anki ng. Now he | ooks at nme, gives me the nod, and | cup ny bands far him
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He steps into ny hands, and | can snell his groin ... he snells of fear, and

I imagine | do, too. Thank Cod there's no noon!

He's up on ny shoulders now, swinging the chain. | hear it sw sh through

the dark night air... hear it clatter, too, just the once but enough to nake nme grit ny teeth. And
now there's a scrapi ng sound as Paol o hauls on the chain, fattening the roll of barbed wire to the
top of the wall. But he's done it! Paolo

is on his way up the chain!

I look up; his head and shoul ders are sil houetted agai nst the black horizon of the wall. He clings

to the chain with his right hand, takes the blanket fromaround his neck and lobs it up and over.
The wire is covered. Damm.' The nman's a geni us!

Now he's bal anced up there with one Ieg over the wall, and he's reaching down for ne. My heart is
t huddi ng, hammering away in ny chest, but at last I'mon the chain. Up | go, and | reach for
Paol o' s hand. But what? What? He withdraws it!

I don't believe it! (But |I do, | do! | just knewit was too bloody easy!) And | cling to the chain
and look up at him look into his eyes that are | ooking down into mne. Except now they | ook
beyond ne, into the night.

And dangling there, | glance over ny shoul der and see them prison guards, arned and taking aim
across the exercise yard. | look up at Paolo, and his sweat falls on nme like rain. He gives a
shrug, says: 'l sorry, Jake, but they promise me ...'" And then he jerks and | hear the shot. And
now Paol o' s bl ood splashes ne as his right eye turns bl ack

He's falling, taking me with him... we hit the ground like a ton of bricks! Paolo's body is on
top of me, which is just as well, because |I can feel it jerking, shuddering to the sound of nore
gunshots. | struggle under his dead wei ght, sonehow nmanage to throw himoff and rise into a
crouch. But God, |I'ma dead nan - | have to be! Fat white sparks light the night Iike angry

fireflies where bullets ricochet off the wall and spit concrete splinters at nme. But now

-Now there's a spark that... that isn't a spark! 1 don't understand it, haven't the tine to
understand it. But it hovers there like a golden dart, level with my eyes, only twelve inches
away, seeming to follow nmy nmovenents as | dodge bullets. And now it noves, too. And | know that it
has to be a bullft after all, because it snmacks me right between the eyes!

And | fall face first, but I can't feel it when | hit the ground. O course | can't feel it,
because you don't feel anything when you're dead.

Dead and wei ghtl ess and rushi ng somewhere, rushing out of ny body, | suppose. Rushing to heaven or
hell, if | believed. I wish | had believed now ... and I'll bet I'mnot the first man who thought
that! But Jesus, I'mnot going out without a fight... not Jake Cutter! | struggle and tw st and
tunble. But this can't be right, because | can feel nyself. |'mnot dead yet!

And now | see a light in the darkness. | rush towards it, fall intoit... No, |I fall out of the
dar kness!

My head! God, |I'msick, dizzy, and ny head ...!

But |'m not dead yet.

I'"'mnot dead yet.

Not dead yet.

Not dead.

Not .

No. i

"I't's been an hour/ said McGlchrist's voice. 'Ye ought tae be comin' out o' it now, Jake mah
lad."’

Jake remenbered where he was and woul d have jerked erect, but since he was already erect - sitting
upright in his chair, just as the 'doctor' had ordered - instead he becanme aware of incredible
cranps in all his linmbs, whose pain was physical and of course far worse than the inagined thump
on the head that he had 'experienced for the second tine around just a few nonments ago.

He opened his eyes, tried to reach up and touch his head, naybe cradle it in his trenbling hands,
but even the slightest novenent caused violent shooting pains in his arns and shoul ders, freezing
himin position. And:
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"G God Almighty!' he groaned, his throat dry as kindling
MG | christ dropped two white pills into a glass of water, swirled them and wat ched them di ssol ve.
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'These'll do ye a power o' good/ he said.

"And | ... | should believe you?' said Jake, blinking rapidly as his eyes grew accustonmed to the
full dawn |ight.

"Eh? But they're only wee aspirins, man.'' MG Ichrist told him 'For yere headache, ye ken? Which

is a side effect o' that draught o' mne. Wiat, d'ye really think Ah'd poi son ye?

Slowy, Jake allowed hinself to slunp in his chair. And as his bl ood began to circulate and pins
and needl es took over fromthe true pain, so he took the glass and drank. And then he renenbered
not only what had gone before, but al so something of his regression

Agai n he strai ghtened up, but nuch nore carefully now, and said, 'That dart. A golden dart or
splinter. | seemto renenber it... it entered ny head?

"Just like you told nme,' Liz Merrick sighed fromwhere she sat close to him 'Except you didn't
call it a dart.'

Jake carefully turned to squint at her through the tent's lunminous air. And Ben Trask said, 'l
think that's all we needed to know. It nakes any further questions | m ght have acadeni c,
conjectural, neaningless. For the tinme being, anyway.' He, too, was seated - | ooked |like he needed
to be - and his voice was trenbling to match Jake's |i nbs.

"Great,' said Jake, unsteadily. 'Fine. So now that all of your questions are answered, how about
ni ne?'

"Yours?' said Trask, stopped dead in his tracks. And: 'Ah, well! W'Il|l deal with those shortly,
yes. And Jake, |I'mreally, really very sorry about that - | nmean, that | had to be so secretive.
I'"msure you'll understand when you know it all.

"But for the next few mnutes/ said McGIlchrist, with his massive hand on Jake's shoul der, 'ye're
tae take it easy, until ye're back on yere feet. And then ye should stop worryin' about what's
happened tae ye. Ye're in the verra best o' hands, after a'.’
136

The stiffness was draining fromJake's |inbs and his headache was in recession. 'Did | do okay?

he said, |ooking at Ben Trask. 'Did you get all you wanted? It was that dart, right? It was that
dart that | thought was a bullet. Wat in hell was the thing?

But while Jake was beginning to feel okay, Trask was still shaken. 'It's not so much what it was,
he replied, '"as what it is, but definitely. And what that makes you.'

' Makes nme?' Sensing something of Trask's quandary, perhaps his reluctance to accept whatever he
was having to accept, Jake had stopped feeling okay on the instant. Now, frowning, he said 'How do
you nmean, what it makes ne? What | amis plain: a fugitive fromso-called justice, hiding out
under the protection of E-Branch. Unl ess you've changed your nmind, that is. Is that it? Did you

| earn sonething that nakes you want to throw me back to the wolves? Am 1 in fact the sick
psychotic killer that people have been nade to believe | anf

And perhaps Trask woul d have started to tell himthere and then, but at that nonment |an Goodly's
pi pi ng, excited voice was heard from across the clearing:

"Ben, Ben!' the precog was calling. 'Those serials. | know which ones are nmissing. And | think
we're in alot of trouble!

" Think?' Trask called fromthe open door of his tent.

"I know we are,' CGoodly was closer now, and his voice commensur-ately less strident. 'l've seen it
com ng, Ben,' he said, heading towards Trask's tent at a fast, agitated lope. 'Trouble with a
capital "T", yes. So whatever it is you're doing, put it aside for now This is just as inportant -
maybe nore so - and | think you need to hear ne out

As Trask ducked out under the tent's awning, Liz took hold of Jake's hand and said, 'No one thinks
badly of you Jake. Wat you told us when you were under only serves to corroborate what Ben Trask
has been hoping all along. But that's for himto tell you, not nme. And as for throwi ng you to the
wol ves ... au contrain, Jake Cutter: on the contrary. But it could be his intention to throw you
at them...'

Ten mnutes later, Trask had called his small nucleus of Branch people to him And at the | ast
monent he'd invited Liz and Jake into the briefing. Everyone was crowded into his tent.

Wasting no tinme, when all of his people had arrived, Trask said, 'I won't make a nmeal of this and
as soon as we're through here | want you to start packing up. I'd like to be out of here A.S AP
Ops truck and vehicles: strip themof everything inmportant to us because we're | eaving them
behind. Qur next target is too far away that we can sinply drive to it. It was possible we

m ght have stayed just as we are now, but something has come up. Qur Aussie friends will have to
foll ow on behind us, but as the brains behind the brawn, as it were, tinme is a luxury we've just
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run out of. So ... what's the big hurry, eh?

"Wll, you all know about our M MIller. But you don't know all about him To recap: Mller's sone
kind of nut who believes in friendly aliens, and despite that he's seen the eneny pretty close up
he thinks that we are the butchers! He thinks the work we did last night was a totally unjustified
pre-enptive strike against a |landing party of explorers fromouter space, and that they only
turned nasty in order to survive. He has even witten books on the etiquette of first contact. So
obviously, in Mller's warped perceptions, we're sadly |lacking in manners.

"It doesn't matter that our "aliens" are stinking, murderous vanpires froma parallel world;
MIller's mania woul d never accept that. He doesn't believe a word |'ve said to him- probably
doesn't even believe they're vanpires - but he does think he can talk to them...

"Wll, that initself wouldn't be a problem H's own people can |l ook after him |ock himup or do
what ever they deem necessary to nake himlook like an idiot - which heis - if MIler should start
babbling his "crazy stories" about our work to the press or other sensationalist outlets. So when
I found out that he'd nade a run for it, in a way | was pleased. At |east he was out of ny hair
Yes, but that was before | discovered what he'd taken with him

"Peopl e, last night our locators at London HQ headed up by David Chung, found us a new target:
they detected a hitherto unsuspected patch of mindsnog on the other side of the Australian
continent. It was only there for a nonent - sonmeone's nental shield slipped, shall we say? - but

it was the real thing, the unm stakable signature of a Lord of the Wanphyri. I'mtal king about a
Lord, yes. And what we have to renenber is that the Thing we went up against |ast night, Bruce
Trennier, that was a nere lieutenant - soneone in thrall to a Lord - left behind by his naker and
master for whatever reason.

‘Ckay, this mindsnog: it was detected at the same tinme - | mean precisely the same tine - as we

were dealing with Trennier. Now, we know that many of the Wanphyri had the power of telepathic
contact with their thralls even over great distances, so it's possible, indeed probable, that
Trennier's unknown master "felt" his lieutenant's death, and it so surprised or startled himthat
he let his guard down, if only for a nmonent. He might even have done it deliberately, tried to
establish better contact with Trennier to find out what was happening. As for our people in
London, they were lucky; soneone happened to be looking in the right place at the right time, and
that's when they detected the evil "aura" of a Geat Vanpire.

"OfF course Chung forwarded this information to ne, only to have it intercepted by Peter bl oody
MIller! And now | couldn't give a dann about himspeaking to the nedia or anyone el se for that
matter. But | do care that he night be on his way to deliver a warning to one of the worst threats
our world has ever faced ..

' A warning that we are on our way to destroy it!’
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CHAPTER TEN The Vampire File

When everyone with the exception of Jake and Liz was clear of Trask's tent, he opened his
briefcase and plunped a thin file down on the tabje.

"Read it/ he told Jake. "It will give you something to do for a while, for we may be here a little
|l onger than | anticipated. | was forgetting that we'd have to fly G ahane back honme again. Even
though he's on his way now, it will still be three to three and a half hours before the chopper
gets back. But on the other hand, and since |I'd like E-Branch to nove as a unit, that's probably
just as well; it gives us nore tine to get our act together - our thoughts, too - for which I'm
grateful. | hate starting something w thout being able to think it through first/

He | ooked pointedly at Jake. 'That file is your chance to think things through, too. You see, |
don't want anyone in the Branch who doesn't fit or doesn't want to be here. However, in the event
you do decide to nobve on, you needn't worry about ny handing you over to the law. That's not ny
way. | would sinply wash ny hands of you. But if you stay, then you're with us all the way. | have
no tine for quitters, and in that case | would assist the law in any way possi bl e/

"Huh!1 Jake answered. 'And just when | thought you'd begun to appreciate me. Ckay, do you want ny
answer right now? 'Read the file first/ said Trask curtly, '"then ask Lardis to tel
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you about Sunside/ Starside. After that I'Il fill you in on sone of our history, bring you up to
date on the current situation, and how we got here, and generally try to explain where you fit in
the grand schene of things. Ch, you'll find it lots of fun, Jake, | can guarantee that.' But
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despite his guarantee, Trask's words were dry as dust; he was deadly serious, his face utterly
devoi d of humour

"Oh, good!' said the other, just as drily and seenmingly uninpressed. 'l can't wait.'

' God, why hin?' Trask asked under his breath, of no one in particular, as he went stanping from
the tent. It was a question he would be asking hinself for quite some tine to cone ..

"So why arejyow still here?" Jake asked Liz

'Because |' m good conpany,' she answered testily. 'Or naybe |' m nmi ntai ni ng some kind of bal ance
ny good and pl easant aura versus your niserable, messed-up, self-pitying-

-1 don't pity nyself/ Jake cut in, scowing.

" Then have pity on ne and leave it out!' she told him And abruptly, angrily starting to her feet:
"Very well, do it your way. Wio needs you, anyway!?

"Wait/ Jake said. 'Sit down. | may need you - to help ne with this.' He waved a di sm ssive hand at
Trask's file.

Liz took a very deep breath, but despite her annoyance she sat down, folded her arms, said

not hi ng.

And after a while Jake said, 'You know why |I'm pissy, even with you?

That 'even' told Liz sonething, at least... mainly that she was special, different in his
perception. But she remai ned cool towards himand sinply said, 'Go on?

'Ben Trask, Goodly, Lardis/ he said, 'especially Lardis! - he can give you bad dreans, that one -

it's as if they were all waiting for sonething to happen/ And he thunbed hinself in the chest. 'To
happen to ne!'

"Or waiting for you to do sonething/ she said.

"Exactly/ Jake narrowed his eyes at her. 'And you, too?
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"Wll, and weren't we justified in that?' she countered. '|I nean, we've seen one of the things you
can do. The way you nmove ... w thout noving.'

"But | thought that was agreed/ his frustration was nounting. 'I've already told you that's not
me!’

"Maybe it's trying to be you,' she said - and at once bit her

KP-

Jake nodded, and his voice was harder when he accused: 'So you are in on it.'

"Jake/ Liz told him 'if you were to learn everything all in one go, it mght be too nuch for you

I can understand that even if you can't. Ben Trask and the other espers, they've recognized a germ
in you. But maybe it's nore than a germ Especially after last night, and again this norning with

McG | christ. Anyway, they would like it to grow, they don't want to kill it off with the shock of
sudden awareness. That's why they'll let you in on it slowy, gradually. That way, when it al
becomes clear to you, you'll be ready for it.'

Jake | ooked at her and saw only truth in her eyes. Then he | ooked at the file again. 'So reading
this stuff is like Trask said: just another step in ny gradual education, right?

"I think so, yes/ she answered.

"Huh!' And nuttering darkly to hinself, Jake picked up the file. It had a yellow plastic jacket
with a red diagonal stripe stanped with the word COSM C. A once-white, well-thunbed | abel gumed
in the top right-hand corner bore a scraw ed | egend in Indian ink: 'VAWPI RES AND THE WAMPHYRI -
basi c/

But as Jake Cutter was about to discover, there was little or nothing basic about them..

Jake had of course been briefed prior to last night's foray; a very sparse - even a brief-
briefing before being "thrown in at the deep end/ as he had had it. He'd seen a jerky old bl ack
and white filmfroma place called Perchorsk in the Ual Muntains, which at first he'd thought
was a clip fromsome old horror novie that a sensitive

20th Century filmcensor had refused to pass for general viewing. It was just too graphic, too
real, too horrific. And its special effects had been ... well, sonething else.

But the rest of the footage (of the underground Perchorsk Conplex, which was obviously real, and
of an incredible, nightmarish flying creature that two USAF fighters had sent to hell over the
Hudson Bay all of thirty years ago, coupled with Ben Trask's matter-of-fact, voice-over
comentary) had finally served to convince Jake of its authenticity ... well, alnost. But stil

not quite with it, and at that time not really wanting to be, he had allowed hinself to arrive at
his own incorrect conclusion

That all those years ago Soviet scientists had been breedi ng sonething - probably biologically
engi neered soldiers - in subterranean | aboratories in the Urals, and that an unspecified nunber of
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genetically nmutated nonsters, not to nention several 'altered human beings had sonmehow escaped..
whi ch even now seenmed a far nore acceptable explanation than the fantastic story he was begi nni ng
to piece together fromthe notes in Trask's file.

"WAMPHYRI/ (Jake read the heading again): 'The Mowing notes result from Harry and Nat han Keogh
debriefs. The Keoghs, father and son(s), were mainly responsible for the destruction of the
Wanphyri. This file should be read in conjunction with 278, "HARRY KEOGH, " 279, "NECROSCOPE," and
311, "NATHAN "

And then he started again on the text:

' The Wanphyri are the original vanpires of "myth" and | egend. For the |ast two thousand years
vanpi res have been periodically "banished" fromtheir own world into ours. Prior to that tine it
seens possible that several of themfound their own way to Earth via a "wormhol e" situated in
Starside, having its exit in a subterranean cave under the foothills of the Carpatii Meridional!
the Transyl vanian Al ps. This is obviously the reason why, even to this day, that region is

associ ated with vanpires and vanpirism It is the source of the so-called "nyth."

"But the Wanphyri are not a nmyth. They are the inhabitants
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of an Earth-type world lying parallel to Earth in a "universe" on "the other side" of our famliar
space-time continuunm and but for the fact that the wornmhole enters our world deep underground on
a watercourse subject to flash flooding, it is quite feasible that by now the human race woul d
have been conquered, converted and enslaved by vanpires.

' However, and what ever m ght have been Mankind's fate, one thing is certain: there will be no nore
vanpires in this world. The only nmeans of entry have been closed. In 2007, the Russian Prenier
Qustav Turchin, diverted hydroelectric damwaters fromthe Urals Pass into the subterranean
conpl ex at Perchorsk, thus drowning the singularity or "Gate" in the heart of the conplex. This
action served to preserve the integrity of both worlds and guaranteed the future safety of at

| east one of them ours. For further reading see 262, PERCHORSK, and 297, THE REFUGE. ' STAGES OF
VAMPI RI SM - the Vanpire Life-Cycle - in large part specul ative:

"In the east and west of Sunside/Starside |lie swanps which are always gl oony under rolling banks
of fog. In atine imenorial to Sunside's Szgany (nomadi ¢ humans), the first vanpires canme out of
t hese swanps.

' The norphol ogy or evolution of the Wanphyri would make for a fascinating study in its own right.
(But we nust consider any clinical, |aboratory, or experinental study of ANY PHASE of vanpires and
vanpirismfar too dangerous!) Cyclical, it frequently involves forms other than human. Vanpire DNA
is unique in being nutative within a single life-cycle without the benefit of generation. Like any
di sease, but alnpst sentiently aggressive, it invades non-vanpire tissues to infect them But

i nstead of destroying the contam nated body it passes on its nutant DNA, causing the host to adapt
- and indeed to nutate - within its own span. Since longevity is invariably a result of vanpirism
barring accidental death or fatal diseases the |ifespan of the victim then a vanpire in his own
right, mght easily extend to nany hundreds and perhaps even thousands of years.

"In the vanmpire swanps of Sunside/ Starside, the first (or final) phase of the cycle may be found
It is a black nushroomthat ripens to give off red spores. SPECULATIVE: The spores are the genesis
of vanpiric life and carry the as yet "blank" formof vanpire DNA. Breathed in, the spores attach
to animal lungs and commence | eaking their "poison" into the bl oodstream along with oxygen. Then
the nutation quickens, the victimfalls ill, and followi ng a period of some three days energes as
a vanpire in his own right. In Transylvania, the illness would occasionally appear fatal and the
victi mdead. Hence the | egend of the vanpire rising fromhis grave after three days in the earth.
' The spores do not discrimnate; they infect who or whatever breathes themin. An infected fox or
dog woul d have vanpire instincts. But the true vanpire has instincts of its own.

' SECOND PHASE. (In part, specul ative):

"Wthin an infected host, certain special strands join up to take on a separate, parasitic
identity. This may take a few years, decades, or even centuries; the reason for these variations
are as yet undeterm ned. But the synmbiotic creature that results is the true vanpire: a sem -
protoplasmc |eech clinging to the spine of the host and extending its own nervous and sensory
systens into his brain, literally possessing his mnd. It is him and he is it. And the parasite
or synbiont's appetite is for blood. It feeds on the source of life itself: the blood of its
host's future victinms. Indeed, "the blood is the life."
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" The synbiont is not necessarily "faithful" to an original host; in Sunside, should a dog or fox
host cone in contact with a human being, a wholesale transfer of |eech fromthe animal to the
human i s possible, especially if the animal is stricken and dying. In other words the | eech wll
seek a continued existence - or even better, a higher life-form- in its new host. Anbng the
Szgany of Sunside, the tenacity of the leech is a legend in its own right.

' THI RD PHASE: Wanphyri .

"Not only has the synbiont beconme an integral part of its host's body, but the host's being - even
hi s thought processes, his

144
145

personality, and of course his DNA - have been altered forever. Just as strands of that DNA have
mutated into the |leech, so the host's flesh has becone in itself imtative. Hs flesh is now

met anor phic: he can within certain limts bring about physical alterations in his shape and form
He is Wanphyri.'

' FOURTH PHASE: Back to the Origin. Speculative: '"In the event of death the synbiont |eech (and
even the host's "dead" flesh) nmay attenpt a secondary exi stence by way of reconstitution
Essential fats and anmino acids - the building blocks of life - may seek to escape into the earth,
there to devel op into nmushroom spawn that |ies dormant until a time of maxi num opportunity. How
the "vanpire essence” or mushroom gerns recogni ze this one opportune noment renai ns unknown. In
Transyl vani an | egends, as in those of Sunside, certain vanpire Lords store native soil and sl eep
upon it - clear evidence of the instinct for survival. And once again, imenorial Sunside nyths
have it that the Drakuls - an especially infanmous |ine of Lords - kept |oamfrom Starside's swanps
for the same purpose, against just such an eventuality.

"FI NAL PHASE: The True Deat h.

"Decapitated, a vanpire dies. (There is no brain for the leech to control to its own ends - but
the synbiont itself nay still attenpt to escape its host's term nation). However, the bulk of a
synbiont is located mainly on the left or heart side of its host's spine, and a stake driven
through the heart will usually suffice to pin the creature there, for a tine at |least. A stake

soaked in garlic will certainly do the job, for garlic, like silver, is a quick-acting poison to
vanpire flesh. But the only sure way to kill a vanpire is to burn it to ashes. Werefore Sunside's
Szgany stake, decapitate, and burn all vanpire nanifestations wherever possible. Only then can
they be certain that the vanpire has died the "True Death." 'There exi sts one other phase in the
vanpire life-cycle. (See "Egg-son" or "-daughter" in the next section follow ng). VAW Rl SM
Infection, Deliberate and Accidental. 'By a bite. The virulence of a vanpire's bite, which is
usual Iy
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delivered in the act of feeding, would seemto differ fromvanpire to vanpire. But the bite of a
Lord of the Wanphyri is especially infectious. It can cause delirium and death, though not
necessarily the True Death. Wwen a Lord (or Lady) seeks to "recruit" a vanpire thrall or servitor,
the bite isn't usually deep and little blood is taken. In this case the bite has been used to
transmt vanpire DNA, but only in an anount sufficient to bring about the first phase of the
change. It may then take years for a | eech to develop and the servitor - or, later, the
"l'ieutenant" - to "ascend" and becone Wanphyri .

"But when a Lord or Lady's bite is excessive and too much plasma is taken - and a conmensurate
amount of vanpire essence transfused - then the result nay be "death" of a sort, lasting the
specified three days. Then, too, when the victimascends it will be with the germof a |eech
established and growing within him

" "Accidental" infection may occur when an infected ani mal (such as a dog, fox, or wolf), fighting
to avoid entrapnment or/ and execution, bites a human being. In such a case it is possible for a
person bitten in this manner to devel op the characteristics of the original host beast. This is
the proven source of the werewol f legend; it seens feasible that in Earth's past there were even
"genui ne" vanpire bats other than Desnbdus and Di phyll a.

"Accidental infection may al so occur when vanpire blood is spilled, such as in Sunside executions
of suspect vanpires by the Szgany. In conmon with AIDS and simlar contagious di seases, open
wounds and nucous nenbranes are especially susceptible. Even healthy, whole skin splashed with a
vanpire's blood or urine should be treated imediately. (G| of garlic applied with a silver
scraper is the best renmedy, though no guarantees may be given).
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"The nost definite, and definitely the nost effective formof vanpiric infection is obtained when
a Lord or Lady wishes to create an "egg-son" or "daughter." Apart from one rare exception (see
"Mot her," below) a synbiont |eech is capable of producing only one cryptogenetic "egg" during its
lifespan. In this the parasite relies on the judgenent of its usually human host
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to provide a superior vessel for habitation. The egg - a flexible ciliolate spheroid half an inch
in diameter - is "willed" into being by the vanpire host and passed on nouth to nouth, or by
sexual intercourse, or by sinple spillage when it nust find its own way. 'A spilled egg, being
protoplasmic, will seep through the skin of a designated host or other acceptable vessel
interacting with himto cause speedy infection and transfornmati on. Any such changeling is

consi dered to have ascended and i s Wanphyri

"Not all exchanges of bodily fluids between vanpires (the Wanphyri) and hunan beings are
necessarily infectious. The vanpire has a degree of control over his parasite, and also over his
bl ood and other plasnma fluids. A Lady of the Wanphyri may consort with a human | over without
converting him She sinply avoids taking his blood, and follow ng intercourse "wills" her vanpire
essence to destroy his sperm Likewise a Lord may will his spermfree of vanpiric influence to
keep a concubi ne pristine.

"This cannot in any way be taken as indicative of |ove or even affection; it is sinply that the
Wanphyri do not casually "create"” other Wanphyri! Egg- and bl ood-sons and daughters are chosen
with infinite care, and anong the reasons are these

" A powerful egg-son may one day usurp the father; knowi ng and even accepting this, the nature of
the man, the prospective host, nust first be explored to the full. And egg-daughters - as al
Wanphyri Ladies - are treated with great care not only by their sires but also other Lords,
because while the occurrence is rare, neverthel ess the occasional Lady will prove to be a "Mother"
or breeder of vanpires. The exception that disproves the general rule, a Mdther's parasite has the
ability to spawn a great nmany nore than the usual single egg ..

' THE NATURE OF VAMPI RES: A Possi bl e Expl anation of the Wanphyri Lifestyle.

' The Wanphyri are aggressive, tenacious, territorial, egotistical, ruthless, and unrepentantly
evil, and proceed in each node or nood with passions exaggerated to a degree quite beyond hunan
under st andi ng. By our standards they are deranged.

"It appears that the synbiont | eeches are directly responsible for their hosts' invariably

ant agoni stic natures: unless the host is nade strong, the parasite cannot be certain of its own

| ongevity. Lacki ng aggression the host would be seen to be weak, easy prey to his contenporaries.
And without tenacity or the will to survive, he nust fail. If territory exists for the taking, a
vanpire will take it; extending his boundaries makes a Lord safer within his own sphere of
jurisdiction. And as for ruthlessness: since the driving instinct of the |eech is survival, the
question of |aw and order

- and especially justice - never arises. Mght is the only right. The "evil" of the Great Vanpire
springs naturally fromall of his other vices. An intelligent being may not be aggressive,
ruthless and territorial - and of course a nerciless killer - w thout being unrepentantly evil.

"As for the vanpire's ego: that becomes glaringly evident in the pride he takes in his evil.
According to Szgany | egends, the first of the Wanphyri was Shaitan-in our world, Satan. And pride

(or ego, as we understand it) was his downfall, too.

"It will have been noticed that the above vices are identical with Man's, formng in the main our
definition of evil. In that respect it should al so be pointed out that the vanpire has no
recognition of evil. "Regret"”, "shane" or "guilt" are in all probability words that he does not
accept, or enotions which - if experienced at all

- are held in abeyance by his parasite.

"As for any conparison with Man's evil: the scale of difference

- the enornity of the gap between ours and the vanpire's capacity for evil - sinply does not all ow

for conparison. Vanpires are in thenselves the Utimte Evil

' DI SEASES and VULNERABI LI Tl ES:

" The Wanphyri shrug of f nost di seases common to man; their | eeches produce antibodies to order
There is one ail nment, however, whose norbid encroachnent may only be del ayed by the synbiont's
heal i ng powers and the host's protoplasnic DNA. Leprosy, "the bane of vanpires," disfigures and
kills themno less than it kills wholly human bei ngs, but the disease's progression
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is usually far slower in the Wanphyri. The synbiont is itself susceptible to the disease, and once
the infection breaks through a vanpire's resistance to infect the | eech the process becones
irreversible and the True Death results.

"Silver is a poison to the Wanphyri. The nythical "silver cross” may well turn aside or stay a
vanpire's hand, but not by virtue of any nysterious religious power in the cross. The silver
itself is the deterrent and nmay not be considered a "supernatural" elenment in this regard but
sinmply a poison to the Wanphyri, much as nmercury, |ead, and plutoniumare poisons to Man. But it
does nore nearly conmpare with plutoniumin this respect, as it is quite deadly when used
correctly. (NOTE: In E-Branch, while the supernatural is never scorned, neither is it accepted
until scientific explanations have been ruled out.)

"Silver will sear the vanpire's flesh. Wunded with a silver knife, the wound will take | onger to
heal and | eave a permanent scar. Injected internally, as by a shotgun using silver shot, or a gun
firing silver bullets, it will cripple and even kill. Vanpire flesh damaged by silver in this way
must be shed and new fl esh nmanufactured by a protoplasm c process.

"Garlic is also a poison. And once again, no supernatural reason is attached; garlic is sinply

poi sonous to the vanpire, even as various fungi, poisoned ivy, and many fruits and vegetabl es are
poi sonous to Man. The snell of garlic, offensive to nany humans, is enetic to the vanpire; its oi
will sting him causing his flesh to slough; taken internally, if it does not kill himit wll
certainly danmage organs and make it difficult for the synbiont to effect repairs. The Szgany of
Sunsi de nake extensive use of garlic, not only in their cooking but also as a poison with which to
daub their crossbow bolts.

"Neverthel ess - and despite the fact that silver is by no means rare and garlic is plentiful on
Sunside - still the Wanphyri have been a scourge anong the Szgany fromtinme i nmmenorial to the nost
recent of tines ...

' THE SZGANY: How They Relate to the Vanpire.

' The Szgany (Travellers, Roners, or Ronany) are so call ed because they are kept on the nove by
Wanphyri raiders who cone nightly into Sunside to hunt. The Szgany are their prey, their
l'ivelihood, their sole nmeans of survival and continuity. Wthout the Szgany there would be no
Wanphyri, for the | eech would never have had access to humanity and the neans to rise above the
intelligence | evel of, say, a dog or a wolf.

' The Szgany provide sport, and wonen for the Lords of the Wanphyri and nen for their Ladies.
Szgany blood is the staple diet of Starside's vanpires; their flesh feeds vanpire beasts; even
their skins, bones, and hair are fashioned into furniture or decorations for the manses of their
persecutors. The Szgany are to the Wanphyri of Starside as the coconut to the 20th Century South
Sea |slanders: useful in every part, with little or nothing going to waste.

"But when the Szgany are no |onger of use as lieutenants, concubines or thralls, then they are
drained of their blood and butchered, and all unappetizing parts ground down for "the
provisioning," as neal for the flying creatures and warri or beasts of their masters ..

" WAMPHYRI  ESP, AND OTHER " SUPERNATURAL" SKI LLS:

"Most Lords and Ladi es of the Wanphyri are to some extent telepathic. In addition to being
physically stronger than entirely human beings (in an approximate ratio of four or nmore to one),
their sensory skills have al so been enhanced - including several "sixth" or higher senses as
defined by E-Branch. It is therefore fortunate that their intelligence has not been enhanced;
their synbionts can only nmake use of what native intelligence was there to begin with, and

rut hl essness and devi ousness nust conpensate for the sinplicity of the peasant nind, a |ack of

| earni ng which, ironically, has cone about as a direct result of centuries of Wanphyri predation
'"On the other hand and in response to Wanphyri ESP - and apparently as a process of natura

sel ection - the Szgany are adept
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at disguising their thoughts; nmentally they are equipped to "hide" fromthe tel epathic probes of
their hunters. But the "supernatural" abilities of the Wanphyri al nost always tip the bal ance
their way, and our science is hard-pressed to find an answer to certain of the Geat Vanpire's
skills. ' METAMORPHCSI S:

"The entire life-cycle of the Wanphyri could be said to be a series of netanorphoses; a constant
ongoing nutation is apparent even in the individual specinen. But in certain circunstances the
vanpi re' s spontaneous netanorphosis is theoretically inprobable, scientifically baffling, and
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physically awesone. It is, too, a reality. In battle, the "normal" or "usual" norphol ogy of a Lord
of the Wanphyri (the basic structure of his anthropoid form becones sonmething else entirely when
what ever aspect he has assuned is put aside in favour of his parasite's best protective arnour and
weaponry.

"His flesh stretches, tears, and refashions itself; hands becone talons, while jaws el ongate
fantastically to accommpdate teeth or tusks worthy of a sabretooth or wild boar. H's usually pale
aspect turns grey to | eaden as his skin thickens to hide; the wild, feral yellow of his eyes turns
fromflame to red (as in infra-red, perhaps?), especially at night, possibly enhancing his already
i ncredi bl e ni ght-sightedness. And in the full ness of his change, the very sight of himis as a
weapon in itself. The cl osest approximation in Man woul d be the rage of the berserker - wthout
the berserker's disregard for his own safety. For over and above all else, survival is uppernopst
in the vanpire's synbiont-controlled nind

"Survival: the basic instinct that quite literally lends a vanpire wings. For in certain extrenes
many of the Wanphyri can so change their shape as to flatten their bodies, |engthen their arms,
sprout webbing |ike the nmenbranes of a bat or flying squirrel, and formaerofoils to support their
wei ght or at least allow for gliding. And the nost adept of all are capable of controlled flight
and aerial nmanoeuvres. In this respect it seens reasonable to suspect that there is sonething of
the bat about them There are giant bats

in Starside - they are often the watchdogs of the Wanphyri - and if an infected bat with a spore
grown to a leech were to bite and pass on its characteristics to a man ... ?

"This theory nmight well account for the sensitive, convolute snout to be found in a great many
Lords and Ladi es of the Wanphyri; also their night vision and of course their tendency to flight.
But what theory or accident of evolution could possibly account for their mst-making? O is this
"sinmply" another facet of the vanpire's powers of metanorphosis?

"For when the Great Vanpire is in danger - or conversely, when he sets out to creep up on prey or
a foe - he can "create" or "call up" a mist to cover his novenents. And vanpire mist is not the
often humid and softly | appi ng vapour we know but sliny and cold as a cold sweat. And the vanpire
Lord's enhanced senses - the normal five along with his telepathic probes - are carried in his
mst like electricity in a wire but faster than the speed of light, at the speed of thought.

"As for the mist itself:

"It issues fromthe vanpire's pores, as sweat issues fromours. But the process is brought about
through his will. There is a theory, however fanciful, concerning the way in which the earth
itself is caused to release its noisture.

"This theory holds that the vanpire mist is sone kind of catalyst, as when dry ice is rel eased
over a cloud to excite precipitation. But this scarcely explains the volune of such mists as are
generated by the Wanmphyri. ..

"For "HYPNCSI S, ONEI ROVANCY, AND OTHER POWERS OF THE WAMPHYRI,' see al so the Appended Notes to
176, E-BRANCH AND OTHER TALENTS...'

This brought Jake to the end of a paragraph a third of the way down a page that was two-thirds

bl ank. Turning the page, he read:

"A nore conprehensive file is in preparation.’

Then not hing nore, except perhaps the feeling that he was floating at the centre of a weird sphere
of inexplicable understanding..
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CHAPTER ELEVEN The Lidesci's Story

Silently closing the file, Jake started as Liz's voice reached himthrough the vacuum of
concentration - a zone exclusive to his mnd and the words that the file had Ieft mrrored upon it
- which had sonehow settled about him 'WlIl?" she said.

And surprising hinmself, frowning he answered, 'Were have | read this before? | nean, do | know
these things?' Too late, for the vacuum was dissolving, the famliarity fading. 'No, of course
don't.' And shaking his head, perhaps to clear it, he | ooked at her

"No questions?' she said, staring hard at him

" Shoul d there be?

Li z shrugged, but not casually. 'You tell nme, Jake. Al | can tell you is that for the last half
hour you've been sitting there like a nman in a dream totally engrossed.'

Lear ni ng? ht wondered. O renenbering? But aloud he only said, 'WlIl, a couple of questions,
maybe. '
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"Li ke what ?

"Ch, one or two anbiguities. Anyway, | think |I've already worked out sone of the answers.'

"Go on/

"Wll/ he said, 'this file cover, for one thing. It has a fewdents init... it's obviously not

new. In fact, it's got to be years old. As for this label on the cover, it's been thunbed to
deat h! But these

pages, | nmean the paper itself, is new, and the text has at |east one glaring anbiguity/
1 d.]?l
He nodded. 'It tal ks about an underground exit in the Carpathian foothills - one underground exit,

that is. But it also nmentions Gustav Turchin, and how he flooded a Gate in Perchorsk in the Urals/
He frowned again and continued, Tunny, but when | was reading this stuff it seemed to nmake sense

I don't know, | seemed to understand. But now | only renmenber the text/

"Like ... Eureka!' Liz said. 'That word on the tip of your tongue. That abrupt but transient flash
of insight. It's there, and it's gone. Right?

Jake knew she was fishing - albeit for something he wasn't able to give her, not yet - and said,
"Wren't we tal king about Gates?

"There are two/ she answered. ' The one under the Carpatii Meridionali is the original; it occurred
naturally and has been there for - well, no one knows how long. It's Iike a black hole, or perhaps
a grey hole, and its other end cones out in Starside in a vanpire world. A long tinme ago, warrior
Lords would throw their conquered enemies into it. It's how vanpires got here in the first place/
Jake accepted that; it felt real, he knewit was so. 'And the other?

"I's man-made/ Liz told him And settling back, she said, 'This is how the story goes:

"Thirty years ago the Americans put one over on the Soviets. A\>ig one, that is. And good for
them- for us, the whole world - too, because since Wrld War Two the Russians had been bl uffing
the West right out of its pants. Kennedy was the first US President to call that bluff, over Cuba.
Later, Ronald Reagan and Maggi e Thatcher woul d have their say. They just said no. Thatcher was
good at that/

"Said no to what?' Jake was no historian

"To the Russian military build-up/ she answered. 'To trying
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to keep up with all of that expenditure on ships, aircraft, bonbs, the space race. And so

Presi dent Reagan or his advisors invented SDI, the Space Defense Initiative.'

""Star Wars?'" He renenbered that nuch, at |east.

"Right," Liz said. 'A fantasy scenario if ever there was one. And the Soviets fell for it. Now the
boot was on the other foot and eventually their expenditure went over the top. It was probably the
begi nning of the end for Russian Conmunism But in the early '80s, while they were stil
financially stable, their top boffins and physicists were tasked to dream up an answer to the
USA's SDI - a programre that didn't exist except on paper, and very thin paper at that.

"Wl l, that's what Perchorsk was all about. They built a dam across a powerful watercourse in a
ravine to give themthe hydroel ectric power they needed, also to give them sone canoufl age agai nst
the West's spy satellites - which was sonething else that didn't work - and carved out a

subt erranean conplex fromthe bedrock. They put in an atomic pile to boost the project's energy
requi renents, and bingo, they were in business. But they very quickly went out of business.

"The idea was ... | don't know, sone kind of radar? A fan of energy raking the sky, covering al
the north-western territories of the then Soviet Union. It was an experinent, but if it had worked
they' d have built nore conplexes just like it as "defensive" nmeasures agai nst incom ng mssiles or
bonbers. Hitting that fan would be like running into a brick wall; nothing was going to be able to
get through. In effect, a force-screen. Huh! Talk about an "lron Curtain?" And what price SD

then, eh? Except of course, there was no SDl ..

' And no force-screen, either. During the first test it backfired, the pile inploded and a new
kind of energy - or perhaps a different and extrenely primal kind of energy, a different kind of
heat - was di scovered. And where the pile had been, right at the core of the Perchorsk Conpl ex,
there was this ... well, this hole. This hole that went right through the wall of our universe.

In Starside the new singularity appeared in close proximty to the original, the "natural" one. So-

'-So,' Jake took it up, 'when Turchin flooded the Perchorsk conplex he drowned both Gates on
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St arside, nmaking any sort of travel through them i npossible.'

She smiled at him 'For soneone who hasn't read the files, you figured that out pretty quickly!'
Whi ch gave hi m pause, because he'd been thinking nuch the sanme thing; and again he knew that what
she'd told himwas so

But Liz was already going on; 'Wll, there you have it, the answer to at |east one of your
anbiguities. Now, what about the others?

"Just one other/ Jake told her, '"but a difficult one. In a way it nmakes no sense, while in another
- in the light of our involvenent - it makes too much sense. The file tal ks about how the Gates
were closed, "drowned" by CGustav Turchin, which "guaranteed" Earth's safety. Simlarly, it talks
about Harry and Nat han Keogh, father and son, men whomit credits with "destroying" the Wanphyri .
But if the world is safe and the danger past, why is all of this information laid out in the
present tense? Also, how can it possibly fit with what we saw and did | ast night?

Li z nodded. 'This is the bit you already have the answers for, right? It's self-explanatory. Wll
you're correct. Those inserts in the file are brand new, hastily prepared, and inconplete.
Makeshi ft replacenents for the old text that used to be in the past tense, which is now present
tense because-

'Because that's the nature of the problem' Jake finished it for her. 'As we saw last night, it's
here and now. Not left for dead in another world's past, but alive and well and horribly real in

our world's present. Fine, or not so fine, whichever - but it still doesn't answer ny questions,
doesn't tell me where | fit in.'

Liz tossed her head. 'I, I, bloody I!'" she said. '"Is that all you exist for, Jake? You?' But he
could get just as irritated, and:

"No,' he rasped. 'I exist for sonething el se. Somnething
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haven't finished, that | still have to do and that all of this is pushing to one side.'

"Jake?' came a gruff query fromout in the norning. 'Jake Cutter? Is that you in there, huffing
and puffing again?' Lardis Lidesci, his shadow falling across the tent's doorway.

"Right on cue,' Liz snapped. 'And very welconme. |f anyone can answer your questions, Lardis can
He'll certainly be able to add to your know edge, anyway. And if nothing el se cones of it at |east
I"1l get a break from your noaning, and find sonething better to do with all of the valuable tine
I"mcurrently wasting on you.'

E- Branch staff and espers were busy all around the canp, stripping personal and Branch kit and
equi pnent fromthe vehicles. Alot of the 'gadgetry' - the hardware in the Qps vehicle - was in
reality common-or-garden stuff, conputers and comunications equi pnent on |oan fromthe Australian
Arnmy along with the truck itself. Mbility would be the key word in any future war - the nobility
of Ops Centres, that is, and war meaning any 'conventional' war between nations, not species - and
all of the WACs, the Western Alliance Countries, used conpatible equipnent. But the software and
such belonged to E-Branch. And just as Trask's people had been thorough in cleaning up |ast

ni ght's mess, now they were being thorough in renoving every |ast trace of their work and presence
here. For, as Trask had pointed out, covert organi zations such as E-Branch couldn't renmin secret
if too many peopl e knew about them And in the sort of war that he envisaged, the Branch's secrecy
woul d be of the utnost inportance, indeed Cosnic.

"On Sunside,' Lardis said, 'oh, not all that |ong ago, the Szgany fought the Wanphyri wth

what ever weapons were to hand. Here your weapons are far super- er, superior! And not only your
guns, grenades, and flanme-throwers. No, for it seens to nme that you're using trreir own tactics
agai nst them too.' 'Eh?" Jake queried, wal king beside him 'Disguises, snpokescreens, visual lies -
like that vehicle there.

Beer? No such thing. A deadly weapons systemi O if not a weapon itself, a system capable of
directing and controlling weapons. Ben has told ne that in Earth's past the vanpires had a sayi ng,
that: "Longevity is synon- er, synonynous, yes? - with anon- er, anonym er "

"Anonynmity/ said Jake, and knew it for a certainty, w thout know ng how he knew.

"Yes!' Lardis nodded his grizzled, bandaged head. 'And in E-Branch they have another saying: that
secrecy i s synonymous - hah!- with survival. Pretty much the same, wouldn't you say?

"Pretty much,' said Jake. 'But vanpires are one thing and |I'm another. And frankly, 1've had it
with all the secrecy. If I'"'mso inportant to the Branch, why can't | be told about it?

"At first it was because you mght be less - or other - than you seened,' Lardis told him ' Now
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it's because you might be nore. And al so because you mightn't like what you are - if you are.
Confusing? Well, not only for you, believe ne! Anyway, regardless of what Liz says, it's not ny
job to tell you about you but about nme and mine and the way things were, and the way they could be
again by now, on Sunside/ Starside."'

Around the canp, goodbyes were being said, hands shaken, the Australian contingent naking ready to
move out. Soon there would be just the Ops truck, with its array of worldw de conmunicati ons
devices, one jet-copter, and another on its way back from Carnarvon. The two choppers were
transport for Branch personnel and SAS commanders; the Ops truck would stay until they were

ai rborne, when it too would nove out. In their next location, Trask's team of espers and support
staff would be on their own until their Aussie back-up teans caught up with them Thus these
farewel |l s were tenporary; the sane parties would soon be neeting up again, next tinme on the far
side of the continent.

Thi s was sonet hing that puzzled Jake. 'How cone we don't nove as a conplete unit? Trask has al

the contacts; why can't he order up one of those big military transport choppers? Better still,
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why doesn't he just call on ahead and arrange for a new righting force to be waiting for us?

"He could probably do any or all of those things/ Lardis answered, 'but how would it ook if we
all arrived together at our next canp? Wuldn't you consider that indis-er, indisc-er, indiscreet,
Jake? Renenber, it's no easy thing for a man or nen to hide their intentions fromthe Wanphyri.
Any event unusual enough to arouse the interest of ordinary citizens is bound to arouse theirs,
too.'

"Li ke a sudden influx of specialist troops?" said Jake. 'Indeed,' said Lardis, with a nod. 'And as
for starting out fresh with a brand new pl atoon of soldiers... but doesn't that go against the
very first rule? The fewer people who know about us-' 'The | onger we survive/ said Jake.

"Hah!'said Lardis. 'Finally we nmake progress. And the problemwith Ms MIIler becones that nuch
cl earer, too.

The first vehicles were pulling out now, and the A d Lidesci grunted his approval. 'This | |ike/
he said. '"lIt's what the Traveller is all about: constant nmovement between one place and the next.
On Sunside, we Szgany becane Travellers to stay ahead of the Wanphyri; we rarely stood still for
very long in any one place. But here? Here we are the hunters. W nove to track them down, and
then we kill the bastards! Oh, yes, | like it alot.'' He smacked his I|ips.

The pair had arrived at the place of last night's canpfire. The back-burner, stoves and oven were
gone, but a steaning pot of coffee and a few paper cups had been left beside the trench. And as
these very different men fromentirely different worlds sat down on the last of the folding
chairs, Jake said, 'Lardis, why don't you tell me about Sunside/Starside? | nean, all about
Sunsi de/ Starside, or as nuch as |I can take in. For since that's where all this seens to have
started, maybe it's ny best starting place, too/

And Lardis said, 'As you will. But | may as well tell you now, it still won't answer your one big
questi on/

‘I had a feeling it wouldn't/ Jake grunted. 'But tell me anyway/

And in a low growy voice, in words that strove valiantly to accommpdat e Jake's | anguage - and
when they failed reverted to Lardis's native Szgany, which the listener took in as best he could -
the A d Lidesci conplied ..

"As its name suggests, though in nore senses than one, Sunside/ Starside is a divided world. On
Sunsi de, a slow and benevol ent sun spins out days to nore than four tinmes the length of Earth
days. But it sits lowin the sky and casts | ong shadows - the shadows of the barrier nountains -
on Starside. And the gloomand the Iong nights of Starside nust have been the greatest of aids in
the evol -er, the evolution, yes, of the Wanphyri.

"W don't know how it started; it happened in a tinme lost to menory except in nmyths and | egends,
canpfire stories carried down - and altered, of course - by word of nouth. But before the Vanmphyri
there was sonething of a young civilization, in a world nuch like this world, with oceans and
mount ai ns, islands and continents, and even seasons. And its peoples were setting out to explore
it, just as your first sailors explored yours.

'Then, an accident. Not of Man but of Nature. A white sun fell fromthe sky. Ben Trask will tel
you it was sone kind of "singularity" ... but that is science, of which | know very little.
Anyway, it bounced over the world like a flat stone skipping on water. In one place where it
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bounced, the inpact caused its outer shell to break in pieces which fell to earth in such nunbers
they couldn't be counted. According to Nathan Keogh - called Kiklu upon a tinme - the land there
becanme hot; chemicals in the soil gathered into pools; acids ate the white sun's netal skin into
rust. Thus a "Great Red Waste" came into being, which today |ies east of the barrier nountains.
"But the core of the white sun nade a final leap. Shrinking, it sped west and slightly north; and
such was its lure or fascination - its incredible "gravity?" - that even as it fell to
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earth it drew up fromthe earth those nountains that formed the barrier range.

"lI've probably made light of this; it should be said that the entire planet was in shock

convul sion. Lightnings crashed, the earth shook and broke open, and oceans stood on end, hurling
t hensel ves upon the | and. From a benign world, the planet was changed to a nightmare. Entire races
were w ped out, vanishing forever in the tumult of earth and fire, wind and water. It can't be
known for a fact, but Trask's science has created a nodel for such a disaster which cal cul ates
that ninety-five out of every hundred human bei ngs on ny homeworld were killed in that historic
upheaval ! The seasons were no nore; even our world's orbit around its sun was changed, again by
the "gravity" of the white sun, which had not destroyed itself but come to rest in a crater on
Starside. The barrier nountains reared where none had reared before, and north of the nountains
grimand pitiless lands of ice shone dark blue under withing auroras. It was as if a hell had
descended fromthe sky, and the Szgany - those of ny race who renained - were its denizens.

"But they weren't its only denizens ... '"At first, there were no Wanphyri. But there were al ways
ot her peoples. The Szgany had avoi ded ot her races; they deened them strange and call ed them un-
men. Anmong these others, survivors of a northern clan of troglodytes now settled in caverns in the
|l ee of Starside. Un-men fromwarner southern clinmes, secretive desert folk known as the Thyre,
becane i nhabitants of the burning regions south of Sunside's fertile green belt. It is even said
that a race of cannibals - necromancers who tortured and ate the dead - existed and perhaps stil
exist in arenpote far eastern country beyond the G eat Red Waste, the nountains, and all other

pl aces known to the Szgany. O these latter: | have never seen one, and do not w sh to.

"But all of this resettling, and all of the planet's gradual recovery, took years and centuries
and even mllennia. Trask has said that it nust have seened |ike "an endl ess nuclear winter."

Well, to the people of the time, | suppose it was. But it did end eventually. And then there were
no seasons, or only the very smallest climatic changes; and the green belt close to the barrier
mount ains was the only land in all of Sunside that could support the Szgany tribes, who slowy but
surely began to multiply and forage in the forests.

"On Starside, where a great pass splits the nmountai nous divide, there in its crater resting-place
at the fringe of the barren boulder plains the white sun sat like a blind eye deep in its socket,
shining its white Iight up into the night |like a beacon, or perhaps a warning? It was like ..

like a door, or a gateway to the unknown! For if a man should clinb down to touch that blinding
light... ah, be sure he would not come up again! And because it had brought hell to the Szgany, it
became known as the Hell-Lands Gate, aye.

"Fromthen on, hunters and wanderers in the heights of the barrier nountains would | ook down on
Starside and see the light of the Hell-Lands Gate, and they would curse it by their stars, and
turn their faces away. And the faces of all the Szgany were turned away from Starside and its

Gat e.

"But then, who would be interested in exploring Starside? Wiat was Starside but barren and endl ess
boul der plains reaching north, and towering stone pinnacles - stacks, or "buttes," as Trask calls
them - reaching thousands of feet into the sky, and to the north the frozen oceans, and beyond the
oceans the lIcelands with their eerie auroras? No fit habitation for nmen, ny friend, where the sun
shone only on the topnost spires, and the cold was a knife in your bones. | have been to the foot
of one of those great fangs ... that far but no further. And now, thanks to Harry and his sons,
there are no aeries as such ..

"But it appears |'ve gone ahead of nyself. Best if I slow down. | was speaking of the past, and
this is howit was:

"Cane the vanpires. Ask ne how, | can only shake ny head. Today, no nman knows. None living,
anyway. We know their spores were born in the swanps west of the farthest reach of the barrier
nmount ai ns, and Nat han Keogh has spoken of sinilar
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swanps in the east. Very well then, that's where they cane from but how did they get there? Ben
Trask has a theory - his people, these E-Branch people, have theories for nost things - which has
it that they were released into ny world's skies out of the debris of the white sun: an alien life
formfromthe stars. Perhaps it is so, but | amnot a scientist.

" Anyway, and however it was, they came. Legend has it that Shaitan was the first. Because he
couldn't bear the sun, he co-habited with trogs in the gloomof Starside caverns. But he was nore
like unto a man, and he wondered about the Szgany, of whomthe trogs had told him Finally, when
he grew weary of the conpany and the bl ood of trogs, he came in the night into Sunside. And the
curse of the vanpire - Shaitan's mark, his vices - was left on all the tribes of the Szgany for

all time to cone.

"There's that of Shaitan in all of us, and I think in all of your people, too, especially the
espers - but nmercifully it amounts to very little. Watered down by tinme and bl ood, we see it only
in these rare talents that Ben Trask collects and uses against the forces of evil. In himit's his
ability to see the truth and therefore to recognize falseness; in Goodly it's his visions of the
future, and in nme it's ny seer's blood, warning nme of dangers whose scent is blown on the air,
felt in. running waters, and glinpsed in the leaping flanme of fires or patterns in the dust. Wen
all is not well, I feel it. And in you-

"In you it is sonething else ... '"But once again |'ve strayed.
"In Sunside Shaitan recruited thralls. But the sun was too strong for himand his; they retreated
into Starside. And there he built the first aerie of the Wanphyri, in those great stacks out on

t he boul der plains.

"And the Great Vanpire begat other vanpires out of Sunside wonmen and even out of trogs, and he
rai ded on Sunside for blood and plunder. And while the Wanphyri prospered, the Szgany suffered
every conceivabl e tornent.

"Fortunately the Szgany had been nonadic, Travelling folk
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for long and |l ong before the advent of the Wanphyri. Since land was their only possession, they
had to beat the bounds to protect it and lay claimto ownership. And so they were rarely at rest.
Just as well, for their nmobility was their survival. They could run and they could breed and they
could hide, but that was all. And at night the vanpire would ride his flyers out of Starside to
hunt and to "play" in Sunside's darkened forests. And everything that the Szgany are today is
built out of the incredible, the despicable depredations of the Wanphyri .

'The Szgany |l earned to hide, not only their trenbling bodies but their very thoughts. Wy,
eventual ly they even | earned how to fight back! But that was a long tine in the comng. And as
evol ution taught the Szgany its | essons of survival, so the vanpire - by nature lazy - found it
increasingly difficult to take his prey. And then, fromtime to tinme, vanpire would turn upon
vanpire, and all Starside become a battle zone

"The wars of the Wranphyri, their bl oodwars, were endl ess, and except when truces were called they
were times of rejoicing for the Szgany clans. But gutted aeries would al ways need repl eni shi ng,
and depleted larders filling, and fallen flyers and broken warrior creatures refashioning in their
norbid masters' vats of metanorphosis. And however long it took, the Wanphyri would return to
Sunsi de, its pleasures and plunders.

' The Szgany Lidesci were the fiercest fighters of all. | nmake no boast, though naturally I'm
proud, but merely state a fact when | say that nmy fathers' fathers - the forefathers of the Szgany
Lidesci - were the first of the Travellers to lay traps for the Wanphyri, their |ieutenants,

thralls and creatures. W were staking, beheading, and burning those bastards a hundred years ago!
Aye, even before The Dweller and Harry Hell-Lander took up our fight and showed those nonsters

what a real war |ooked like, the Lidescis had the respect of the Wanphyri ... along with their

hat red, of course

"I was Chief of the Szgany Lidesci when The Dweller cane, and |ater Zekintha, and later still Jazz
Simons. And finally
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Harry Hell -Lander, called Dwellersire. But Harry and his sons, The Dwell er and Nat han Keogh, they

all noved as you nove, Jake ... between the spaces used by common nen, along a route invisible.

Nat han Keogh still does, but in Sunside, in ny world, on the far side of space-tine; or one of its
far sides, at least. Wich is Ben Trask speaki ng, you understand. Me? Hah! | don't even know where
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space-time is!

"Anyway, | was Chief when Harry and his boy fought their battle in The Dweller's garden - their
grand battle with the Wanphyri - and won! | couldn't be there with them nore's the pity, couldn't
stand al ongsi de Zek, and Jazz Simmons, and the Lady Karen, too; no, for | had problens of ny own
and arrived too late. But with these very eyes | saw what they had done: how they'd used the
science of another world, the Hell-Lands, and weird talents from... well, from beyond any | ands
of the living, to defeat the forces of Lord Shaithis of the Wanphyri and kick his backside into
the | cel ands.

"W thought that was the end of it. Al of the aeries bar one, Karen's, had been burned out,

toppl ed, and brought crashing down onto the boul der plains. Wiy, the thunder of it - the shaking
of the earth - had been felt in Sunside itself! WlIl, perhaps not as far away as that, but you get
the idea. It had been awesone. And as | have said, we thought that was the end of it, that finally
t he Wanphyri were no nore.

' Most of ny people thought so, anyway...

"But | have a seer's blood in nme - perhaps even vanpire blood ... oh, it's possible! - and

didn't believe that the Wanphyri were no nore. It sinply didn't snell right, it didn't feel right,
and for a tine equal to four of your Earth years | couldn't settle but watched and waited and hel d
ny breath. And fromtime to tine | would clinb up into the barrier nountains, through the high
crags and passes, and down into The Dweller's garden, all fallen into ruin, where | would sit
alone to think it over ... and to worry.

"And not w thout good reason. One time when | went there, Harry cane back. But he was changed. No,
don't ask ny neani ng;

he sinply wasn't the man |1'd known. But | believe he was soil ny friend. And the Necroscope had
chosen a nost opportune tine to return to my world, for ny seer's blood had told nme no lie: the
Wanphyri were back in Sunside/Starside! Not only the last of them but also the first.

" Shaitan the Unborn hinsel f, aye, conme back Iike a plague that

can never die ..."'
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CHAPTER TVELVE

The Rest O Lardis's Story

"Shaitan the Fallen - Shaitan the Unborn, Shaitan hinmself- and his bani shed descendant, Lord
Shaithis: the two of themback in Starside after four years of peace and qui et and ni ghts without
ni ght mares, back fromthe Icelands. They had flyers and warrior beasts, the makings of a small but
deadly arny. And Harry Hell-Lander ... no longer hinself. And his son The Dweller nmuch | ess than
hinsel f, for he was a changeling creature. As for the Lady Karen: who could say what Karen woul d
do or where her loyalties now |lay, who for four |ong years had been al one and brooding in
Karenstack, the |ast great aerie of the Wanmphyri?

"Wll, the rest of it is strange and frightening. I know, | know all of it is strange and
frightening! But to ne far worse, for it came of Earth's science, of which |I knew nothing at that
time. And when | saw it |I knew we had naned the Hell-Lands Gate aright, for nost certainly this
was made in hell. What? It was the very breath of hell.' This is howit was:

"Shaitan, Shaithis and their forces, they had nade canp at the Starside Gate. The Necroscope had
been taken prisoner, the Lady Karen, too, for in fact she'd sided with Harry. Wich was only

natural, | suppose. After all, Karen had al ways been Shaithis's nost deadly eneny. As for the
details: | can't be definite about any of this, because ny observation point was so far away, high
in the nountains. | assunme they were suffering torture. Certainly
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bonfires were bl azi ng down there anong the nmany clunps of boul ders surrounding the Gate.

"Then, | felt something happening. And | sensed it was of the Necroscope's doing. My seer's bl ood
warned nme not to look, and | warned the others there with ne. Mostly, they heeded ny cry of
war ni ng. But one of them Peder Szekarly, was young and sonetinmes stupid - brave but stupid. He
continued to | ook, and was witness to it. He sawit... then saw no nore, ever again. The |light was
such that it burned him burned his eyes out and blinded him Nor did he live for very |ong.

"But that lightll swear it shone through the very boul ders where we crouched! For conparison, the
Gate's glare was but a candle. And the light was nerely the beginning, for then came the crack

Rut that doesn't convey it, for it was a sound like the earth splitting! And finally the bl ast.
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"Wll, I've seen what a grenade can do, but this ..

‘"Not even a million grenades - and all of themdetonating at the sane tinme - could equal it. But
before that:

"l had | ooked up from behind the rocks where |I crouched. | didn't know that Peder had failed to
heed ny warni ng. There he stood exposed, |ooking down on Starside. But then, in the small est
fraction of a second, that awful light junped from Starside into the nmountai ns and shone on Peder
Smoke | eaped fromhimas froma leaf fallen in the fire. He screaned his agony, clutched at his
face, tottered back away fromthe gap in the rocks. But even as he stunbled it was as if a giant's
hand sl apped at him hurled himdown. And | renenber thinking:

""Perhaps this was how it was when the white sun fell!"

"Hot grit stinging, and stones spattering; the earth trenbling, and lightning |Iashing the sky. And
nmysel f- aye, and the rest of ny nen with ne - gasping in our terror of the unknown, while Peder
nmoaned and sobbed where he had fallen

"Then, in a while - as the frenzy of the winds gradually |essened, and the pebbl es stopped
falling, and the ground stopped shaking - that runble of sound, that hissing of warmrain, that
169

darkness closing in as the stars were shut out. And, when | dared | ook, that nushroom cl oud going
up and up, towering as high and higher than the nountains thenselves. And the electrical stormin
its dome, and the fires that billowed all up and down its pul sing stem. ..

"Ben has told me what it was: a "tactical weapon," he says - which I'mtold neans a small one of
its kind - had been fired through the Gate fromthe underground conpl ex at Perchorsk. And woul d
you believe it, he pretends not to understand why | still think of your world as the Hell-Lands!?
"So, we didn't know it was a weapon, and since its deadly cloud swept north we didn't suffer its
effects on Sunside. But when it was all over and done the Gate shone as bright as ever, and
Starsi de | ooked no different, except now beyond the Gate a softly glowing plune lay fallen on the
earth, forever pointing in the direction of the Icelands. And no matter the rainstorns or how ing
wi nds, the plune was al ways there.

"Then for a while we bl essed the Gate, because it had issued that awful breath of hell that
destroyed the first and | ast of the Wanphyri. So we thought for long and long. And this tine |
admit that | believed it, too. For with ahl we had | earned of the tenacity of the vanpire, we had
not yet learned the |essons of history..

"Let ne go back a little way. At an earlier tine, following the battle in The Dweller's garden
Harry Keogh, called Hell-Lander, had fallen sick. At the time we'd thought it nust be simlar to
the sickness that was in his son, The Dweller, for both nen had used the power of the sun itself
as a weapon agai nst the Wanphyri, wherefore both m ght have suffered simlar scorchings. The
Dnel l er - who had seened the nost badly burned - was soon well on his way to recovery; so we
thought. Yet his father, far less badly affected, if at all... he had fallen ill.

"Er, but all of this is incidental to ny story, you understand.

" Anyway, the Necroscope had a Szgany wonan, Nana Ki Kkl u,

to tend himwhere he lay tossing in his fever upon a bed in one of the garden's houses ... The
Dnel l er had built small stone homes for his trog servitors, and Harry lay ill in one of these.
Now, Nana's nman, Hzak, had died in the fight for the garden, and she was without child. And here
was Harry Keogh, also called Dwellersire, a handsone man of rare skills and soaring intelligence,
munbling in his fever dreans of ol den |oves and | usts.

‘"l need say no nore - indeed, | know no nore - except that nine nonths |ater Nana gave birth to
twi n boys, one of whom was Nat han. Wich explains why we oft-tinmes refer to "Harry and his sons"
As to the other son, Nestor ... but he grew up wild, and doesn't concern us here.

'Many years passed and Nathan grew into a youth. But while he possessed the germof his alien
father's skills, no one knew of it because we believed he was Hzak Kiklu's son, conceived at the
time of the battle in The Dweller's garden. Wl l, perhaps | had guessed ot herwi se. But Nana was a
good, hard-working wonan, and | was fond of her boys, both of themat that time. And anyway, the
Szgany Lidesci had always had nore than its fair share of gossipy, chattering hags. It wasn't for
me to offer themyet another tidbit to cackle over. And remenber, even | didn't know that he was,
or woul d soon becone, nore |like his father

"So then, and now you know sonething of Nathan. But a deal nore to cone |ater

"l have nentioned ny annual trek into Starside, when - as if to reassure nyself that the vanpires
were no nore, and their aeries toppled, all save one - | would venture to the foot of |one
Karenst ack and gaze up at that great grimrelic of ancient horror, and shout into its nether
caverns until the echoes sounded to bring down the dust. Cane a tinme, when | was returning hone
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fromjust such a journey, | felt that | was witness to ... something. But | couldn't be sure.
"It had beconme ny habit to pause in the nouth of the pass at a certain hour, the hour of sun-up
clinb to a higher elevation and gaze back on the enptiness of Starside and the boul der plains. On
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Sunside it would be norning now, but here, Starside of the pass, the barrier nmountains cast their
shadows for many an uncounted mle out across the barren waste. And here it was that a certain
sight had never failed to gladden ne: the first rays of the norning sun lighting on the topnost
spires of the last great aerie of the VWanphyri.

"How it buoyed me up to see that purifying light burning there, to watch a gol den stain spreading
over the highest ranparts of that vast tower of evil, and to know that nothing was hiding within
behi nd bone bal coni es and bl ack-draped wi ndows. Yes, it nmade these pointless-seenming trips of mne
worthwhile; it satisfied nmy seer's blood, which even now, all these years later, was wont to bring
me awake, clammy and troubled in the dead of night.

"But this tinme, even after | had clinbed back down to the pass, sonething seened burned on the
surface of ny eye ... and in ny mind. "But of course" - | told nyself- "the sun, even reflected
from the uppernost fangs of an aerie, is a brilliant, dazzling thing that can blur your vision and
cast false images, if only nmonentarily." Ah, but on this occasion that nmonent went on and on, and
I could not forget it.

"Karenstack: in ny mind's eye it continued to burn. Karen-stack, and sonething else | had thought
to see. And every tine | closed nmy eyes the picture cane up clearer: the aerie's crest aglow with
its false halo of fire. But below the area of reflected light, where the golden rays coul d never
reach:

"Black notes swirling, jetting, settling towards the yawni ng gape of a vast |anding bay. They
appeared as mdges at that distance, but what would they be up cl ose?

"I't was ny inmagi nation, of course. Wat, close on a thousand sun-ups cone and gone since the Gate

spat hell at the last of the Wanphyri, and still | didn't accept it but kept on conjuring
ni ght mares out of thin air, sunlight, and swirls of dust? Hahl They would say | was nad!
"And after that, the way | set off for home - alnmpst at a run - |'m sure ny conpanions did think

was mad. But even if |

was, my seer's blood was not. And the attack on Sunside, and on Settlenment, the town we had built
at the edge of the forest under the nountains, cane at the next sundown.

' The Wanphyri were back, this tine fromthe east, a place beyond the Great Red Waste. They were
led by a Lady, Watha the R sen, and though Watha's band was small its nmenbers were evil and
rut hl ess as any gone before. Canker Canison was a dog-Lord; | hesitate even to hazard a guess at
his |lineage! And CGorvi the Guile, who was so devious as to be | egendary even anong his own kind.
And Vasagi the Suck, whose face was |ike that of a stinging insect. Aye, and bl ood-crazed tw ns
named Wan and Spiro - also called the Killglance brothers - whose very cognonen says it all. But
they were only the harbingers of a worse, a greater force still to cone.

"It was the Lord Vormul ac Unsl eep, who pursued Watha fromthe east to punish her for fleeing his
jurisdiction. And Vornmul ac's arny was a horde!

"But let me cut a long story short. This was the tine when Nathan cane into his own, though not

wi thout great trials. When he was taken by the Wanphyri and thrown into the Starside Gate, who
coul d i nmagi ne he woul d be back? Here in your world, in Perchorsk, he was captured by evil nen,
escaped, fled to Ben Trask and E-Branch, who hel ped develop his powers ... even as they'll try to
devel op yours, Jake.

"Finally Nathan returned to Sunside, with Zek - sweet Zekintha, ah! - and Trask, |an Goodly, David
Chung, and ot her good nmen, and marvel | ous weapons fromthe Hell-Lands - or "Earth," as | nust
learn to think of this place. And at last we could carry their bloodwar back to the Wanphyri on
St ar si de!

"And we did. But Nathan: it seens he had his father's powers and then some. Or perhaps it was the
talents of all of that brave band, for certainly they were all inon it at the end. It was five
years ago, Jake, but | renmenber it |like yesterday. Wio could forget such a thing?

"Nat han and the others had walked into a trap at the Starside
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Gate. He'd been trying to send his conpanions safely hone again, back through the Gate to
Perchorsk and out of the thick of the fighting. But vanpire lieutenants stood in the way, and no
room for manoeuvring. Nathan and his col |l eagues nmust stand and fight. They had Earth weapons, aye,
but were |l ow on ammunition; eventually they nust be taken. And if Nathan were taken, what then of
Sunsi de? But here |I'm being selfish and perhaps | should ask: what then for Earth? For the
Wanphyri - now under the | eadership of Devetaki Skullguise, a nentalist Lady of awesome skill and
enornous greed - had learned the Gate's secret. They knew that beyond it lay an entire world ripe
for the taking.

"Now, don't ask nme how it was done, for I'ma sinple man. But Nathan and the others, |inking
hands, they pitted thensel ves against the Starside Gate itself. The Gate is i nmovabl e-even that
incredible "tactical weapon" that destroyed Shaithis and Shaitan had not noved it nor even nmarred
its surface - and sitting there on the boulder plains it seened anchored in position, perhaps by
its own enornous gravity? Wherefore, in order to nove the Gate, a man or nen nust nove the world.
"And they did. Wth all their weird talents together, acting in unison they willed the Gate to
move south. South towards the rising sun, which had never once shone on Starside since an age |ong
forgotten. And the Gate - and the world - noved! The world turned, all Sunside/Starside, turning
like a great wheel, and the sun rising ever faster over the barrier nountains. And the Wanphyri,
their lieutenants, creatures and all were seared in a nonment..

"And now, surely it nust be over? Wiy, with the turning of the world even the |ast aerie had
fallen like a felled giant, toppling onto the boulder plains! Al that remained of that great and
nmonstrous tower was its stunp, like a flat-topped nmound - or perhaps one of Ben Trask's "buttes?"
gl oomi ng on the horizon, while its vile body sprawl ed |like a corpse, crunbling in the newfound
| ight of Starside.

"In the far east and west, as far as nmen were yet to journey, the vanpire swanps were drying out,
cracking open in their beds, cleansed by the sun. And in all the Iength and breadth of
Sunsi de/ St arside, no vanpires existed - at least as far as nmen knew. But that didn't nean that nen
woul dn't keep watching, not while | lived, anyway!

"Nor was the transformation confined to the swanps. Water, presunmably rel eased fromthe Icel ands,
had brought great rains to the scrubland savannas, and showers even to the furnace deserts south
of Sunside's fertile belt, until the | and was green as far as the closest Thyre colonies. Al of
whi ch processes of an altered Nature, and others, would continue a while yet-

"-But not for |ong enough

"As for the Starside Gate: that was scarcely the om nous place it had been. For now it was the
centre of a lake, a constantly noving body of water diverted fromits source in your world, in
this world, Jake, and driven by its own weight into Starside. And the wornhol es around the CGate -
or "energy channels,” as Ben Trask calls them which wound through solid rock to the first or
"primal" Gate, the white sun deep in the belly of the crater - they had beconme whirl poo

si nkhol es, diverting the waters of the |lake a second tine and returning themto the Refuge at
Raduj evac in this world, Earth, and on into the Danube. Thus nothing was |ost, and nothing gai ned.
"But what a wonder! That fountain of light, reaching up a hundred feet into the Starside night,
lit up by the Gate glowing in its core, and raining its soft white waters on the land and into the
| ake! Moreover, it had closed off both routes out of and into Sunside/ Starside, which preserved
the integrity of both worlds ..

"And so things stood, for one and a half of your years - Earth years, that is - and seventy of ny
days, for the sun rose nuch higher now and the days were | onger yet. Wll, at least in the new
begi nning. But it wasn't destined to stay that way.

"Man can't master Nature, Jake. O if he does his reignis
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short. What Nathan and the nmen of E-Branch had done was against Nature ... what? To nobve a worl d?
And sl ow but sure the lure of the white sun, its strange gravity, began to turn us northwards
again. The days grew shorter, the sun sank ever |ower, and Starside's shadows | engthened as
before. The rains retreated, seasons we had known but briefly nmerged into one, the savannas wlted
away to their usual russets and yellows. N ghtly the rimof the barrier nountains showed nore
stars, flowing back into position fromthe north, and once again the grim Northstar, which had

al ways shone on Karenstack, rode high in the Starside sky.

"But were the Szgany di smayed? O the trogs in their caverns, or the desert-dwelling Thyre? Not a
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bit of it! The trogs had detested the surplus of light; it destroyed their nushroomfarmnms and
irritated their skins and nmoon-white eyes. The Thyre in their subterranean col onies had been hard
put to build barriers against unseasonal flood waters that coursed along their river routes. And
the Szgany? We had enj oyed our pernanence of climate; what need had we of seasons, when the trees
were ever in fruit? But with the world turned ... even the foliage - the flora? - had suffered.
Too much sun in the one season, a surfeit of rain in the next, and colder air in the third.
"And now back to normal, except there was no nobre scourge, no nore vanpires, no nore Vanphyri .
They' d been erased forever out of our world and the Szgany could sleep easy in their beds and not
fear for their lives and the blood of their |oved ones. Wy, we night even begin to explore those
|l ands and territories previously forbidden to us - Starside itself, perhaps! And the great |akes

or oceans that lay north of the boul der plains. And those unknown |ands to east and west of the no-
| onger "barrier" nountains, beyond the dried-out swanps and the Great Red Waste; for it would take
time for the swanps to revert. And the Thyre were no | onger un-men but nei ghbours - we val ued

their friendship and had determined to share with themall the "technol ogy" that Nathan had

brought us fromthe Hell-Lands. Ah, how perfect it all seemned!

'Gand schemes and grander dreans, aye. 'Ah, Jake, but my seer's blood told ne it wouldn't be so
And | fretted while | waited ...

"There are myths and there are legends. A nmyth is a story cone down the ages, so changed by its re-
telling over and over that that we may no longer say if it is true or sinply a story. One such
myth was Shaitan the Unborn - until he becane reality. A |legend, on the other hand, is sonething
much closer in tine. Alegend is not so old that it has lost its authenticity.

"Here in your world, Jake, you have a saying: "he's a living |l egend." Do you see what | nean? A
thing - usually a man or worman - that attains |egendary status even in its, his or her own
lifetime. But |egends are generally older than that, if not as old as nyths. In Sunside, our days
being so long, the Szgany use them as a nmeasure much as you use years. And we have a | egend that
dates back twenty-five thousand sun-ups. Not as |long as your history, no, but still five hundred
years. Onh, yes, | have | earned your nunbering system | pride nyself that |'ve | earned nany

t hi ngs, even though |I've no use for them on Sunside.

"But five hundred years ago in nmy world, there were three Great Vanpires unlike any others before
or since. And they were | egends. Two of themwere Lords (for now, the time being, let's say that
they were Lords, past tense) and the other a so-called "Lady". But Vavara, believing her nane
potent enough in its own right, a warning enough in itself, scorned all titles and cognonens. The
nane itself would suffice, and she was sinply Vavara. And perhaps she was right. For see, even as
| speak that nanme - " Vavaaara" - so | shudder. Ugh!

"Not that she was ugly. On the contrary, she was incredibly beautiful - irresistibly so. And that
was Vavara's nenace: she was a beguiler, a spellbinder. It was a kind of hypnotism Jake, but by
no neans the sane as Grahanme McGlchrist's. Grahane uses a drug to enhance the authority of his

eyes and voice; his is a skill as opposed to a true Power. There again, who can say? Perhaps
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Vavara's hypnoti smwas just such a skill, but one enhanced out of all proportion by her vanpire

| eech, as all hunan senses are enhanced by vanpirism

"Trask's science has it that not only humans but all creatures possess |ures other than the purely
physical attractions efface and form But in humans the voice and the eyes are especially
inmportant in defining a person's - what, charism? Hah! But that is also a Szgany word, for
personality. Ben tal ks about pheronones, and chemi stry and such. But all | know of chemistry is
how to m x a decent gunpowder. And it's a damn hard thing to beguile a rocket, or silver shot from
doubl e barrel s!

" Anyway, and whatever this attraction is, Vavara had it. And again, perhaps Ben's right. For the
spel |l she cast over nen was stronger than her power over wonen, and usually fatal. Any nan who
took her fancy - whether a sinple Sunsider or even, on occasion, a Lord of the Wamphyri - he was a
goner. To resist Vavara was a wasted effort.

"So much for the witch. Now for the wizards: 'The other two were Lords, as | have said. Lord
Szwart was one, for he had taken his Szgany nane, by which the Szgany knew him Szwart, pronounced
like the German "schwartz," which nmeans bl ack. And black he was, blacker than night, black as the
bl ack heart of the |eech that enpowered him... but with what strange powers? |'ve said he was

bl acker than night: a totally inadequate description. Lord Szwart was the night!
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"Now, all of the Wanphyri are children of the night. Certainly they are, for they cannot bear the
sunlight. And because night is their elenent - because they are awake at night, and see and reve
and hunt at night - it is like a cloak they wear, disguising themeven fromthe nost keen-sighted
of men. On Sunside when vanpires were abroad in the forest, the Szgany would lie still in their
hi di ng pl aces and watch them pass. And sonetines when they passed a clinging nist would spring out
of the earth, by which you woul d know they were there; or perhaps the stars would blink as a shape
fl owed across them but you would not see whose shape it was,
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just a darkness in the | esser dark. And sonetines - oh, sonetines - the nmist and the shape woul d
cone close, closer, and sniff... and | augh

"But you rust excuse ne, Jake, the things of which | speak are not pleasant things. | may not

speak of them without remenbering ..

"Anyway, Lord Szwart's conmmand over the night was so nuch greater than any other's that when the
sun was down he was sinply invisible. He nade no msts, blotted no stars, and cast no shadows. Yet
he was seen, but only once, by a man of the Szgany - seen in a storm in a flash of lightning -
and then no nore. But the man who saw hi mwas a madman until his dying day, which wasn't long in
com ng. For he went into the woods to dig a hole to hide in, but never stopped digging! And when

finally the pit fell in on him he didn't cry out in his horror at being buried alive but only his
lunatic joy... for at last he was safe, and Lord Szwart coul d never get hi m now.

‘I do not know what Lord Szwart was. Only that he was Wanphyri

"Wich | eaves one other, and perhaps the nost dangerous of all. Lord Nephran Malinari - called

Malinari the Mnd, or sinply The Mnd - was a nentalist, a thought-thief, a nind-reader w thout
peer. None of the stripling telepaths in Ben Trask's E-Branch today woul d have stood a chance
against Lord Malinari in any battle of minds, nor all of themtogether. Let ne tell you howit was
with him

" Anong the Szgany, even nore so than in your people, there were weird talents. My own sixth sense -
my seer's blood - is but one exanple. But we had nentalists, too, and oneironmancers, and even nen
like an Goodly, aye, despite that their precognition was a dubious art at best. For it's as |'ve
said, there's a trace of the Wanphyri in all nen of Sunside; their taint lingers on, and |I fancy
it has carried over even into this world. But Malinari... was special. H's evil was special! Wy,
anong the Wanphyri thenselves, Lord Nephran Malinari had no friends. But don't
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let me mslead you, Jake: it's not that the Wanphyri were given to formng |lasting rel ationshi ps.

They weren't, but sone of themdid formalliances; well, occasionally. But never with Malinari the
M nd. How may a man trust, or remain on good terns, with a creature who knows his every thought,
who i s one step ahead of his every nove? The Wanphyri are devious, secretive... but how to keep

secrets fromsuch as Malinari?

‘Let himbut touch a man, a nmere touch of the fingertips, and it was as though the other's
thoughts flowed like water - or |like blood? - out of their owner and into the mind of Mlinari.
Ah, a vanpire with a difference: he slaked two kinds of thirst, the one for bl ood and the other
for know edge! No idle curiosity, Jake, but the lust for know edge itself. And once a thing was

| earned, Nephran Malinari never forgot it.

"But of course in Sunside/Starside, just as in this world, there were those who could not be read.

Be it strength of will, or sinply their nature, there was a wall in their nmnds no ordinary
ment al i st could ever breach. Ah, but Lord Malinari was no ordinary nmentalist. | have said his
touch opened the way. So it did, |like opening a damin a pent river. But if the soft brush of
fingertips would not suffice ... there was another way.

"Fingertips ... and the incredible strength of the Wanphyri ... Trask says it's their netanorphism
that allows themto punch stiffened fingers into a man's chest to nip his heart. | think so, too,
for it certainly wasn't brute force with Malinari. H's fingers were fluid, like liquid, allow ng
the exploration of a man's inner ear, or the sockets behind his eyes, or the brain itself. And
whenever The M nd stole a man's thoughts out of his very brain ... then he | eft nothing behind.
No, not even the will to live ..

"We're al nost done. What renmins is not for me to tell but for Ben Trask - in his own time, that
is.

"Just one nore thing. | spoke of Vavara, Lord Szwart, and

Malinari the Mnd in the past tense. For that's how | heard of them around canp fires when | was
a boy, as part of Sunside's |legends. The final part of the |legend had it that four hundred years

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (76 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:12 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

ago the rest of Starside's Lords and Ladies got together to be rid of them and it took all of
their strength and their fighting forces together to do it, to banish theminto the Icel ands.

"But five years ago - when Nathan and Trask's espers turned Sunside/ Starside towards the sun - it
appears that sone of the ice nelted. And if Vavara, Szwart, and Nephran Malinari were |ocked in
the ice, waiting out the long cold years ... ?

"That's Trask's explanation, anyway.

"And now we're done, for that's all | know of it, or all I"'mwlling to say for now ... except for
one final thing that |I'msure you' ve worked out for yourself: the fact that they're back, Jake.
Al three of those nonsters, they're back

"And that's the nature of Trask's mission. It's what he and his espers are pledged to do. For once
again there are vanpires on the | oose-

'-And no |l onger confined to Sunside/ Starside!’
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CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Trask's Story

When Jake | ooked up he was al one. Perhaps he'd been asleep by the end of Lardis's story, but he
didn't think so. It had gone in, all of it, and perhaps a lot nore than Lardis had actually said.
Weird, but that's howit had felt during the telling: as if Jake had been there on
Sunsi de/ Starside; as if he had known all or npbst of these things - the sights and sounds and
smells of Lardis's world - and had only needed the old gypsy's corroboration

But that was during the telling, and now it was all receding; the scenes that Lardis had painted
so i nadequately, which Jake's own m nd had col oured, and into which he'd inserted the finishing
touches, were just words instead of feelings, sensations ... enmptions? And all that was left was a
legend in its own right. Half of a | egend, anyway.

"You didn't tell nme everything...' Jake accused, before he fully realized that he was al one. Then
| ooking all around and feeling foolish, he stood up, tossed aside the dregs of coffee gone cold in
his cup, stretched the stiffness out of his linbs. It would be good to get some real sleep

soneti ne.

Suddenly the silence, the enptiness, the loneliness of the place had beconme oppressive, weighing
on him... until he spied novenment in the clunp of pale, stunpy trees between hinmself and the big
Ops truck. It was Ben Trask, dappled grey and green and gold in the partial shade of the trees,
headi ng hi s way.

"Jake?' Trask called ahead. He wasn't shouting, but in the clear norning air - the silence of the
near-deserted canpsite - sound carried a |long way. And draw ng cl oser, Trask asked, 'Did | hear
you tal king to soneone?

"Tal king to nyself,' Jake answered, rubbing at the stubble on his chin. 'Or naybe to one of your
ghosts - Lardis? That old nan has this strange effect on ne. He doesn't just tell a story but
takes ne with him Says his piece and | eaves ne there, then vanishes.'

' Sunsi de/ St ar si de?

Jake nodded. 'But he left a |ot out.

"He was told to,' Trask said. 'But that's okay... you can have the rest of it fromme. Mst of it,
anyway. And if there's stuff | |eave out, you'll just have to believe ne that there's a good
reason. Let's go to the Ops truck. It's going to get hot out here in the next hour or so, by which
time the chopper will be back and we can get on our way. Meanwhile, the Ops truck has air-
condi ti oni ng.

As they wal ked back towards the articul ated vehicle, Jake said, 'The stuff Lardis left out, | nean

apart fromthe technical stuff, or "science," as he calls it, was mainly to do with people. Harry
Keogh, of course, the nysterious Necroscope? But also his sons: The Dweller, Nestor, and Nathan
Huh! | | earned nore about Vavara, Malinari, and Szwart than about these human fi gures.

Trask | ooked at him but said nothing, and so Jake went on: 'That term Necroscope. It conmes up
time and time again. Now | know what a telescope is. "Tele" is fromthe Geek, right? Far, as in
far away? Li kewise "mcro"” in mcroscope, which obviously neans very small. But Necroscope? An

i nstrunent for seeing corpses?

"Sonmething like that,' Trask told him

"And that nekes sense to you?

"And to you, eventually,' Trask answered. 'I| hope.
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Jake shook his head. 'So it's your belief that this Harry Keogh, this Necroscope who sees dead
folks, is in nmy head? Now, | know |'ve tried asking this before, but what the hell is this guy?
Sonme ki nd of telepath?

Trask nodded. 'He was that, too, towards the end.
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"Was?' Jake frowned. 'Towards the end?'" Then he snapped his fingers. 'Ch, yes, and that's the
other thing. Lardis nentioned a bonb - a nuke? - that cane through the Gate into Starside. And
sonmehow got the inpression that Harry and this, er - this "changeling" son of his, The Dwneller? -
that they were there at the tine.'

They were approaching the steps at the rear of the big Ops vehicle. Trask paused in his striding
to take Jake's arm 'They were there/ he said, his voice hoarse now. 'And before you ask ne: no,
Harry didn't escape.'

"What ?' Jake said.

Trask clinbed the steps and nade to enter, then turned and | ooked back. 'Harry Keogh, Necroscope -
the original Necroscope - is dead and gone, Jake,' he said. 'In one way an incredible waste, and
in another a nerciful release, and probably a bl essing, too.'

' Dead?' Jake said, and was suddenly cold fn the full glare of the sun. ' Then how can-?

‘-Harry's gone/ Trask cut himshort. 'He's just another one of E-Branch's ghosts. But dead and
gone or alive and living in you, he has never been nore inportant to us than he is right now .. /
Inside the vehicle's Ops section, the Duty Officer and the pre-cog | an Goodly were seated within
the central control area. Liz was standing outside the desk, her elbows on its no-longer-cluttered
surface, her chin cupped in her hands. Apart from mi ni num servi ces-the permanent tel ephone array,
one small radio crackling with static, and a dimy-lumnescent wall screen - OQps had been nore or
| ess unpl ugged and deconmi ssi oned, however tenporarily.

The nmuted conversation tailed off awkwardly as Trask and Jake entered, but the Head of E-Branch
held up a hand and said, 'It's okay, | want all of you to stay. | have to speak to Jake, and
can't see any reason to | eave anyone out. lan, if | slip up and forget sone inportant detail
you'll be here to correct ne. And

Liz, there nay be the odd tidbit of information that's new to

you, too.'

He hitched hinmself up onto the desk, and Jake | et down one of the wall seats and sat opposite.
Then, without further pause, Trask told his part of the story.

"Jake, Lardis Lidesci has told you sonething about his world, a parallel world called
Sunsi de/ Starside by its inhabitants. He's told you about Vavara, Szwart - and Malinari, too. So by
now you know that these aren't just |egendary or nythical figures but a very real threat to
everyone in our world. They're here, biding their time, hiding out somewhere on Earth. Now, please
take that for granted and believe that it's so, for last night was a mere lesson - a priner, a
single leaf- out of the Geat Textbook of the enornous threat posed by the Wanphyri .

"So let's deal with it step by step. How they got here has to be the first question, that's

obvi ous.

"Five years ago the Gate in Perchorsk was closed. That was in large part Qustav Turchin's doing,
for which our thanks. But Turchin is only one nman, and Russia is a big place; the expansionist

el ement hasn't gone away; there are still plenty of powerful people in the former USSR who hanker
after the "good ol d days", when their satellite subordinates paid tribute to Mother Russia. So
whi | e Communi sm may have been wounded, its scars are quickly healing and the scene is set for a
resurgence. The Russians are rather well known for their capacity for the odd revol uti on now and
then, and their arnmed forces are now political factors in their ow right. Well, the fact is they
al ways have been, but never nore so than now.

"In E-Branch we all remenber how Turkur Tzonov, then head of the Opposition - our termfor the
USSR s answer to E-Branch - planned to take his partly nationalistic but mainly egonmani ac schenes,
along with a dedicated crack military unit, into Sunside/Starside to conquer it for Russia. But
Turchin had his own ideas about Tzonov's real notives, and so did we.
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Sunside/ Starside is rich in gold, far richer than the Yukon's Klondike in its heyday. And it's
not some kind of |ocalized notherlode: gold is conmon in the vanpire world, it can be found
literally anywhere. Working with Turchin, we tried to keep that a secret, too, for obvious
reasons. O maybe they're not so obvious, so |'d better clarify:

"Russia is broke. Her arny, navy, and air force are destitute,

or so close it nakes no difference. They can't even afford to

deconmi ssion their clapped-out nucl ear submarines and | eaking

m ssiles but have to dunp themin someone el se's backyard! But

Russia's generals, her admirals and air nmarshals are still very

power ful . Wien that lunatic Turkur Tzonov went into Starside

to get hinself killed, he left nany of his nen behind, trapped

in Perchorsk by Gustav Turchin's security forces. Tzonov had

promi sed his nen gold, and we all know what gold does to nen.

CGold is power, power corrupts, and ultimate power... ?

"So then, Sunside/Starside was literally one big goldm ne, and the only sure access was through
Perchorsk in Russia's Ural Muntains. Ch, it was blocked, flooded, that's true. But if you can
turn a tap on, you can also turn it off.

"Ckay, the rest of this can't be guaranteed as pure fact, but we're E-Branch and we do what we do,
and we're not usually very far wong. We keep our eyes and our ears - oh, and a |ot of other

equi prent - open, and try to keep up to date. And we al so have what Nathan Keogh told us. So it's
a patchwork quilt of sorts, but pretty accurate, we think ...

"Where was |? Oh, yes: the Perchorsk Gate was cl osed, but sonmebody wanted it open. Enter Russian
Internal Security, a mlitarized, updated KGB | ookal i ke headed by General M khail Suvorov. They
stepped in and did just that: diverted the Perchorsk damwaters back into the ravine and let the
Gate drain the conplex dry. Then they had to deci de who was going to expl ore Sunside/ Starside,
though "exploit" mght be a better word for it. But in any case, it didn't quite cone to that.
'More than eighteen nonths had passed since Turchin closed

the Gate, since when he'd had a hard tine fighting off Suvorov, who of course wanted it opened up
because he had heard runours about the gold. And Suvorov eventually won the fight, because Turchin
was over a barrel. Russia was in the red and Suvorov - who was very Red - had the answer: a huge
goldmine in a primtive world at the other end of an interdinmensional tunnel whose only accessible

entrance lay deep in the earth and deeper still inside Mther Russial

"Thus Turchin had very little choice: he could step aside and | et Suvorov get on with what he'd
prom sed would be a "linited" exploration, or Suvorov would tell all the hungry Russian people
about the unlimited wealth that their Premier was striving to deny them Well, we all know what
that woul d have nmeant ... only think back on the Kl ondi ke and you'll see what | nean. Everyone

woul d want a piece of the action. And renenber, QGustav Turchin knew sonethi ng about the horrors of
the vanpire world-knew as nuch if not nore than we do about what happened at Perchorsk in its
early days. Certainly he realized that the fewer people who entered the Gate, the smaller the odds
they'd bring sonmething back with them out of Starside. Sonething other than gold, that is ..

"And in all that time - some eighteen nonths - we'd had no word from Nat han Keogh, who of course
had made his home in Sunside. But how could we have heard fromhim since the Gates had been

cl osed? Ah, but Nathan had his own route to Earth, through the Mbius Continuum That's the place

where you go, Jake - er, between going places? - it's the darkness between | eaving one place and
arriving at the next.
"Ckay, | know that's not good enough, but nore |ater

" Anyway, Nathan probably had his own reasons for breaking contact with us, but it wasn't as if we
felt let down; indeed, without himwe'd have been in a hell of a nmess, "we" being our entire
world. It's bad enough that we have three of these nonsters here, but w thout Nathan we'd have had
an arnmy. Cone to think of it, lan and I wouldn't even be here right now to tal k about these

t hi ngs, and none of you would be here to hear what |'m saying.

186

187

Oh, you would probably still be here - sonewhere in the world - but not the way you are now. And
damm few ot her people, not as you know t hem

"Very well, Nathan's reasons for breaking contact: 'In turning his world and worki ng out a neans

of preserving its integrity - for it had been Nathan's idea to flood Perchorsk, not the Russian
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Premier's; Turchin was acting nmainly on Nathan's suggestion - he'd al so secured a neasure of

i sol ation for Sunside/Starside. Maybe he thought that if he left us al one we woul d | eave hi m and
hi s al one. He knew how far ahead we were technologically speaking ... | don't know, perhaps he
preferred to keep his people out of the rat-race? Al so, he wouldn't have forgotten that there were
sonme people who woul d continue to see his world as a threat despite all precautions, and he knew

they had the means to destroy it. And finally... there was all that gold, useless to the
Travel l ers except as a nalleable nmetal, but val uabl e beyond nmeasure on Earth. An irresistible lure
for the Hell-landers? - meaning you, ne, us - probably.

"Well, enough of that ... he sinply didn't contact us for whatever reasons. And during that samne

period of time Nathan's world was sw ngi ng back again, the shadows | engthening on Starside, and
the sun settling back into its old, accustoned orbit. And far beyond the boul der plains, under the
flutter and weave of strange auroras, a lot of the northern ice had nelted.

"Enter Szwart, Vavara, and Nephran Malinari. The only possible explanation is that they had been
|l ocked in the ice - or they had | ocked thenselves in the ice, preserving thenselves in suspended
ani mati on - when they'd been thrown out of Starside. Wanphyri, they could do it; they nust have
done it, deep-frozen thenselves, a handful of thralls, and however many flying creatures they'd
required to bear theminto the |Icelands when they were bani shed fromthe aeries of the Wanphyri.
The natural, or unnatural, tenacity of the vanpire.

"And neanwhile, here on this world, our world, we weren't even aware that M khail Suvorov and a
party of scientists,

geol ogi sts, and prospectors - not to nention a platoon of heavily arned Russian soldiers - had
entered Starside through the Gate in Perchorsk. Perhaps Turchin had been warned not to inform us;

I like to think so. O maybe he didn't want to, for that would have been to adnit his own

i mpotence in the matter. And he nust have been just as ignorant as we were of the return of the
Wanphyri. No way he coul d have known they were back in Starside.

" Nat han knew, though, and so did Lardis Lidesci. They knew because of the new spate of raids on
Sunsi de. Ah, but this time the Wanphyri didn't have it all their own way, not by any means. Nathan
had equi pped his people with sonme devastating Earth-type weaponry, and because of his know edge of
our technol ogy, Traveller "science" was |ikew se | eapi ng ahead. So that as quickly as Vavara and
Lords Szwart and Malinari were recruiting, building up their vanpire forces in the holl ow stunps
of the fallen aeries of the Wanphyri, Nathan and his Traveller fighting nmen were cutting them down
to size again. But while this resulted in some kind of stalemate, still Szgany |ives were being

|l ost, especially in the farthest corners of Sunside, in tribal territories that lay far beyond the
Li desci sphere of influence.

"Despite Nathan's ESP, those anazing powers that he'd inherited fromhis father, he couldn't

possi bly be everywhere at once. And even in Sunside/Starside, charity begins at hone. O course
his main concern was for the Szgany Lidesci, and he had his work cut out protecting them Part of
that work, which was of the utnpost inportance to Nathan, was to get the A d Lidesci and his wife,
Li ssa, safely out of there. For it's a fact that Lardis is an old man now - ol der than his years -
as a direct result of living nost of his life in the shadow of the Wanphyri. In his youth, life on
Sunsi de was no bow of cherries. Now Nathan would take over fromhim... just as soon as he'd
taken himout of harm s way.

"So let Lardis conplain all he wanted - and I'mtold he conplained quite a bit - Nathan gave him
no choice but sinply brought himand his wife to the supposed safety of our world. That's how he
got here, and why Lissa is in the care of our people
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i n London. Nat han woul d have protected his owmn wife, Msha, in the sanme way, but Msha wasn't
having it. She'd lost himtw ce before; if Nathan was going to be fighting the Wanphyri yet again,
she was going to be at his side. It's the same story for our own Anna-Marie English: Anna had
married a Traveller called Andrei Romani, and nade a life for herself caring for orphans of the

bl oodwars. She wasn't going to |l eave Andrei or the children behind without one hell of a fight.
And so she stayed

"Very well, but just weeks before Nathan, er, transported Lardis and Lissa to Earth, there was a
curious lull in vanpire attacks on Sunside. Wen they started up again, the three principa
survivors of four or five hundred years of frozen bani shment were no | onger in conmand of their
lieutenants, thralls, and warrior creatures - or rather, they no | onger acconpanied themin their
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raids on Sunside. In order to find out what was happeni ng, Nathan and his Szgany fighting nen
trapped a lieutenant, bound himto a cross with silver wire, and offered himthe usual choice: he
could talk and die a clean death with a crossbow bolt in his heart, or he could say nothing and be
| onered face down, undead and kicking, into a fire pit. He tal ked, died quickly, and then burned
There is no other way for a vanpire.

"As for what he said:

"Vavara and the others had intercepted strangers entering Starside fromthe Gate on the boul der

pl ai ns. There was a short, unequal battle - very short, for Suvorov's troops weren't prepared for
this; but then, who would have been? - and Lord Malinari was now "questioning" the handful of
survivors before they were sent to the provisioning... that is, before they were used and drai ned
by lieutenants and thralls, and their corpses turned to fodder for the beasts. For of course,
following Malinari's kind of interrogation, they wouldn't be very much good for anything else ...
Apparently stalled by sonmething in his story, Trask had paused. H's face was drawn and grey now,
hi s eyes sunken; he | ooked

far 'older than his years,' nuch as he'd described the A d Lidesci

The precog | an Goodly knew what was wong, and said, 'Ben, |I'll take it fromhere if you like.'
"No,' Trask husked. 'When Jake was under pressure, he told his own story. So it's only right |
tell mne. Hell, I've lived with it for alnost three years now ...' But still he took a few
seconds to straighten out his thoughts. Then

"Call it coincidence,' he continued, 'or naybe synchronicity, but Nathan arrived at E-Branch, in
Harry's room yes, just a little too late. He had Lardis and Lissa with him and a |ist of stuff
he wanted to take back with him But it was the middle of the night and there was only a skel eton

staff; and I ... was already on ny way in, driving like hell through the enpty, cold night
streets. God only knows how many red lights |I'd crashed.
"Wy was | in such a hurry? Because of a dream- a bloody nightmare - a feeling that sonething was

wong. No, it was nmuch nore than just a feeling: the sure know edge that sonething was definitely
wong. My espers: how often had | heard it fromthemthat their talents were a curse? Mne, too,
supposed, when | had to sit and listen to rapists, paedophiles and rmurderers trying to talk their
way out of jail, sit there reading their Iies and knowing that in fact they were col d-bl ooded
killers, nolesters and defilers. But not once, until that night, had | really considered ny tal ent
a curse. And | can well understand how you felt, lan, seeing the future in a dream but not
knowing it was nore than a dreanmn

"For that's how it had been with me: just a dream but oh-so-much nore than a dream And | ... it
had been "a hard day at the office"... 1'd just lain there, tossing and turning, reading the truth
of the dammed thing but unable to wake up, until she told me to. God...!" And again he paused.

But this tine, before Goodly could speak up again: 'It was Zek, nmy wife!' Trask blurted it out.
'She was at the Refuge in Romania, where for a fortnight the outflow fromthe underground river
had been alnbst at a standstill. The regular crew at Radujevac coul dn't
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understand it, but since it coincided with low winter rainfall patterns right across Europe,

that's what they put it down to

" Anyway, that's not why she was there. Zek is - she was - a telepath of the highest order. But she
was nore than that. No one who ever net her could fail to be inpressed by ny beautiful Zek. Harry
Keogh hinmsel f, Jazz Sinmons, Lardis Lidesci... even the Lady Karen, they'd all been won over by
Zek. And those poor Romani an kids at the Refuge, sone grown into nen now, but still suffering from
deep psychol ogi cal traumas dating back to Ceau8escu's tinme; of course she nmust try to help them
She could get inside their ninds, track down their problens, even try to cancel them out.

Sormetimes it worked, other tines she cried.

"And she was crying in nmy dream crying out to me, to her husband, who knew he was only

ni ght mari ng yet at the sane tine knew he wasn't, but in any case couldn't do a damm' thing about
it. And despite what was happening to her, or about to happen, Zek was getting through to ne in
the only way left to her

"It wasn't the first time. Once before she'd contacted nme telepathically. That was in May 2006,
when she was with Nathan in the Mediterranean, nore specifically the lonian. They'd gone to Zante -
or Zakynthos, the island of Zek's birth, fromwhich she'd taken her name - so that she could,

wel |, pay her respects to Jazz Si mons who was buried there. Jazz had been Zek's first husband. ..
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he was dead of natural causes. But Turkur Tzonov's people were tracking Nathan to kill him And
since Zek was with himthey'd kill her, too. It was while they were trying to kill her that she'd
contacted nme, and for a nonment | had experienced all that she was feeling. | had known what it was

like to die. But she hadn't died, because that's when Nathan di scovered the Mbius Continuum and
used it to bring her back to E-Branch

"In ny nightmare, it was the same again, Zek in her - CGod, her extrene of terror! - knowing it was
over, yet trying to get through to nme, to let ne know what was happening. In one way it was a cry
for hel p, which she nust have known | couldn't possibly answer, and in another it was this

i ncredi bly brave wonan, passing on everything she knew about, about..

"It came thick and fast; telepathy is like that, conveying a lot nore than nmere words. Wat's that
ol d saw about a picture being worth a thousand words? Well, it's true enough; | saw half of it in
pictures and half in thoughts, mnd to mind. Al of it while | tossed and turned and - dam ny
dreans forever - while | slept on

'One of the Refuge's nmaintenance nen, a New Zeal ander called Bruce Trennier, was down in the sunmp -
the subterranean river's exit or resurgence - exam ning the system of hydroelectric barriers and
the turbine that powered the Refuge during the Romani an rainy season. H s being down there was
partly in connection with the fall-off in the outflow, and partly because his instrunmentation

i ndi cated that something wasn't right down there. The system hadn't been entirely reliable since
the tinme when CM - Conbined Mlitary Intelligence, disbanded now, thank goodness - nade their

bi ggest-ever m stake and blew it up

"Anyway, Trennier was in contact by landline with the Refuge's night staff, and he'd told them he
was opening a dry inspection duct to go into the actual cave of the resurgence. He'd thought that
per haps sonet hi ng was cl oggi ng the works in there. And sonething was - a dead vampire |ieutenant,
his body ramred into the pipe that nonitored the fl ow

"Cbviously Vavara, Szwart and Malinari had been trying to get sonmeone's attention, and they'd
succeeded. And Trenni er had provided themwith a way out.

"Wll, the rest is sheer conjecture. I'mtrying to renmenber all of this froma dream after all
and it's a dream|'ve tried so hard to forget! And even at the tine it was fragnentary, as dreans
usual ly are; and Zek, my Zek ... she wasn't at her best. But who would be in her ... in her

situation?

Once again Trask fell silent, choking on his own enotions. In a little while, when Liz quietly
inquired if she should make coffee, he sinply nodded. Then for a time no one said anything, not
even Jake ...
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Zek' s Passing

It was several minutes before Trask could continue, but eventually: 'Let me try to tell it the way
| saw or received it/ he said. "It was night at the Refuge, two hours ahead of our time in London
Zek had been awakened by her pager, a call fromone of the two-man ni ght-nursing staff. Bruce
Trenni er was al ready down in the sunp; whatever the trouble was, he'd said it couldn't wait. The
forecast said heavy rain, and the resurgence was prone to flash-flooding. If there was a bl ockage,
the pressure could create all kinds of fresh problens down there.

"Whi ch was why he had gone down at night, with a tool box, a powerful torch, and an ancient,
battery-powered | andline tel ephone that was probably on the blink, because contact was weak and
intermttent. But even before Zek got to the duty room she sensed that somethi ng was wong. Not
with Trennier, you understand - for she didn't even know about him- but just generally wong. Zek
was a very strong telepath, as |'ve said, and there was ... what? A presence? A probing in the
psychi c aether? Sone kind of interference? Watever, sonething wasn't right with the "static"

the termused by telepaths to define the background hiss and babbl e of thoughts enitted by the
peopl e around them - and it was something she'd never experienced before.

"Now, in E-Branch we have rules: we don't use our talents on each other, never. Myself, | have an
excuse: ny thing' s autonmatic,

as was Darcy Clarke's before ne. Darcy wasn't in charge of what he did - in fact, he didn't do
anything - his thing sinply took care of him He was a deflector, the opposite of accident-prone,
as if sonme kind of guardian angel was constantly on duty |ooking after him Darcy coul d have
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crossed a nminefield in snowshoes w thout getting hurt, except his talent wouldn't have let him

But don't think it nade himcareless. On the contrary, he used to switch off the power before he'd
even change a light bulb! O naybe that was just another formof his talent in action

"My thing is the sane: if sonmeone lies to me | can't help but knowit. It's not that | want to,

not every tinme, it's just something that happens. But a telepath has a choice: to tune in on the

t houghts of others or sinply to ignore them And nost telepaths can turn the static down or even
switch it off. Wiich is just as well, or they'd never get any sl eep

"So in E-Branch we don't nmess with each other. Let's face it, it has to be the easiest way to | ose
friends. If your partner is in a bad nood, you really don't want to know that you're pissing him
of f just by being in the same room

"But Zek ... she was the sane with everyone. At work - in the foreign enbassies, or working
crimnal cases - she was the best. Qutside of work, she switched off; she wasn't interested in the
many perverse little thoughts that are flying around out there. And it was the sane at the Refuge.
She had enough on her plate just working with those poor sick kids, |et alone probing the m nds of
her coll eagues. And incidentally, she was the only esper out there. It's quite some tinme since E-
Branch mai ntai ned any real presence in Radujevac.

"I mention these things so you'll see why she didn't immediately switch on to the truth of what
was going on. Zek didn't use her talent as a matter of course, only where it was needed. And as
for Trennier being down in the sunp: she didn't find out about that until she'd reached the duty
room And even then she wasn't much bothered. Not at first.

"For that wasn't the reason she'd been woken up; no, that was
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because, being E-Branch, she was the Senior Oficer in situ at that time. And any problemwith the
kids, the Senior O ficer had to be informed. That's what it was, the kids. And as far as Zek was
concerned - half-awake and all - that's all it was. But they were really going to town. O rather,
they weren't. That's what was wong with the static: not that its flow had been interrupted, but
that it just wasn't there. It was as if... as if the kids had all cone awake at the sane tine and
were listening to sonething. But listening intently, to the exclusion of everything else. And

what ever it was they could hear ... they didn't nuch like it.

' That was why they were using their pagers, every last one of them also why the duty rooms

swi tchboard was lit up like a Christrmas tree, and why Zek had been woken up and called in for her
opi ni on.

"But she didn't get to voice that opinion, for as she entered the duty room and saw t he

swi tchboard, two things happened sinultaneously. One: she reached out with her nmind - to one of
the kids, a case she'd been working with and knew intimately - and two, the ol d-fashioned |andline
tel ephone jangl ed and went on jangling. O course it was Trennier, but a damed insistent

Trenni er.

"First the kid, a Romani an orphan of maybe ei ghteen years. Zek broke into his mnd ..

... And soneone was there! Not just the kid, but someone, sonething, else. Something incredibly
intelligent, that crawl ed and observed and was thirsty for know edge, sonmething that felt |ike
cold slime, and left a cold, cold void behind it! And when Zek's talent touched it, she "felt" a
recoil, and then a question - "Wo?" - as whatever it was tried to fasten on her, too.

' Then she was out of there, snatching her thoughts back as if they'd contacted a live wre,

cl osing them down and erecting her nmental barriers as things began to nake sense.

"By which tinme one of the duty nurses was answering Trennier's call. This was a mal e nurse, one
who Zek knew to be solid as a rock; but as he listened to Trennier's hysterica

babbl i ng over that tinny old tel ephone wire, so his eyes wi dened and his nouth fell open

' Zek took the phone fromhim told himto go and see what was wong with the kids. The other nurse
had already left, and now she was on her owmn - well, except for the terrified voice of Bruce
Trennier, reaching up to her fromthe sunp.

"He told her about the body in the nonitor pipe, said that it had been shoved, or crushed, all the
way in, alnost its full length. But despite the awesone force that nust have been exerted to cram
it in there head first - because the pipe was only eighteen inches in dianmeter, and the nale
figure was... Ug-there was still some kind of horrible life init; the feet kept twi tching! And
that wasn't the worst of it. Whoever or whatever had done this awful thing was still down there.
Trenni er had heard sonet hing, and he'd seen novenent in the inky darkness between him and the open
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duct!

" And now Zek knew beyond a doubt what was happening here. She didn't want to believe it, but she
knew anyway. In the eye of her m nd, suddenly she could see the whol e story: sonething had
happened to stop the water flow ng from Perchorsk, and the Starside Gate was open again. It was
the only possible explanation. The children were feeling the influence of whatever Trennier was
experi encing, and the "darkness" between himand his only escape route had to be, could only be-
"-Wanmphyri! How didn't matter, but they were back. Back in our world this tine, and Bruce Trennier
was down there with them And the kids... their vulnerable mnds had been discovered and expl ored
by nore powerful mnds, or one nore powerful mnd at least. Sensing it as mce sense a cat, the
orphans had reacted - not without justification. Know ng the Wanphyri, Zek knew that their
thoughts were terrible things - knew al so that the cat was already bunching its nuscles, preparing
to spring.

"Her mind nust have flown every which way. Her responsibilities to the Refuge, the children, E-
Branch... even to nme, God damm it! The fact that out of the Refuge's double handful of staff she
was the only one who knew anyt hi ng about the Wanphyri
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And the sure know edge that if they broke into the Refuge, into Romania, the world, then the

ni ghtmare would be on us all over again. Al of these things galvanizing Zek into activity. But
the right or wong activity - who could say? She only knew she nmust do sonet hi ng.

"And how to tell Trennier, still hysterical on the phone, that he was al ready as good as dead or
changed forever, so perhaps he'd care to volunteer his own life for the sake of everyone el se's?
For Zek knew somnet hi ng about the Refuge that no one else, not even the New Zeal ander, the

engi neer, knew that sone years ago E-Branch had installed the | ast of several fail-safes, and
down there in the sunp there was a way to close this end of the |oop for good.

" Power ful explosive charges in the ceiling of the cavern: a blast sufficient to bring down the
roof of the place and seal it permanently. And we woul d have done it |ong since, but the Gates
were closed and the Wanphyri gone and we needed the turbine to power the Refuge.

"There were two switches that had to be thrown, one inside the sunp to armthe charges, and the
other outside the reinforced concrete barrier that sealed the resurgence and channelled its
waters: the exterior switch triggered the thing, obviously. But also, as a sensible safety
precaution, there was a fifteen-mnute delay after both swi tches had been thrown. And | ast but not
| east by way of safety, both hatches had to be | ocked fromthe outside - in fact, they could only
be | ocked fromthe outside - before the electrical circuit could conplete itself.

' Zek cal med Trenni er down as best she could, gave himdirections to the switchbox, told himto
throw the switch and get out of there (if he was able) - but she kept that |ast reservation to
herself. For there was no tinme, no way she could begin to explain her fears about the Wanphyri .
Not that the New Zeal ander woul d have understood; he was in too nuch of a funk. And who woul dn't
be, trapped in the dark with the Uterly Unknown? At |east Zek had given him sonething to go on
instructions of a sort.

" Then she hit the alarnms, woke the staff, told themto take the kids and nove out - all of this
taking very little tinme and none of it naking too nuch sense to anyone except Zek, who just didn't
have tinme to explain.

"And in that chaos of blaring alarnms and puzzled, sleepy staff colliding with each other, and
scared ki ds awake and crying in their roons, the rest of it was up to Zek. Now she nust mnake her
way to the basenment, set the trigger, and wait at the open hatch for the engineer to come through -
and hope that it was only the engi neer who canme through - before she closed the hatch and | ocked
it, conpleting the connection that would bl ow the sunp and whatever else it contained to hell.
"But if it wasn't the New Zeal ander who cane through, what then? My God! What a ni ght nare!

"And now maybe you'll forgive ne that |'ve tried to forget all this, all the panic and sweaty
horror of it as Zek, ny Zek, rushed to the basenment |evels, clinbed down into the nowsilent
engi ne room and made her way down a spiralling steel staircase into the belly of the Refuge, to
the reinforced concrete floor whose underside was the nan-nade ceiling in the natural cavern of
the resurgence. In normal circunstances that floor woul d have been trenbling to the throb of
pressured water, but the water was a trickle now and the place no | onger vibrated.

"There, in that cellar-1like roomwhich now seened vaguely threatening, a pair of cylindrica
turrets stood up knee-high fromthe floor. The carbon-steel hatch of one of them had been laid
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back on nmssive hinges, revealing a dark throat that was nmore threatening yet. But |ooking around
and seeing a niche in the wall, and a shelf bearing an extension tel ephone handset, Zek believed
she knew how to approach this thing.

"First and forenost there was the hatch: it must be closed, and immediately. If Trennier was on
his way out ... he would go through hell when he found the hatch | ocked. But there was nothing
else for it, and it was only a tenporary neasure. And trying not to think of the New Zeal ander's
terrible situation, Zek
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wasted no time but closed the hatch, |ocked its wheel, then ran to the open end of the cavern
where concrete steps took her down to the ancient bed of the resurgence.

"Fromthere she clinbed rusting iron rungs to a place high in the wall of the cavern, where a deep
crevice housed the trigger's waterproof switch. It was stiff- probably a little rusty - but she
managed to throw it anyway, then rapidly retraced her route back to the enpty, echoi ng basenent.
"By now Zek was feeling shaky: the conbination of fear and frantic physical activity had al nost
exhausted her, but at last the stage was set. By now, too, Trennier should be battering on the

cl osed hatch... but wasn't. And if by now he'd thrown that switch, he only had eight to ten

m nutes to get out of there.

"Zek had an automatic pistol. Ever since being attacked on Zante, she'd been in the habit of
carrying a gun; | don't think I need nention what kind of amrunition she used. Now, preparing her
weapon, she stuck it in her wai stband and took up the dusty tel ephone fromits shelf in the wal
niche. Neglected, its battery was dead, but its generator handle twirled readily enough. In a
monent she had Trennier on the other end of the line.

' The New Zeal ander was still in a state - even worse than before - and he hadn't done what Zek
required of him OCh, he'd found the switch in its secret place, but he hadn't thrown it. Trennier
wasn't a stupid man. An engi neer, he'd taken one look at that switch and known that the sunp was
rigged for destruction. Knowi ng Zek, however, he was pretty sure that wasn't going to happen while
he was in there, but still he wasn't taking any chances. And in a panting whi sper, he denmanded to
know what was going on, what it was all about, and what it was that was keeping himsilent but
observant conpany down there? Sonething was watching him he felt sure.

"She couldn't tell him could only tell himonce again to throw the switch and get back to one of
the ducts - either one, it made no difference - and clinb out of there. As long as they stayed in

contact, she would know it was himand no other; she wouldn't shoot him as he energed.

"But telling himthat was a mistake. No ot her? Wat other or others was Zek goi ng on about? What
did she know that Trennier didn't? Ohers that needed shooting? thers that were capabl e of
stuffing a big man into an ei ghteen-inch pipe? Wiat in hell were the nurdering things down there
inthe dark with him in the sunp? But no, she needn't bother to tell him And fuck the switch
He'd be going back to the duct right now - and up through the hatch

- and God hel p anyone or anything that got in his way!

"Zek yelled into the phone then, screaned into it to get his attention, and finally she got it;
but she knew she had to be hard on him It was the only way. And so she told himabout the

hat ches, how they were cl osed and she wasn't going to open one until she was sure he had thrown
that switch! Oh, Zek knew she would | et himout anyway, however it went, but she daren't let him
see that.

"And so he did it, threw the switch; and Zek knew he had, because she'd reached out to himwth
her tel epathy and "seen" himdo it! And now there were just fifteen mnutes to go ...

"But in reaching out to Trennier, she had opened her m nd

- and it wasn't only his thoughts that cane through the breach. Then, however briefly, she found
herself listening to sonething else, the Thing that had terrified the children. It was a fleeting
experi ence, nonentary, but all the sane it chilled her nmind |like a blast out of some frozen hell:
" "Ahhh, see! Now he nmakes a nove. Now he flees this place, and in so doing shows us the way out..
."That rmuch and no nore, before Zek closed her nmind again. But nore than enough, surely? Panicked,
Bruce Trennier was on his way... and how many of the Wanphyri were foll ow ng on behind hinf

"But it also showed a degree of uncertainty on their part - showed that they weren't entirely sure
of what they were up against in this world - for they hadn't sinply taken Trennier and nade him
show them t he way out. Wat would that cold
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Thi ng have | earned, for exanple, fromthe damaged m nds of the Refuge's children? Nothing, except
per haps sonething of the caring warnth and attention of the Refuge's staff. But that in itself

m ght have been seen as a weakness, for on Starside such children woul dn't have been spared.
Mentally - and frequently physically - unfit, their only use would be as fodder for the beasts.
Even on Sunside the Szgany woul d have thought tw ce before accepting such burdens, especially
under threat fromthe Wanphyri. Wat could such children be, except an enornous hindrance? Yet
here they were cared for? It spoke volunes for the inhabitants of Earth, but mainly that they were
soft, riddled with unnecessary guilt, self-doubt, and pity for their society's underdogs. But in
St arsi de underdogs were eaten

"What Zek didn't know, of course, was that Vavara and the others - had al ready seen somet hi ng of
Earth's awesone firepower. At the Starside Gate, they'd clashed with General M khail Suvorov's
men: an unequal battle, yes, but at the tine they'd been an army. Now there were just the three of
them plus a handful of |ieutenants. Not only that, but Malinari also knew that at |east one of
this world' s inhabitants was a powerful telepath. Wile she wasn't of his order (but then again

who was?) still she was proof that the Hell-Lands weren't entirely defencel ess.
"The minutes ticked by, and Zek was on tenterhooks. Five mnutes, six, seven. Even if she returned
to the dry bed of the resurgence and clinbed up to the crevice with the switch, still she wouldn't

be able to reverse the process now. The clock was ticking and nothing could stop it, and the only
way to delay it would be to open one of the hatches, a tenporary neasure and definitely the nost
dangerous of all.

' The basement was |it by half a dozen naked Iight bulbs in the ceiling. Since these were powered
by a small energency generator, their light was less than reliable. Through all of what she had
been doi ng, Zek had worked in the flicker of these weak |ight sources, all the while conscious of
the Refuge's foghorn alarns, their nuted blare carrying down to her through concrete floors

and steel stairwells. Yet in a way the sound had conforted her, and even the flickering |ights had
rem nded her of the world above, its relative sanity.

"Now it seenmed soneone was intent on denying her even these small conforts. For suddenly the

al arns ceased, and at the sane tinme the lights burned Iow, held for a nonent, and went out. It
could only be that up there in the chaos of the Refuge, soneone had turned the alarnms off. Woever
it was, he had inadvertently hit the basenment |ight switch, too.

"And now there were only a few minutes |left before the sunp erupted in death and destruction. Zek
couldn't even be sure she herself was safe there in the basement, |let al one Bruce Trennier in the
sunp. And she was tenpted to reach out to himyet again and see what progress he'd nmade. She woul d
have done so - but that was when the tel ephone jangl ed.

"Mercifully she'd thought to take a small torch down there with her. Three paces took her to the

niche with the tel ephone, and in another nonent she was asking: "Bruce ... are you alright? Were

on earth are you?"

" "At the foot of the duct,"” he answered, and his voice was one |ong shudder. "I've been dodgi ng
God, Things!! catch themin nmy torch beam and they just sort of nelt aside! But | can fee

themthere in the darkness. One of them... it doesn't seemto have a shape! It collapses in ny

torch beam flows, reforms. And Zek - God, Zek - they nake ny flesh creep!"”

' "Bruce, conme up," she told him "But as quick as you can, and I'Il let you out."

"And then another slow minute until she heard hi m bangi ng on the hatch that she'd cl osed. A nonent
to spin the wheel, her heart hanmering and breath coming in panting gasps; the silence absol ute,
the darkness, too, except where her torch beamsliced into it. She hauled on the hatch, and he
pushed from bel ow, and in that |ast nonent she thought to reach out to him touch himwth her

nm nd. And she did-

"-But his mnd was a blinding white agony, and his single
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t hought was a screamthat shrank even as it pierced her, gradually disappearing into the distance
of mental oblivion! And as it ran and ran, with nowhere to hide, still it echoed her nane: "Zek!-
Ah} Zek!- Zekkk! - Zekkkk! - Ah, Zek-k-k-k-kf Until it was gone. Then: 'Zek's strength was as
furious as her fear as she tried to slamthe heavy lid on Trennier. For in fact it was the New
Zeal ander - his head and shoulders - energing fromthe hatch. But it wasn't his mnd that drove
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him it wasn't his nuscles propelling himup out of the darkness, for pain had robbed hi m of

consci ousness and all its attendant skills. Try to picture it. H's body rising up, |oose arns
flopping up over the rim blind eyes staring, back ranrod straight. The engineer was |ike sone
grotesque puppet... he was a grotesque puppet.'

" For soneone had an armup inside him at full stretch, and that someone's hand was gripping his
spine frominside, holding himupright! A glove-puppet, yes, as he folded in the mddle to topple
out of the turret, and another's head and shoul ders cane into view But such an O her!

"Zek's | egs were rubber, her hand, too, where she forced it to reach for the gun in her waistband.
She was stunbling backwards, away fromthis scene of utternpst horror, yet every nove she made was
in sone kind of dreadful slownotion. And the figure in the hatch wenching its crimson armfrom
Trennier's body... blood flying, splashing Zek's face in a red slap ... yellow eyes burning on
her, seeming to burn into her, their cores blazing scarlet in a noment. They were |like the hol es
in a Hallowe' en nask, those eyes, but they were alive!

"He - it - came out of the hatch in one flowi ng novenent, while another figure rose up behind him
all of this happening in a surreal slownotion that was sinply a trick of Zek's mind. For in fact
it was very fast, and in her extrene of nunb, gnawing terror, alnobst too fast to follow

' She snapped out of it, put her hands together, aimed with the torch and the gun both. But even as
she pulled the trigger, that bloodied arm swept the gun aside, sent it flying, and the torch

too. And a cold wet hand caught at her wists, trapping both of themin its icy grip ...'

Trask had paused. Hi s eyes were staring, unblinking. Gaunt and grey, he seened to have coll apsed
down into hinself alittle.

When a crackle of static sounded fromthe radio, the Duty Officer gave a start. But then a tinny
voi ce was heard, reporting the jet-copter's progress. 'Bird One to base ... ETA twenty to twenty-
five mnutes, over.'

"Roger, out,' said the D.O into his hand-set. That served to bring Trask out of it, and:

"l suppose |I'd better finish it,' he said. And in a little while, |acklustre and robotic, but

i nured now, he carried on

"Understand, this wasn't nmy dream- not all of it - though I'msure that parts of it were. \Wat
I'"ve told you so far is ny ... ny reconstruction of the so-called "Radujevac incident," as |'ve
pictured it time and tinme over in nmy mnd s eye, and in my current nightmares. It's built out of
details that Nathan Keogh gave us, out of ... God, evidence ... that we found at the Refuge, and
lastly out of Zek's telepathic contact with me, while I lay tossing and turning during her fina
noment s.

"Her final nonents, yes ..

'"For that was when she knew it was over, when that bastard thing Malinari trapped her wists,
gripped themin his freezing cold hand, and sniled his dreadful snmile at her. Smiled at Zek

i nclined his head, and began reading her Iike a book. But every page as he absorbed it was torn
out, discarded, went fluttering into oblivion. And knowing it was over, that was when she
contacted me. Once before she'd done it, when she'd thought she was dying. But this tinme she was
dyi ng.

"In ny nightmare | saw his face. Handsone, yes, but a vacant sort of beauty, superficial
cosnetic. Lord Malinari |ooked as he willed hinself to | ook, young but not too young, dark but not
too dark, thirsty and... and no way to hide it. G eedy for know edge,
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and the power it would bring. Zek's know edge, which she wasn't going to give himw thout a fight.
"At first she didn't look at him could only stare at poor Trennier, spraw ed on the floor in his
own bl ood, his face alternating between glaring white and shadow, white and shadow, as her torch

rocked to a standstill close by. At his bul ging eyes, his gaping nouth. Poor Trennier, raped and
dead. But-

""Ah, no," said Malinari the Mnd, in a voice |ike bubbles bursting on a pool of oil. "Not dead
but undead, or soon to be. He knows things - of netals, nmachines and engines - and | woul d know
them too. But you ... the things thatjyow know are of far greater interest. Mreover, | see that

I amnot the first of ny kind that you have known."

"Zek could feel her know edge slipping fromher - slithering out of her and into him like a
greasy rope in a tug-o' -war - and she fed her thoughts to ne that nuch faster. But Malinari would
not be denied; he read her tel epathic nessages, too, interpreting themas best he mght. As for
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her know edge:

"It was as if Zek's past, her nenories, her understanding of the world ... as if it were all iron
filings, and Malinari's m nd a vast nmagnet drawi ng them out of her. But she fought - oh, how she
fought - so that what cane to me was of the nmonent, not of the past, as she allowed nme to see how
it was, and explained in a kal ei doscope of telepathic scenes how it had been for her, and how if
woul d be for the world if | didn't receive her warning.

"But she knew that it couldn't go on - couldn't be allowed to go on - for he was taking too much,

and if she let himhe'd get it all. About ne, E-Branch, our espers, their talents Mlinari would
get it all, if she let him

"By now the others were up out of the sunp: Vavara, incredibly beautiful in Zek's mind, lit by her
own radiance, alluring so as to further weaken Zek by her presence. And | saw her, but I'll spare

you any description because | know that any description would be false. For the beauty of a
vanpire Lady is literally skin deep. Let ne just say this: nmpbst wonen-young wonen, especially
those of great
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beauty-woul d hate her; they would be irresistibly attracted to her, but they'd hate her. And even

the nost blase man, a man drained by his excesses, sated to his full neasure, would lust after

Vavar a

"And finally Lord Szwart. A darkness ... a flow ng, oozing sonething ... a shape wthout a shape
the ultimate in nmeta-norphism.. scorning any fixed formfor the constant, ongoing, unceasing

mut ati on of protoplasmwhich was his existence. A fly-the-light, but nore so than any other G eat

Vanpire: the closest conparison we could nmake woul d be Nat han Keogh's description of Eygor

Killglance of Madmanse in Turgosheim in a vanmpire world. But where Eygor was made of flesh and

bone

- albeit the flesh and bones of others - Szwart was of a far nore el enental material. And nost of

it was darkness.

"Vavara, seeing Zek drawn up agai nst Nephran Malinari, and jealous of any naturally attractive

wonman, said, "Take what you will and finish it." Her voice was beautiful as her Iying form as

ugly as her words. And Szwart's was a hiss of air driven out through tenporary lungs specifically

created, as on the spur of the nonment, to enabl e speech

""Aye, get done with it. There are young ones up above .... sweet nmeat for the taaaking ... and a

world entire to conquer." But:

" "No, ah no," said Malinari, and noved his slender hand to Iift Zek's chin. "She fights ne with a

will of iron, and | desire what's in there." And to Zek - and through her to me - "Do you know,

the eyes are the wi ndows of the soul? It's true, Zekintha. But to these fingers of mine, they are

al so the doorways to the mind. And | weary of this and would have it quickly." He held up two

fingers before her, aimng themat her, only inches from her eyes.

' Zek knew what he woul d do; but seeing his fingers vibrating, pulsing with purple veins,

el ongating and reaching towards her, she al so knew what she must do. She volunteered a picture,

thrust it at him showed himthe doom she'd planned for himand the others and seared it into his

probing mnd. Oh, she lied

- described a devastation far greater than the truth, that would
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cone ripping through the floor in rivers of fire and tortured concrete, threatening himeven here -
and perhaps Lord Malinari suspected it was a lie. But the way Zek's eyes were | ocked on that open
hatch, out of which the |ast of three |lieutenants was even now appearing, he couldn't take the
chance.

" "What ?" he said, furious where he drew back a pace. "And was this for nme, for us?" Then he
gathered her up, carried her to the hatch, and w thout pause ... w thout pause ..

"Head first she fell, down and down, and as Nephran Malinari slamred and | ocked the hatch, the
time was up.

' That was when | woke up, drenched and shivering, hot yet cold, with Zek's |last words stil
ringing in ny mnd. '"Goodbye, Ben," she said. "I love you ..." "And then a blinding white |ight,
which |I prayed was only the dazzle of ny bedside lanp as ny trenbling fingers switched it on.
That's what | prayed it was- '-But it wasn't.'

CHAPTER FI FTEEN Char nel House
It was plain that Trask couldn't go on, so while he sat there shaking his head in a kind of nunb
di sbelief, still seeking a reason for, or perhaps a solution to, his irreparable trauma, the
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precog | an CGoodly took over. In contrast to Trask's harsh, grating rasp, his voice was al nost

mel odi ous:

‘"It was a period of unrest anong the old USSR s satellite countries,' he began, 'one of many since
the death of European Conmmuni sm The former Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Romania, they were all in a
state of political turnoil, and Radujevac stood at the crossroads, as it were, of all three

nati ons. The Refuge was a kind of Sovereign Base Area - a British enclave, if you like - on
foreign soil. But despite that, and as a result of its work, it was greatly respected and had

achi eved an al nost di plomatic status. O course, the British government had safe houses, enbassies
and the like, in all the former satellites. But because of the unrest access was always difficult,
even to the Refuge.

"Wl |, Nathan Keogh arrived at our London HQ that night, and he was in the process of explaining
what was happeni ng in Sunside/ Starside when Ben got there. At first Ben was overjoyed, even
relieved to see him Mybe this was what had sparked his dream perhaps in sone way he had
anticipated this renewed contact with a friend fromthe once-hostile environnent of the vanpire
worl d. But as Nathan's story unfol ded, Ben's awareness
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- his sense of dread, of foreboding - returned in short order. It was one of those times that come
to all esp-endowed persons, when out of the blue they're made aware of the other side, the
downsi de of their talents. And now nore than ever Ben's talent was telling himthat Zek's

tel epat hi c nessage had been no nere nightnare...

As the precog paused, Trask |levered hinself off the desk, stood up straight and cl osed his eyes.
He breathed in until his lungs couldn't take any nmore, then nade for the door. And no one said
anything until he had made an unsteady exit.

Covering for his superior - though in fact Trask needed no such excuse - Goodly said, 'Did you
hear the chopper?' (No one had.) "Ben will want to see it safely down, and naybe ... naybe talk to
the pilot?" He offered a shrug which was followed by an awkward silence, until Jake said:

"lan?' It was the first tinme he'd used Goodly's first nane. 'WIIl you finish it?

Goodly | ooked mildly surprised as he answered, 'Of course. Al of this is for you, after all. But
in any case there's not nuch nore to tell." And in a little while:
"W had radio and tel ephone links to the Refuge,' the precog went on. 'Wl I, we should have had,

but not that night. We tried but couldn't get through. And because of what Nathan had told us, we
feared the worst. But Ben - denying, or even defying his own talent - he had to know for sure, of
course. Several neans were to hand.

"W called in our espers, everyone who was avail able, and put themto work. But |ong before the
first of themarrived at the HQ Nathan was volunteering his services. He'd been to the Refuge
before and its coordinates were locked in his mnd. But if Ben was right and the Wanphyri had cone
through the subterranean Gate - and if they were still there - what then?

"For Ben, the next hour was an endl ess anxiety attack; he sweated and agoni zed over danger-fraught
deci sions and equal | y

pai nful but inescapable truths. Having faith in his talent, he knewit was already too late - but
it was Zek who was there at the Refuge! And Nathan: he woul d have gone at the snap of Ben's
fingers - indeed, he was the only one who could go, along that special route of his. And in fact
we had to restrain him order himnot to. And Ben weighing all of this in his tormented mnd, all
the tine knowing in his heart that it was too late, that it had been too late fromthe nonment he'd
started awake in a cold sweat at his honme in Kensington

"Then MIlicent Cleary arrived; MIly is - now she is - the very best of our telepaths. And right
on her heels our locator of |long standing, David Chung. I'll never forget the scene in the Ops
Room t hat ni ght: Chung standing before the illuminated wall map with the tip of his index finger
touching the | ocation of Radujevac, and his left hand holding MIly's. W frequently work in
tandem that way. And after only a second or so, their reactions:

' How Davi d snatched hinself back, away fromthe wall. And how MIly snatched back her hand from
hi s! For the |locator had sensed something - something at Radujevac, at the Refuge - and she had
picked it right out of his nmind: the clamy feel of it, its evil taint. M ndsnog!

"MIly had hoped to contact Zek; firmfriends and col | eagues, they knew each other's minds. But
now, there was sinply no trace of Zek's telepathic aura, no indication of life. Hers was a
"flatline" on the nonitor of tel epathic awareness. And as for the overwhel ning presence of
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nm ndsnmog: it couldn't be denied or mistaken, and Ben's worst fears were corroborated.

"Of course, the Necroscope had his own way of |ooking into matters of that sort, but... no need to
go into that here.
"Well, just like last night | blamed nyself. Wiy hadn't | seen it com ng? What good is a tal ent

that only reveals itself when it wants to? Wiy is the future so bl oody devious? | blaned nyself
that | hadn't foreseen it, while Ben was in hell for having seen it! And the rest of the team
they were depressed that they'd had to confirmit. Wile at the Refuge, the nindsnbg was rapidly
di spersing ..
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"After that, there was no holding Nathan. H s father, Harry Keogh, had owed Zek favours. And

Nat han himself was in her debt... not only was she a friend, one who had fought al ongside himin
Starside, but she'd even been involved with his discovery of the Mbius Conti nuum No | ess than
Ben, Nathan knew he woul dn't rest until he - until they - were sure. Not sure that Zek was dead,
for all of us knew that by then, but sure that she woul d never be wndead.

"And so we arned ourselves, and Nathan took us to the Refuge. But a refuge no longer, for now it
was a charnel house..

"Ben, nyself, Chung, and Lardis - huh! Try keeping the AOd Lidesci out of it; he'd | oved Zek
dearly - Nathan took us along the Mbius route to Radujevac. It was some two hours, maybe two and
a half, since Ben had conme awake fromhis nightnmare. Mre than enough tine for the ... the

sl aughter of the staff and children. From what we saw, twenty minutes had been enough

' Those poor kids, and the people who had | ooked after them their torn, sometimes shrivelled
bodi es were already cold. They had been dead before Ben had driven his car even halfway in to the
HQ And | believe that seeing that for hinself- that knowi ng there was nothing he could have done -
was the only thing that kept hi m sane.

"There were no survivors. Thirty-six kids and ei ght staff, dead or... or disappeared. Gone from
us, anyway. For you see, we knew only too well that the ones who weren't there ... that they
weren't survivors, either. And certainly they'd have been better off dead. For they were now
undead, or if not now, then soon. There was no other explanation for their absence; unless they
had sinply been taken as food, for later. But if that was the case, why only adults, when the
children had been nmurdered out of hand and | eft behind? Anyway:

"The missing staff, three of them- or rather two of them since |ast night - were Denise

Kar al anbos, a paediatrician from Athens, Andre Corner, a psychiatric specialist fromLondon, and

and sonmeone who isn't any |longer a problem Bruce Trennier, the engineer. As for why they were
singled out, there are theories but we can't be sure. Trennier, as we've seen, found favour as a
lieutenant. Perhaps the others are simlarly situated. But anyone who feels sorry for them can
forget it. They'd be better off dead - they're going to be better off dead. At |east, that has to
be our point of view. Not to mention our intention
"But about Zek - and excuse nme if | seemoffhand; it's sinply that | find it best to be cold about
certain things, for I"'msure ny enotions would be just as fragile as anyone else's if | were to
forget nmyself and let themhold sway - Zek hadn't suffered. Wen that blast hit the sunp, she
hadn't felt a thing. Down in the basenent, everything was askew. The reinforced concrete floor had
buckl ed upwards; the turrets had been blown off their bases |ike popping a pair of corks; the cave
of the resurgence ... sinply wasn't there any nore! The walls and roof were conpletely caved in
and it's a wonder that the rear end of the Refuge hadn't followed suit.
' The Wanphyri and their |ieutenants nmust have felt it, too: that awesone blast. |ndeed, any
creature in that basenent - any creature of normal flesh and blood - would have been stunned by
t he concussion or even killed by the shock of it. But then, the Wanphyri aren't human, and in all
probability it only served to enrage them further. Certainly they raged through the Refuge.
"The only good thing to come of it all, as far as | could tell, was that one of those bl oody awfu
Gates was now well and truly closed. Oh, the Gate itself was still there, nmiles up the underground
river, under the Carpathian foothills, but its single exit was finally bl ocked by two thousand
tons of fractured concrete slabs and God only knows how nuch solid rock
"So much for that, but what about the three creatures who had cone through and were already in our
wor | d? What about them and their |ieutenants, and now a trio of newthralls to aid and advi se them
in their Earthly ventures? And three very intelligent thralls, at that, who knew t he ways of
Eart h?
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'That, we believe, is the main reason why those three were
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spared ... or cursed, depending on how you see it: because they could add to Malinari's
intelligence of this new and potentially dangerous world. And we al so see sonething of his cunning
- and of his ruthlessness, too - in the nurder of the innocents. It was sinmply a matter of |eaving
no one behind to speak about what they had witnessed.

'For you see, only six of the victins appeared to have ... to have been used. And where they had

been fairly well drained, the rest of themwere just dead. But horribly dead. For nobst of themit
had been instantaneous: stiffened fingers with nails as hard and as sharp as chisels had chopped
through their backs or into their chests, to break their spines or crush their hearts. The
terrible strength of the Wanphyri! But others ... we don't think sone of the others had it so,
well, so "easy".

"l said that certain corpses were shrivelled. But "shrivelled" doesn't say it all by any neans.
Lardi s, when he saw those bodies, said it was Szwart's work. It wasn't sinply a reduction of
bodily fluids but of... I don't know, of the substance, the essence - the soul? - of the victins.
The destruction of whatever it is that makes a person human, giving himshape, character,

humanity, for Christ's sake.' These pitiful things, they no | onger had any of that. Picture the

|l ast apple on the tree, all winkled and dried out by the sun, all fallen in, with the last of its
juices fernmented and sick inside it. Wien it falls or if you touch it, its skin splits, and deep
inits core the pulp is rotten and black. That's what they were like ... 'And there were others
whose eyes were open, staring, quite enpty, and for all that they were dead | couldn't help but
feel that they hadn't known very much about it. Their bodies weren't shrivelled Iike those of
Szwart's victims, no, but it seened to nme that their minds had been. And Lardis told us Malinar
woul d have been responsible for that.

"As for the female victins: their pale dead faces were full of awe, ammzenent ... rapture? Sone
kind of exquisite, delicious agony? It's true that | don't have the words for it, but | night have
a nanme: Vavara....'

Wel |, enough. There are no words that can say how we felt. Appalled doesn't nearly cover it. And
not hi ng we could do about it, not then, not imediately. Wat, we should alert the authorities,
shout it to the world, initiate total panic and put the fear of God and all the devils of hel

into every nortal human being on the entire planet ... if we were believed? W couldn't do any of
those things, and for obvious reasons. Can't you just picture the witchhunts? God, but we'd be
back in the Dark Ages! Wtch-pricking and human bonfires, and licences to torture and kill handed

out willy-nilly, free to anyone with a grudge.

" Medi cal research would stop, stop dead - or undead! The | aboratories would search for cures, of
course they would, and spread the thing faster than a plague. Bl ood donors? You think we're short
of bl ood now? But bl ood woul d become the nost precious of commodities, and keeping it the first
priority. People locked in their hones, making theminpregnable fortresses, defending themwth
guns, silver, stakes, crossbows and whatever. And the filthy rich with their private arnies,
meki ng the odd, eccentric hermt of, say, Howard Hughes's meager stature seemlike a high-profile
socialite by conparison

"Borders. In the last fifteen to twenty years we' ve seen them open up. Britain has been cagey
about controls, passports and such, thank God - but Europe? Can't you just inagine the panic, see
the chaos as all the old rules and statutes were reinstated, the checkpoints rushed back into
being, with armed guards at ports and airports, and not forgetting the reservoirs, farns,
fisheries, and ... and anywhere where food is processed? And how | ong before countries started
bl am ng each ot her?

"When the shit - excuse me, the accusations - started flying, Russia and Romani a woul d probably
take the brunt of it, if only because the Gates are on their territory. But what about the UK
Geat Britain? W' ve known about the Gates for thirty-odd years! O am | just talking about "we,
the team the organization - E-Branch itself, for God's sake - and our involvenent? As for our
M ni ster Responsible, the "lInvisible Man" at the top: hul
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But haven't we all heard about this - er, how does it go? - this "cul pable deniability," or sone
such gobbl edygook? "Danege lintation,"” and the |ike? Does anyone care to guess what those things
really nean? They're just ways of carrying on lying to cover up unpal atable truths that weren't

told the first tine around, that's all. And fol ks, what that boils down to is we would get
crucified! The end of E-Branch ... and who woul d | ook after the shop then?
"And that's not the end of it. Hell, I've barely started! Sooner or later the world would find out

that the Russians had actually nade the Gate at Perchorsk, an experinent that didn't work out. And
the sane world woul d denand that they destroy it. Too danmmed | ate, of course, but destroy it
anyway. Oh, really? Wat, with Mkhail Suvorov's henchnen in Mscow still waiting for it to pay
of f) They should shut down a potential goldnine just because the gol d-greedy Wst coul dn't stand
the conpetition? And can't you just see the old Iron Curtain slanm ng shut again, and that old red
flag flying as before?

"Ch, they might get the message eventually - when nights turned to nightmares - and then they'd
destroy it quick enough. But how? As they were ready to do it the last tine around, wi th nukes?
For just like the rest of us the Soviets have made "progress"” in the last quarter-century, and
really don't care to specul ate about what they might do now ... but | will, if only to nake the
poi nt and get this over and done with:

"Nucl ear, biological, and chem cal weapons; missiles with multiple warheads, |aunched through the
Gate at Perchorsk. The total devastation of a world - Nathan's world - and Nathan and all his

people, all the Szgany, with it. Neutron bonbs, yes, so that all life would die but the gold would
still be there, with no one and nothing to deny its plundering, its nmassive, planetw de
tomMoting! Which is fine, or not, except we don't even know if neutron radiation will kill the

Wanmphyri. Only that it will kill everything el se.
" And neanwhil e the vanpires would be raging on this world.

Because if we killed a couple of thralls, the Lords would nake nore. Survival, people: the damed
survival of the dammed! And how | ong before total enbargoes - in effect, sieges - were laid on
entire islands, nations, continents, as the terror overtook them one by one? And how | ong then
before the mssiles and the neutron bonbs were flying again, this time on our world? W' ve had
"final solutions" before, but there are hol ocausts and hol ocausts.

"I mentioned the Dark Ages, but | think we could probably go back, oh, a couple of centuries
earlier than that..

‘... So, you see, we couldn't tell anyone. It was our baby, and we'd just have to handle it
ourselves. BUT ... if we handled it our way-E-Branch's way, the right way-then we m ght have a
chance. And in fact there were several clues that indeed we had a chance. 'It was a question of
thinking it all through, then using our conbined talents to check on our conclusions. Very well,
so why had Vavara, Szwart, and Malinari left Starside to cone venturing in our world? Wiere were
the benefits for then? What was wong with Sunside that they'd left it to their |ieutenants and
burgeoni ng vanpire arny in favour of Earth?

"But they were known on Sunside, indeed they were figures fromlegend there, and the Szgany knew
how to fight them fight themw th alien weapons and the incredible skills of the Necroscope,

Nat han Keogh. Al so, these vanpires were anbitious beyond the bl oodi est dreans of al nbst any ot her
Lords or Ladies of the Wanphyri before them Perhaps the world of Sunside/Starside was too
limting inits scope. But Earth..

"They' d | earned of Earth from M khail Suvorov and his ill-fated team of explorer-prospectors. They
knew us: that w thout our weapons we were softer far than the Szgany of Sunside. And there were
mllions, indeed billions of us, spread out in many different nations across a world that was as

wide as its horizons. Not nerely a single strip of habitabl e woodl ands between barrier nountains
and burning deserts, but a huge and thriving termte's nest of sprawling humanity! A land of mlk
and honey - and bl ood, of course - stretching out forever.
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"Better far, we didn't believe in vanpires! In our world a vanpire was a fiction, a creature in a
book, a nmyth out of our superstitious past. Even in Romania, Hungary, or the Greek Islands, you'd
have trouble finding nore than a handful who truly believe in vanpires today. In E-Branch
however, we have known for a long time that they never were a nyth, that indeed there were
vanpires in our world once before, and maybe nore than once.

"And Zek, she knew it, too, and knew it better than nost. She had actually lived in the Lady
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Karen's aerie, on Starside.' So perhaps the nentalist Lord Malinari took sonmething fromher after
all, the fact that earlier invaders had | earned an inportant lesson: in this world |ongevity is
synonymous with anonynity. But having faced - or having sent their thralls to face - M khai
Suvorov's firepower on Starside, maybe they'd known that before they set out.

"There's evidence of that last, too. Suvorov's party went through from Perchorsk, energing into
Starside through the surface Gate. But the Wanphyri chose the other route, the original or natura
Gate into our world, probably because they knew that Perchorsk was once again a sem -nilitary base
and defended, and all of its weapons concentrated in one spot, the Perchorsk Gate itself. Hardly a
good place to commence a covert infiltration.'

"But the best evidence that Malinari and the others intended to keep their presence secret, at
least for the tinme being, lay with those poor dead kids and murdered staff. For they had not been
vanpi rized! No vanpire essence - nothing of that sort - had been allowed to get into them So
plainly it wasn't the intention of the Wanphyri to start a plague. Not yet, anyway.

"But people had been killed, murdered by vanpires, and the O d Lidesci wouldn't be satisfied unti
the bodi es were burned. Wile he had found no trace of infection in them- not even in the six

who' d been used, drained - still he was insistent. And since no one in this world has Lardis's
experience in such matters, the experience of so many years, no one argued the point.
"What was nore, the ... the cremation that Lardis insisted

upon fitted perfectly with a plan we were shapi ng, however gradually. For not only were we unable
to bring the presence of the Wanphyri into the open, but we nust actually disguise it, cover it
up, assist themin their efforts to remain secret! Secret to the world in general, at |east, but
not to us, not to E-Branch. No, for we knew our eneny of old.

"There was fuel oil, plenty of it, at the Refuge. Ben sawto it that the entire contents of a
fifty-gallon drumwent down the w ecked inspection ducts, then we punctured the rest of the drumns
and let the fuel leak through all the ground floor roons. And finally we stood of f while Nathan
struck a match. That one match was all it took.

"It could only be the act of a maniac or group of mani acs, sone kind of crazed sect. O perhaps
sabotage, the work of some anti-British terrorist organization? O naybe a band of utterly
ruthless crimnals, determned to cover up their crine. At any rate, that was how it would I ook..
"Wl |, Romani an rescue services are notoriously slow, and where the Refuge stood across the Danube
fromRadujevac ... it wasn't the nost popul ated or accessible region. The Danube itself was the
nmost frequented route through the countryside. Fortunately for us there were no | anding stages,
wharves or docks on the Ronmani an side, and the nearest fire engine was all of a hundred niles
awnay!

'So we watched the Refuge burn, and eventually Nat han took us hone again. But back in London we
took our tine before calling the authorities in Bel grade, Sofia, Bucharest, to tell themwe'd had
an SCS, a Mayday, fromthe Refuge, that a gang of raiders was sacking the place. It took thema
coupl e of days to get back to us with their condol ences; their security forces would do all they
could to bring the unknown nmarauders to justice, of course, but since the Refuge had been gutted
there was precious little to go on ..

"And neanwhile, we were busy. / was busy, bending all ny efforts to scan the future as never
before. But... the sinple fact

218
219

is | can't force what | do, can't control it. | see what | see when | see it, and that's it. And
our |ocators were busy, none nore so than David Chung. But where to | ook? There was no nore

nm ndsnog, and there were no borders in continental Europe. The three invaders, their lieutenants
out of Starside and their "raw' recruits, they could be anywhere. They coul d have crossed the
river west into Yugoslavia, gone east into Bulgaria, headed north into the Carpathians, or caught
a boat up-river for Hungary. In daylight hours they'd go to earth, or to any dark, safe place. But
at night... no one travels as fast as the Wanphyri

" Nat han suggested returning to Sunside for Anna-Marie English, but to what purpose? The invaders
were | eaving no "blight" behind them As yet, they weren't vanpirizing anyone. Mirders? But there
are always nmurders, and there are always mi ssing persons. No, we couldn't hope to track themthat
way. |In any case, Anna-Marie woul dn't have come back; she has dedicated her life to the orphans of
the bl oodwars, and to her man in Sunside.

" The mindsnog thing puzzled us a while: the lack of it. For where there are vanpires, and
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especially Lords of the Wanphyri, there is usually nindsnpbg: a tainted, inpenetrable cloud on the
psychic aether ... unless that was sonething el se that Malinari had stolen from Zek's m nd? But of
course it was! He had al so been about to | earn sonething of E-Branch fromher - until she had

del i berately shortened his interrogation by showing himhis intended doom which had precipitated
and nercifully shortened her own.

"But just how much did he know? How much had he sapped from Zek's mind, her nenory, her know edge
in general and especially of the Branch? W had no way of knowing. But it must have been
sufficient that he and the others felt the need to lie low and control their alien nmenta

eni ssions. O perhaps we were wong and they were sinply being cautious, biding their tine.

"Nat han stayed with us for five days, just long enough to | ook up a fewold... well,
acquai nt ances? But he was needed in Sunside

and dared not delay any |onger. And renmenber, his problemwas as great if not greater than ours: a
small armnmy of aspiring Lords lieutenants, thralls, and warrior creatures, left behind by our trio
of Wanphyri invaders; an arnmy which now i nhabited the toppled ruins of Starside's ancient aeries,
fromwhi ch they rai ded on the Szgany as before. No, we had no clai mon Nathan; indeed, our |ong-
termdebt to himcould never be repaid. And so we had to let himgo, with our best wi shes - and as
many weapons as he could take with him- back along the Mbius route to rejoin the battle for his
vanpi re worl d.

"And through all of that tine, that terrible, frantic week, the only one of us who wasn't busy was
Ben Trask. He had sinmply withdrawn froma world that woul d never be the sane again, and | admt
that | thought E-Branch had seen the last of him Fortunately | was wong, and when he returned he

was stronger than ever - well, in sone ways - but in his resolve, for sure.

"And now |'Il tell you something that even he doesn't know | was Duty O ficer that night at E-
Branch HQ - that night when Nathan brought Lardis through from Sunside, and Ben ni ght mared about
Zek - and the noment that Ben cane in and | saw the state he was in, |I... | knew about Zek.

mean, | knew

"Ch, | couldn't tell him but where he was uncertain and daren't allow hinself to be sure, | knew

and hated nyself for knowing. Just seeing himlike that, Ben's future was i medi ately apparent to
me. In one way it was the clearest picture of anyone's future that |'d even seen, yet in another
it was the vaguest - which was how | knew.

"For all | saw was how cold and lonely that future would

be...'

Goodl y's delivery, the way he had told the story of the events of that night at E-Branch HQ from
his own personal viewpoint - the obvious passion and conpassion in this apparently reserved,

i ndeed phl egnmatic man - had brought himinto far greater definition in Jake's perception; or
rather, it had brought him
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into focus as a three-dinensional character in his own right. Previously a shadow or a soft-voiced
ci pher, he had sonehow filled out. And Jake understood now that the precog had been a major part
of this scene for a very long tine.

Now, too, and also for the first tinme, Goodly's physical person had inpressed itself upon the
Branch's nost recent however hesitant recruit. lan Goodly: all of six feet four inches tall,
skeletally thin and gangly, grey-haired and mainly gaunt-featured. Hi s expression was usually
grave; he rarely sniled; only his eyes

- warm brown, and totally disarnmng - belied what invariably constituted an unfortunate first-

i npressi on appearance, that of a cadaverous nortician. Except, and as Jake was suddenly aware, you
can't always tell a book fromits cover. He would have done better to take nore notice of Goodly's
eyes than his outline.

Qutside the Ops truck, he cornered the precog and drew himaway fromthe others into the shade of
a tree.

"What is it?" Goodly asked, though he believed he already knew well enough. For just |ike Trask
and Lardis Lidesci before him he' d left several blank pages in his telling of the story. Jake was
still fishing for the bits that would bring the whole thing into focus.

"Just you and ne/ Jake answered. 'Just the two of us, and no one else to confuse the issue. Wuld
you mind if | ask you a few questions? | nmean, right fromsquare one |'ve had this feeling that
you're on ny side, that you think I should be told the whole thing. The others are hol di ng stuff
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back, but you're reluctant to do so. AmI| right?

Goodly sniled a wy smle, sighed and said, Til tell you what | can. But even though you're right
about ny being on your side

- or rather, about ny talent being on your side - still | won't be able to answer all of your
questions. The Branch comes first, and Ben Trask is the Branch. What Ben says goes.'

"Some of my questions, then,' Jake pressed. And he quickly went on: 'So you're a precog, right?
And this talent of yours, this precognition, it lets you see into the future?

"That's the general idea,' Goodly sighed again. 'But only a very rough idea, for it's not nearly
as sinple as that. Haven't | nade that plain? And now he was frowning

"Ckay, fine,' Jake placated him 'But you did tell me you'd seen sonme of nmy future, right? You did
say that I'd be with you, with E-Branch, for quite sone time to cone.'

"That's true, yes,' CGoodly answered.

"I'n what capacity?

"l don't know.'

‘Ckay, then is it going to be that way sinply because Trask won't let nme go off and do nmy own

thing, or ... ?

" Possi bly because he won't let you go,' the precog answered. 'He has to see how you work out,

whi ch could take a while. That could be - it obviously is - part of the reason why |'ve foreseen
your continuing presence, yes. But what is this, Jake? Are you still uncertain? |I thought you'd

decided to stay?'
‘... O, is it mainly because he thinks I'mgoing to be useful to you?' Jake ignored Goodly's

| ast .

"Wl l, that too, we hope. But Jake, you're talking in circles. And | don't see-'

"-I"mgetting to it!' Jake growed, his attitude intense now And after a nonent's thought: 'So
tell me, is it me, Jake Cutter, who'll be useful to you, or is it this Harry?

"Er, that was ny neaning, yes,' said the precog, 'that the Necroscope would definitely be usefu

to us. But if you want ne to pick and choose, | can't do it. | would have to answer, both of you -
you'll both be extrenely useful to us. |I thought that had been nade plain, too.'

"He's ... what, contacting nme, this Harry? Getting into ny head to guide ne, is that it? Jake was
pushing it now 'O is he sinmply using nme?

"Using you? Personally, | would say he's keeping you safe. Wuldn't you?

"But in nmy head, like telepathy? A kind of telepathic control? Jake scow ed.
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' Tel epat hy?' Goodly seened uncertain. 'Sonething |like tel epathy, yes. But Harry had a different
name for it.
""Had"? Why is it that when we tal k about this Harry everything has to be past tense?' Then Jake

gave a snort. 'Huh! Dunb question - because he's dead, of course! - which | can't see at all. For
if he's dead, how can he do whatever it is he's doing to ne? See, | don't believe in ghosts.
They're a concept | just can't seemto wap ny head around. And as for Harry Keogh: he's sonething

I don't want to wrap ny head around, even though it's apparent he's already seen to that! But,
since he's obviously a disenbodi ed voice out of the past, then it nust be equally obvious that his
talent was sinmilar to yours. | nean, Harry didn't so nuch read the future as reach intoit... is
how it seens to ne? But okay, fine, let's keep it going: so if what he's doing to ne isn't

tel epathy, then what did he call it?

"It wouldn't help you to know, not at this stage.' Goodly shook his head. 'In fact it could easily
becone an obstruction, a deterrent to your acceptance of... of everything.

Jake's frustration was nounting again. 'A deterrent to ny acceptance?' he snapped. 'Don't you
think there are enough deterrents already? It's nuts, all of it! I mean, what am|, sonme kind of

psychic nmediun? If there was a reason, just one |ogical reason, why | should suddenly becone this
dead bl oke's target, his focus, his genius loci, then | mght be willing to believe at |east some

of this ... this whatever. See, | know that what |'ve actually seen and experienced so far is
real, but | don't know that a |Iot of what |1've been told is real. | trust my own five senses, or
used to, but | don't understand how or why I'minvolved. I'd even like to believe what |'ve heard,
if only as an alternative to considering nyself sone kind of psycho, sone kind of schizoid
nutcase. But ... but... but Harry is fucking dead!

"Wll, in a way he's dead,' said the precog, just as serious as ever, as if their conversation was
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utterly nundane. 'But you see, Harry didn't view existence, life and death, as we do. There was a
time when he really was two people. It was after he suffered

wel |, an accident, that his nind tenporarily manifested itself in the identity of his own
i nfant son. And later, he underwent another singular change. Best to think of it as a kind of
nmet enpsychosis, or-'
" Met enpsychosi s?' Jake cut himshort. For despite that he was sure he'd never heard the word

before, still he understood it; |ikew se another word that nmeant nuch the sane thing. 'You nean
transmgration? O souls? Like he was ... what, sone kind of body-snatcher?" And now suspicion was
witten plain on the younger man's face.

"It wasn't like that at all!' the precog protested.

"What ?' Jake's voice was brittle now, cracking |ike glass splintering under the heel of a boot. 'l
don't give a twopenny toss what it was like! Shit, look at it fromny point of view This bloke's
dead but he's trying to control nmy mind? And then what, ny body? And if he ever got it, do you
really think he'd want to give it back? And what about me, M |an bloody Goodly, precog? Wat the
fuck about ne? Is that why you can't tell ne ny future? Because the real nme doesn't have one!?

' Cal m down, for goodness sake!' CGoodly |ooked alarmed. 'My word, but you' ve a very short menory,
Jake Cutter!

"Eh?' That had served to slow Jake down a little. 'A short menory? How so?

"But didn't Harry get you out of jail? Hasn't he saved your life twice already, and Liz's, too?
Jake considered it, relaxed a very little, said: 'But what does he hope to do with ne, this ...

this ghost?

"Wl l, perhaps that's one | can answer,' Goodly told him 'You see, the Necroscope's principa
tenet was that whatever a man does in life he will continue to do after death. He proved it, too
used it to discover the Mbius Continuum You'll just have to take nmy word for that, for the tine

bei ng, anyway. But Harry's greatest claimto fane, or one of them lay in finding and destroying
vanpires. Ch yes, the Earth was infested before this latest invasion. And believe nme, Jake,
wi t hout the Necroscope on
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our side, our world would have beconme an uni nagi nable hell-hole of a place a long tine ago. So
‘... So, you think he intends to keep on doing what he did before/ Jake nodded hi s understanding,
all the while fighting hard to suppress his disbelief. '"This Harry... he's trying to cone back
because he sonehow knows they have cone back, and he wants to go on killing vanpires. He's the
avengi ng ghost and I... |'m his gadget?

The precog shrugged and answered, 'And there you have it.'

Jake shook his head, |ooked bewi |l dered, said: 'Cone again? Didn't you get sonething backwards just
then? Surely you neant there it has ne!’

But Goodly was weary of this now. 'As you will,' he answered. And, pursing his thin lips, he
turned away.

Jake saw his mistake, didn't want to alienate soneone who obvi ously gave a damm, and qui ckly said,

"Listen, | appreciate everything you've told nme. I"'mnot trying to nmess you about - none of you -
but looking for a little firmground, somewhere | can safely plant nmy feet. The way |'mfeeling,
every step is like quicksand. And what you just said doesn't help any. Wat, |'m supposed to be

happy with the notion of this Harry working his will through me, if not actually on nme? Well
that's probably fine by you E-Branch people, all nice and safe in your own talented little skulls,
but -

"But ... there's no safe place in E-Branch, Jake,' the precog cut himshort, glancing back over
his shoul der. 'However, | did say you would be around for quite sone tine. Wiich with the
Necroscope - or sonething of him- on your side, seens a very fair forecast to ne.'

"But a ghost?

"' There are ghosts and ghosts/ the other answered, wal ki ng away.

"But he's dead, for Christ's sake!' Made neani ngl ess now, through repetition, still Jake's

excl amati on expl oded fromhis

dry lips. "And not just a ghost - not just any old spook - but one who has access to nmy mind!'
"In E-Branch/ Goodly told him wi thout |ooking back, we do believe in ghosts, especially in the
ghost of Harry Keogh. W have every good reason to. But that's sonething you don't have to take ny
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word for, Jake. You see, |I'msure that before very long you 11 believe in them too. |, M lan
bl oody Goodly, precog, amvery sure of it, yes .. [/
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CHAPTER SI XTEEN

A Meeting O M nds

Jake was in Chopper one with Trask, Liz, Goodly, Lardis, and a pair of technicians, Jinmy Harvey
and Paul Arenson. Their next stop was Alice Springs (a 'nere' eight hundred niles east) for

refuel ling. Chopper two needed an hour's nai ntenance and would foll ow on behind. As for the

vehi cul ar conti ngent:

"They' re headi ng south for Kalgoorlie,' Paul Arenson, a gangling, blue-eyed blond of maybe thirty-
three years was telling his younger colleague. 'Fromthere they'll go piggyback on a freight train
to Broken Hill, then back on the road again to Brisbane. Al except the big artic. It has to be
the Geat Aussie Bight coast road for the big feller. | calculate something |ike two thousand
three hundred mles all told. W'll be home and dry in less than five hours; that's taking it

easy, including a stop to stretch our legs at Alice. But as for the lads in the big truck ... just
be gl ad you're not one of them Five hours for us, and three or four days for them'

The conversation buzzed in Jake's head, singing with the vibration of the jet-copter. The airplane
was safe and stable, but with its paranmilitary design it hadn't been built for confort. Jake sat
on the floor in the narrow stowage area towards the tail, where there were no seats. Half-
reclining, his large, angular franme was cushi oned by hol dalls, sausage-bags, and vari ous packs of
personal bel ongi ngs, sone hard and sone soft; it wasn't his
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i dea of luxury. But tired, and even hoping to get a little sleep, he repositioned hinmself as best
he could and let the aircraft's singing soak into him

The 'tune' was nmuch too regular for a lullaby, and snatches of nuted conversation kept drifting
back to him nonotone lyrics that didn't fit the nusic but clung Iike cobwebs to his thoroughly
weary mnd. Cocooned in this odd mx of white noise and blurred babble, gradually Jake felt

hi nsel f noddi ng of f.

Liz Merrick was | oosely belted into the rearnost of the seats, a gunner's sw velling bucket-seat
between wi de sliding doors on both sides. Her long | egs were up, flopping over the gunner's arm
rests; the gun itself slunped nose-down, strapped in position. dinting a dull blue-grey, and
despite its proximty to Liz's lovely body, the weapon | ooked sullenly inpotent. But the picture
Jake kept in his mind as he drifted into sleep was that of a naked Liz with the gun between her

legs ...

But then he was asl eep, and he was the gun between her |legs! And - damm it to hell! - he
wasn't fucking Liz but was facing xwsy fromher out of the door. And she wasn't trying to ride him
but was firing him... her arns round his waist, with one hand nassaging his balls while the

ot her, working his rampant dick, shot burst after burst of silvery, snoking semen at ni ghtmarish
vanpi re shapes that flapped in the chopper's slipstream snarling their bl oodlust as they fought
to get inside the plane, to get at Liz, Trask, Goodly and the others!

Barely asl eep, Jake jerked awake. Liz was staring at him her cheeks flanmi ng, nmouth half-open
eyes wide. And Jake didn't need a degree in psychiatry - or in parapsychology - to understand what
had happened here. Wether as a deliberate voyeur or an innocent observer, Liz had been in his
nmnd. She'd seen that |ast scene. And as for what it nmeant: that was his fear surfacing, his
ongoi ng suspicion that Ben Trask was sinply using him now conplicated by the notion that Trask
was al so using her as sonme kind of bait - |like a carrot for a donkey? - to keep himhappy as he

pl odded on. He could be right at that, or he could be wong. But if Liz were the carrot, then what
229

did Trask have in nmind for the stick? Everything remained to be seen

"“I... I..." Liz nouthed words at him- nouthed them but nothing came out - as she quickly, self-
consciously, ashanedly slid her jean-clad legs fromthe gunner's armrests and sat up straighter
in the bucket-seat. And:

Serves you fucking right! Jake snapped back, but silently, in his head. And he knew he'd reached
her fromthe way her head jerked. And now keep the fuck out!

Fol I owi ng which, as his anger cooled, it took sone tine to get back to sleep ..
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Snat ches of conversation drifting back to him But in his ears or in his had? Perhaps he was stil
on Liz's mnd, and unsuspected even by the girl herself where she sat in her bucket-seat m dway
bet ween Jake in stowage and the others in their seats up front, she had becone sone kind of nental
relay station. For in the few days she had known himLiz had established sonething of a rapport
with Jake; it was possible that the sending techni que she had used to taunt Bruce Trenni er had
"fixed itself and was now devel oping nore rapidly in her special mnd. Maybe this was sinply her
way of making anmends: by letting Jake in on the conversation. The conversation about him O was
it sonething, or sone one, else entirely?

Trask's hushed voice, asking: 'But why hinP' Lardis Lidesci: 'Does the why of it really matter? If
Jake has been chosen, he's been chosen.'

And | an Goodly: 'There are certain simlarities. Maybe we shouldn't overlook them |'m sure nenta
characteristics - how Jake thinks - are nore inportant than the purely physical way he | ooks. Wen
we | ook at himwe don't see Harry, that's true, but the Necroscope was a hard act to follow

Per haps we shoul d give nmore thought as to how Harry sees him And there are sinilarities.' Trask:
'Go on.'

Goodly: 'For one thing, they both |ost |oved ones. Both of them drowned, nurdered, too.

Trask: 'Granted, but that's where it ends. And as for losing a |l oved one, nmurdered, you could say

the sane about nme. But where is Harry's humility? Wiere's his conpassion, his warnth? This Jake
he's abrasive, a roughneck, spoiled

and wild.'

Goodl y: " A roughneck? But in the right circunstances that would be - and it already has been - a

positive bonus. A rough di anond, maybe. Surely the Necroscope woul d know better than to choose a

weakling for a job like this?

Trask: 'But a hard man? A killer, even if he does have his reasons?

Lardis: "M, | say they were good reasons. | like himl And | say it again, if he's Harry Hell -
Lander's choice, that's good enough for ne.'

Trask: "And nme ... well, within limts. So don't misunderstand me - |'mnot arguing the
Necroscope's choice - it's just that | don't understand it. | have this feeling that Jake's not

only fighting us but fighting Harry, too.'

Goodly: "Oh, he is, be sure of it! But aside fromhis nanners and tendency to aggression, there
are simlarities.'

Trask, dubiously: '"Mre sinlarities?

Goodl y: 'Indeed. For Harry believed in revenge, too. Don't you renmenber? An eye for an eye? He was
just a boy when he went after Boris Dragosani. If like attracts like - nentally speaking, that is -
then I can well see how Harry would be drawn to this one. And that's sonething el se you m ght give
some thought to: if you want Jake firmly on the team and his mnd exclusively on the job in hand,
you could do a lot worse than find this man, this Luigi Castellano.’

Trask ' And then what? Let Jake go after hinf'

Goodly: 'This Castellano is rubbish and shoul d be disposed of - we're all agreed on that. | think
Jake will chase himdown no matter what, which makes Castellano a distraction. But if he were to
be taken out .... no nore distraction. And we woul d have Jake's gratitude.
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Trash, mldly surprised: 'Well now And just listen to the col d-bl ooded one! But you're right, and
we're checking into it. Interpol and other friends abroad. If we could just bring Castellano to
justice, that mght suffice.'

Goodly: "No, it wouldn't.' (A sensed shake of the precog's head). 'Wen he is dead, that wll
suffice. You know as well as | do how Jake dealt with the other nmenbers of that gang. Do you

really think he'll be satisfied to see their boss nice and confortable, all warmand well fed
behi nd bars?

Lardis: 'Anyway, in case | haven't already said it loud or often enough, | Iike Jake Cutter. And
so does Liz.

Liz, heatedly: 'I do not! Well, not especially.’

Lardis, chuckling throatily: 'See?

Then silence for a while, the darkness deepening, and Jake finally adrift in dreanms. And a strange
cold current taking himin tow, steering himto an unknown yet oddly faniliar destination ..

A river bank, and below its grassy, root-tangled rim the water swirling in the eddies of a small
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bight. A boy, sitting on the edge and | eaning forward at what seemed an unsafe angle, dangling his
feet close to the slowy swirling surface. H s el bows were on his knees, his hands propping his
chin, and he appeared to be talking to soneone. Perhaps to hinself.

Jake's shadow fell on him and the boy turned his head to look up at him He didn't seem at al
surprised by Jake's presence (but then, neither did Jake). On the contrary, he sniled a pale,

pai nful , yet appreciative greeting. 'Hello, there! So you cane. Wy don't you sit down a while and
talk to me?

"I, er, didn't like to cut in on you!' Jake answered, not knowi ng what else to say. And then
because he wasn't sure what else to do, either - and wondering if he knew the other - he finally
foll owed his suggestion, sat down, and asked him 'Er, do you think it's possible we've net
sonewher e before?'

Begi nning to feel the strangeness of it all, he | ooked the boy over nore closely, perhaps even
warily.

Apart fromthe obvious fact that the other had recently been fighting, there didn't seemto be
anyt hi ng especially odd about him He could be any scruffy boy, though for sone reason Jake found
hi nsel f doubting that. Maybe el even or twelve years old, sandy-haired, freckled; he wasn't skinny
yet barely filled out his ill-fitting, threadbare, second-hand school jacket. The top button was
absent froma once-white shirt that hung hal fway out of his grey flannel trousers, and a frayed,
tightly knotted tie with a faded school notto hung askew fromhis crumpled collar. H s | unpish
nose supported plain prescription spectacles, small, circular w ndows through which drean ng bl ue
eyes gazed out in a strange m xture of wonder and weird expectation

Then, suddenly aware of Jake's inspection, the boy | ooked down at hinself, winkled his nose in
di sgust, said: 'This will be the school bully, big Stanley G een's work. He's got it coning, has
our Stanley. In about a year fromnow, or maybe two.' And his lips were thinner, tighter, nore
det er m ned

There was dried blood on those lips, a gash in the corner of his nouth, but little or nothing of
fear in his dreany eyes, which were now other than dreamy and contained a certain glint. Indeed,
they | ooked ol der than the rest of him those eyes, and Jake thought there was probably a pretty
mature mnd in there, sonewhere behind that hal f-haunted face. But he could never in a mllion
years have guessed how mature - or how wi se in otherworldly ways.

And because the boy hadn't as yet answered his first question (as to whether or not they knew each
other), Jake now felt the urge to remnd and pronpt him 'Er, son?

But he needn't have concerned hinmsel f. Cbviously the other had considered Jake's earlier question
and now took his pronpt into account, too.

"Son?' he finally repeated Jake, and cocked his young-old head on one side. 'And you're wondering
i f we know each
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other? Well, 1've got to answer no to both questions. Uh-uh, Jake. You and | don't know each
other, not yet. And I"'mnot too confortable with you calling me "son". It's a case of - | don't
know - what came first, the chicken or the egg? There was no aninosity in his reply.

"Eh?' Jake frowned. ' Soneone else just bursting with riddles? | don't need that right now'

"But it's a hell of an adventure,' said the boy, sounding not at all like a child, despite his
child's voice. 'Er, working themout, that is. |I've done ny share of that, Jake.' Then, sitting
back and gazing directly into Jake's eyes, studying his face and perhaps nore than his face: 'So
you're him And you' ve been having a hard time of it, right?

"Well, since you seemto understand what's going on here,' Jake answered, perhaps peevishly, 'why
don't you tell ne?" Hi s dream m ght be working something out for him resolving a problem

And the other nodded. 'Very well, I"'mtelling you: you're having a hard tine of it. But that's
just as much your fault as nine; you have a very defensive mnd. And nme, | don't have nuch of a
mind at all! O | do, but not all in one place, not all at one tine. Ch, | know - | nean, |'ve
known - a lot of things. But what | renenber and what |'ve forgotten are conpletely random Like a
kind of ammesia or a bad case of absent-m ndedness. Except it's not. For you see, |I'mreally not
all here. Or putting it nore synpathetically, all of me isn't here. Wich nmeans that while | won't
get things one hundred per cent wong, | nmay not get thementirely right either. That's why | need
a focus. But now, since you seemdeternmined to reject ne, it looks like it may be hard for us to
get along, and harder still for ne to get it together. So, how | ong do you plan to keep sl amm ng
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the door in ny face, Jake?
"Who are you?' Jake asked himthen, feeling a weird tingle in his scal p, an unheard-of sensation
of negative deja vu: that it wasn't himbut the boy who had been here -

or sonmewhere - before. And Jake felt he knew where he'd been

But the other frowned and now seened as uncertain as Jake. 'l ... I'"'mall sorts of people and
things,' he said. 'I'm Al ec, Nestor, Nathan, take your pick. There's something of Faethor in e,
or has been, or will be. And sonething of me in a whole | ot of people. It all depends on the tine,
the date, the place. And tine is relative: what will be has been, ask any precog. That's why we
have to be sure it works out right, don't you see?

"You ... you're Harry Keogh!' said Jake, shivering w thout knowi ng why - until he renmenbered what
Harry Keogh was. 'You're the ghost they've been telling me about!’

"And you're the gadget,' said Harry.

"But | don't want to be!' Jake felt hinself riveted to the river bank; he wanted to | eap away but
couldn't nove. It was the dream the nightmare - one of those nightmares - where, try as you

m ght, you can't escape fromthe thing that's chasing you

I''mnot chasing you,' the young Harry protested. 'You are chasing ne. Chasing nme away!' And in
fact he was wavering, physically (or metaphysically) wavering, his figure a nere outline, his face
and formthinning towards transparency.

"But you're after my mnd, ny body!' Jake cried.

The boy, the dreamHarry, the ghost (who by now was begi nning to | ook ghostly, insubstantial as
snoke) gave a desperate shake of his alnobst immterial head. 'That's not ne, Jake. It's the
Wanphyri who want your mind, body and soul. | amthe one - or rather we are the ones, and maybe
the only ones - who might be able to stop them So don't send nme away, Jake. Don't fight ne off!’
And suddenly Jake realized that he could, that he was actually doing it: fighting the other off,
sendi ng hi m away. And:

"I... | can, can't 1?" he said, his fear retreating.

"You very nearly did!'' said Harry, sighing as he firned up
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again. 'Ckay, so perhaps this is too strange for you, the wong tinme and place, the wong ne. |
didn't think you'd see any harmin a small boy, that's all."'

"What, in a child who talks like a man?' Jake felt hinmself shivering again, but less violently. "A
boy whose eyes are innocent as a baby's yet old as the ages? A boy capable of metenpsychosis -
who's in ny nmind right now - while I'mthe hel pl ess intended vessel ?'

"You're by no neans as hel pless as you think,' said Harry, perhaps admringly. 'That m nd of

yours: stubborn as hell, with good shields you' ve never had reason to use, nor even suspected you
had them Anyway, mind transference isn't something that | ... that | have in nind? |'ve had ny
time, Jake, ny lives -and I'mstill having them- but | do get your point. So, very well, let's

try sonething else ..
A nonment ago it had been warmin evening sunlight that came in flickering beans, fanning through
the trees on the far bank and setting the water sparkling out towards the m ddle of the river
where the current ran fastest. Now, in a single instant, it was cold and dark; frost lay thick on
the ground, and the river was a ribbon of ice, frozen and notionless. A full nmoon hung lowin a
wi ndswept sky, and a trio of gardens fronted rich houses that reared to the right of Jake and the
boy where they wal ked al ong the river path. Except Jake's conpanion was no | onger a boy but a

yout h.

Jake started away fromthe stranger - stunbled, mght have fallen into frosted branbles on the
overgrown river bank - but Harry was quick to take his arm hold himsteady. 'It's okay,' he said,
to still Jake's cry of alarm 'It's a different tine, that's all, an older ne. But the sane place,

nore or less. The sane river. W were back there,' he thunbed the air, indicated the path behind
them 'a few hundred yards downriver, sitting on the bank. It was sumer and | was talking to ny
nmot her when you came by. Nowit's ... oh, quite a fewwinters later. 1'"'ma

little closer to your own age now, so perhaps we'll be able to get along that nuch better.'
Closer to ny own age? Jake thought. But you're a good deal firner, too. That's a M of a strong
grip you have on ny arm and how rmuch stronger on ny m nd?

But Harry the youth only shook his head in disappointnment. 'Hiding your thoughts won't help. |I'm
in here, remenber? Well, at present | am anyway, while you accept ne.'
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"Jesus!' Jake gasped. 'It's like sonething out of A Christmas Carol! Wen | wake up, | won't
believe it.'
"That's what |I'mafraid of,' said Harry. 'Wrse still, you may not even renenber it. That's why we

have to get things done while we can, and hope they get fixed in your mnd.

" Thi ngs?'

"Until you trust ne,' the other answered, 'until you allowne a little pernmanency, we'll have to
nmove in stops and starts. W'll get nowhere until | know the whole story, and | won't be able to
hel p you until you believe.'

"Believe in a ghost?

"But I'mnot, not really. And Jake, you wouldn't - | nean you really wouldn't - believe how often
I"ve been through this before! Ch, |I've had trouble convincing others before you.'

While Harry tal ked, Jake | ooked himover. It was the same 'boy' for sure, but he'd be nineteen or
maybe twenty years old now. Wry, he would wei gh sonme nine and a half stone and stand seventy

inches tall. H's hair was an untidy sandy nop that reni nded Jake of dint Eastwood's in those old
western novies of nmore than thirty years ago. But his face wasn't nearly so hard and his freckles
were still there, lending hima naive and definitely nisleading boyish i nnocence.

More than any other feature, Harry Keogh's eyes were especially interesting. Looking at Jake, they
seened to see right through him (the sure sign of an esper, as Jake was now aware), as if he were
the revenant, and not the reverse. But they were oh so blue, those eyes, that startling,

col ourl ess bl ue which al ways
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| ooks so unnatural, so that one thinks the owner has to be wearing |lenses. Mre than that, there
was sonething in themwhich said they'd seen a lot nore than any twenty-year-old has any right

seei ng.

But still Jake felt a little easier with all of this now After all, it was only a dream And
since this ghost, or whatever it was, was conversational, why not talk to it? O hunour it, as the
case m ght be.

"So, if convincing people is as hard as you nmake out, why do you put yourself to the trouble?" he
asked his strange conpani on.

They had cone to a halt before the gate in the garden wall of the central house. Lights in the
downstairs room adj acent to the garden sent angul ar bl ack shadows marchi ng over the brittle
shrubbery arid garden path ... the shadows of nen, glinpsed only briefly before the patio doors
were sl amred and curtains jerked hurriedly across the w de w ndows.

For a |l ong nonent Harry made no answer to Jake's question; he stood as if transfixed, looking in
through the gate's horizontal bars. But the house was mainly dark, where mere chinks of |ight
escaped at odd angles fromthe corners and joins of poorly-fitted curtains.

Then the youth started, blinked his eyes in the pale noonlight, and breathl essly answered, 'Wy do
| keep putting nyself out? That's easy, Jake. It's because | was the beginning, and | have to be

the end ..." Then he gave another start, and said:

"W can't stay here. That house there is where | was born. My stepfather has visitors - Boris
Dragosani and Max Batu - and later, 1'lIl be visiting him too. Tonight is the night | killed him
But there are things you nustn't see, not yet.'

"You ... you killed hin?' And now the cold that Jake felt wasn't entirely physical, if it ever had
been.

"I will," said the other. "But | don't want to see it, and

don't want you to see it. So now we have to go. Another place and tinme. Are you up to it?" 'Do |
have a choice?

"You can al ways wake up, but I wouldn't advise it! It was hard enough getting into you this tinme.
And if you're as badly frightened as-

"Frightened?' Jake cut himoff, his pride surfacing. 'Maybe | am but I'malso interested - very.
I want to know where this is going, want to find out what it's all about. And since they won't
tell ne-'

' They?' (Harry's turn to cut in).

"Ben Trask and his people,' Jake answered.

"Ah!' said Harry, nodding his head and smiling knowingly. 'l might have guessed. In fact,

suppose | knew. You nentioned "thent' before, and obviously E-Branch HQ was where | ainmed you that
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first time, when | first became aware of you. But that was then and this is now, and we have to

move on. Since this was ny hone for so many years, we'll probably be back. But... ny timng was
years off, and | can't think why. It nmust be my nenory, which is inconplete. You see, |I'm
inconplete! I'"'mnot entirely here. Actually, I'mnot entirely anywhere! It seens to be only the

strongest of tines and places to which |'m drawn.
"Maybe it's a variation on the old thene,' said Jake. 'The killer returning to the scene - and
time - of the crine!'

"Very clever,' said Harry. 'And you could even be right - in a way. The lure of powerful tinmes and
pl aces. Yes, | can see that. But a killer? He shrugged. 1 can't deny it, and I won't try to
explain it, not now It's like | said: this isn't a good tine for ne. So I'll ask you once agai n-
And: 'Yes,' Jake nodded. Tmup to it. | think.'

"Very well,"' the other nodded. 'But this tine I'lIl try for a place of innocence.'

"Er, before we go,' Jake quickly put in, 'can you answer a question or two? | nmean, while I'm
still steady on nmy feet?

"I"'m surprised you haven't asked them sooner,' Harry
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answered, his eyes still anxious where they peered through the bars of the gate at the house.
"Wy ne?' Jake said. 'Wiy not one of these people you seemto know so well, the E-Branch crowd?

Surely they woul d have accepted you that nmuch nore readily. From sonme of the things |I've heard
them say about you, they hold you in sone kind of awe.'

"But you're young,' said the other. 'You're strong enough to face whatever it is that's coning
Ben Trask and the others, they're old now And they don't need-'

" Yes?'

'-Redenption? No, that's not it. Let's just say they're not troubled. They're straight in what
they have to do. But you are troubled. There's a |lot of anger in you, Jake, an explosive strength.
And that's what is needed. It's what we have to find a use for, but the right use.’

"So | was chosen out of nothing? Jake frowned. 'Because | need saving? What if | don't want

savi ng? You see, | still have a job to do, and one way or the other I'll do it. What |I'msaying is
you're taking a chance with ne. | night not work out the way you want ne to/

"There was a certain elenment of chance in it, yes/ Harry answered. 'But there were al so things I
couldn't ignore. In the Mbius Continuum down future tinme-streans, |'ve seen your blue life-
thread crossed with the red of vanpires where you're going to nmeet up with them But where sone of
them blink out, expire, your blue thread goes on. Deja vu, Jake! | just couldn't ignore it. | want

to nmake sure that blue thread goes on and on, that's all'’
Bewi | dered, Jake shook his head. 'None of which makes any sense at all to ne/

"But it will, when you understand the Conti nuum Wen you cormmand it. And when you're able to do
ot her things/
"Conmand it? This ... this going-places thing? You're saying there's sone kind of order to it?

can control it?

And as for doing other things: frankly, that worries nme. You re beginning to sound a lot I|ike

t hese E-Branch peopl e/

"How s your math?' The other turned his back on the house, |ooked out over the star-shot river of
i ce.

"My mat h?' Jake's bew | derment grew apace.

"Your nunbers, your reckoning/

"I don't get short-changed, if that's what you nean/

"W should talk to Mobius/ said Harry. 'Except we can't, for he's long gone. That's a problem So
| suppose you'll have to learn it parrot-fashion. Fromne. And that could be a problemin its own
right, because what | do nowis pretty nmuch instinctive, intuitive/

"And not very accurate/ said Jake. 'And probably dangerous, too. Wat good's all this junping
about if it doesn't get you where you want to go?

"But it does/

"But not this tine!' Jake waved a hand at the house. 'You said so yourself/

"Un-uh/ Harry shook his head. 'You're all confused. You keep forgetting that this is only a dream -
and your dreamat that! | can guide these subconscious thoughts of yours, | can aimthem but |I'm
not flying you. I"'mjust the co-pilot. Deep inside you want to know about nme, ny times, places,

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (102 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:13 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

and history. That's what's driving all of this, your need to know. So give nme a little help to
move on, won't you? | can't concentrate to best effect in this location. |I'mnot at al
confortabl e here/

"You didn't need help the first tinme/ Jake rem nded him 'when you noved us fromdaylight to
night, fromthe river bank to this place, and-'

'-And when you didn't expect it/ the other pointed out. 'But it's this nmind of yours. It resists
me - resists psychic or netaphysical interference - and its resistance grows stronger all the
time. Maybe that's another reason why | was drawn to you: because you were a rare one with a
talent of your own, if not all your own, just waiting to be developed. In
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fact a great many peopl e have one sort of ESP-ability or another; in nmost of themit's usually
stillborn, incapable of further devel opnent. But | suspect that as esper begets esper the powers
of the mind will conme nore and nore into their own. Evolution, Jake: that was how it happened to
me, and al so how it happened in Sunside. Szgany shields are powerful, too. They have to be, or the
Szgany woul d be extinct. In you it was dormant, waiting for an opportunity to break out. But now
that it has been awakened - perhaps by contact with me, ny dart - or then again by E-Branch ...’
"Your dart? That really was you, then?' Jake was nanagi ng to absorb some of this, at |east.

"Part of ne, sonething of nme. Awareness, Jake, awareness! Do you know the easiest way to nagnetize
a piece of iron? You throwit in with a lot of big nagnets, that's how. And as for you-

"I was thrown in at the deep end,' said Jake.

The ot her nodded. 'Apparently. So now if you'll only relax a little, we'll nove on.'

And Jake rel axed ..

To anyone el se these tine and location shifts might be unnerving: froma sumer day on the river,
to a nmoonlit winter night, to a night-light in a tiny garret room Unnerving even if they worked
as intended, but this time it seened sonething had gone wong. For inthe little roomwhere the
dreaner now found hinself he was on his own and there was no sign of his host. (H s ghost?) But
Jake - one of those rare types who can often distinguish between dreans and reality - wasn't too
concerned. |If anything he was pleased. O rather he was glad on the one hand (for the dream had
been getting out of hand) and a little disappointed on the other. Just when he'd thought he was
getting somewhere, |earning sonmething ..

But you still are, said Harry.

Startled, Jake | ooked all about. But he | ooked too quickly

and saw nothing. And at the same time it dawned on himthat he hadn't so nuch heard Harry's voice
as felt it. 'Telepathy? he said. 'Does that nean you didn't nake it? In which case, where the
hel | are you?

I'"mover here, said Harry. Sucked into the nost innocent of places. Innocent for the tine being,
anyway.

The 'over here' was a direction-finder as clear as and clearer than any voice. And now t hat Jake
| ooked again he saw what he'd nmissed the first tine: a cot, standing on rockers in the corner of
the small room where the eaves cane down low. And lowering his head a little, he stepped towards
it.

Wthin the cot, an infant; the baby had kicked hinself free of a soft woollen bl anket, |ay naked
and chubby, exposed except for diapers. Hs face was angelic, and his eyes-

"You!' said Jake.

Different times, different Harry Keoghs, said the other

'But a baby, you?

Well, I was, once upon a tine! But what you're looking at ... no, it isn't ne. On the other hand,
I amin here. For this is a tine when | was incorporeal, Jake, and ny son's nind was |ike a bl ack
hole. It sucked ne in, saved ne until | could beconme soneone el se.

"He ... he has your eyes,' said Jake, because there was no other way to answer what he'd just

heard. And yet it did ring a bell, for lan Goodly had tried to tell himsonething simlar.

He has nmy mind, too! Harry told him gurgling happily - or unhappily? - in his cot. H's and m ne
both. And unless |I'm m staken we've arrived at a very bad tine.

"What, again?

I was | ooking for innocence and found it. But if I'mright, that's just about to end. You see,
this is the tine, alnpst to the nmonent, when Harry Jr noves on, beconmes The Dweller. Which in turn
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nmeans-
A woman's voice cried out froman adjacent roomin the garret flat. A cry of utternost terror

But :

Don't panic, said Harry, despite that his own nental voice was filled with urgency now. That's his
not her, but things are well
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under control. And we're al nost out of here. Before that, though ... Jake, | need the names of
these invaders, the creatures |'ve seen crossing your life-thread in Mbius tine. If you know who
they are, | can probably trace their histories to discover their weaknesses, maybe work out some
way for you to deal with them

(Sounds of crashing furniture cane fromthe other room and a single shrill cry: No!' Followed by
a dull thud, a low npan, and silence ... for a nonent. Then a paddi ng, and a hoarse, |ow panti ng.

Sounds such as an aninmal night make. A large aninal.)

Their nanes! cried Harry in Jake's nmind.

"Nanes?' Jake answered, his eyes on the door where it stood slightly ajar. 'Lords Malinari and
Szwart, and the Lady Vavara: Wanmphyri out of Starside.' He might just as easily have uttered an

i nvocati on.

Al nost wenched fromits hinges, the door crashed i nwards, and in a nonent Jake's dream becane a
shrieking, hellish nightmare! "What... ?.'' he gasped. And:

Yul i an Bodescu! the Necroscope's revenant sighed in Jake's m nd

The thing framed in the doorway was or had been a man; it wore a nman's clothing and stood

upri ght, however forward-leaning. Its arms were ... long! And the hands at the ends of those arns
were huge and clawlike, with projecting nails. The thing' s face was sonething unbelievable. It
could have been the face of a wolf, but it was alnost hairless and there were certain anonalies
that suggested a bat-like origin. The nonster's ears grew flat to the sides of its m sshapen head;
they too were bat-1ike and projected higher than the rearward-sloping, elongated skull. Its nose -
or rather its snout - was nobile, winkled, convoluted, with black and gaping nostrils. The
thing's skin was ridged, |ooked scaly; its yellow, crinmson-pupilled eyes were deep-sunken in bl ack
sockets. And as for its jaws, its teeth!

The creature - Yulian Bodescu? - ignored Jake, |loped to

the cot, and crouched over it. And the light in his or its eyes had the gl ow of nolten sul phur
the fires of hell fuelled by eager anticipation! Tal oned hands were already reaching for the
hel pl ess infant as Jake tried to snatch at a gun that was no |longer there. Utering a strangled
curse, he leaped to the attack ... or would have, except his |inbs seenmed | ocked in place.

A nice gesture, but useless, Harry told him And anyway, in the

waking world it would only serve to get you killed! This is a scene from

my past, Jake. Cbviously we survived it, nyself and ny son both, but I

fancy your dreamwon't. So one |last word before we part: next tine, try

to be easier to reach ..

The scene warped, began to nelt away even as Jake strove to nove his body - a single nuscle, a
fingertip - and failed nmiserably. He stood poised, inert, desperate to go to the infant's aid
despite what the Necroscope had told him He tried to shout a warni ng, nmanaged a hoarse croak, a

clotted gurgle, and all in vain. For everything was dissolving away. Terror, utter horror, can
bring a man awake even when he knows he's only
dr eam ng.

The | ast thing Jake saw before he surfaced was the beast: on its knees beside the cot, mad with
frustrated rage, tearing the bedclothes to shreds. But of the baby Harry hinself, nothing

at all...

And Jake gave a small glad cry and woke up. For sonmehow in the noment before waking he knew - he'd
been given to know - where the infant had gone.

Al ong the Mobius route to E-Branch, of course.

VWhere el se?
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PART THREE
The Start O It

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Second Thoughts, And O hers Less Mindane

Noticing Jake's distress, Liz had scranbled fromher gunner's seat into the narrow cargo area,

crouched down beside him and was now hauling on the | apels of his jacket, roughing himup a

little. 'Jake! Jake, wake up!' Then - as his eyes snapped open, startling her, and |ightning

refl exes and hands worked in conbination to slap her wists aside, then grab them- 'You were

shouting,' she explained. 'And now you're hurting!

He I et go of her, dragged hinself into an upright, seated position anong the junble of packs, and

munbl ed, 'What? Shouting?' O course he had been shouting, because he'd been ni ghtnmaring. But what

about ? Already the waking world, in the shape of Liz, was obliterating his dreanms, consigning them

to i nnernost recesses of his subconscious mnd. But realizing sonething of their inportance, Jake

was reluctant to let themgo. 'Wat was | shouting about?' he demanded harshly, but too late. For

even as his head cleared the nightmare was retreating, shrinking to nothing.

Then he | ooked about - at the piled packs, the chopper's interior, the faces of the men up front

| ooki ng back at him- and remenbered where he was. And as the fear went out of Jake's eyes it was

replaced by a worried from. His face was danp with sweat, despite that it wasn't any too warmin
the aircraft? In the jet-copter, yes. His orientation was still a little off, making
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everything feel and sound unreal. Then it dawned on himthat the hiss of the horizontal jets was
absent, and the crisp chop! chop! chop! of rotors had taken over. They must be descending, into
Alice Springs.

"l don't know what you were shouting about/ Liz answered him 'Mst of what you said was pure
babbl e, until just before you woke up.' She went back to her seat and buckled herself in. 'Then
you nentioned Szwart, Malinari, and Vavara. But you were doing a lot of twitching, too. It was a

ni ght mare, Jake. A killer of a nightmare, 1'd say.'' A killer. Yes, she was right:

A grotesque thing - Wanphyri! - its taloned hands reaching to snuff the life froman i nnocent baby
boy. And:

"Yulian Bodescu!' Jake gasped aloud, starting as if he'd been slapped in the face. 'Does anyone
know who ... who Yulian Bodescu was?' But that final scene, too, was fading away, follow ng the

rest of the nightmare into Iinbo.

In their seats up front, however, Ben Trask and | an Goodly exchanged secretive but mainly
wondering gl ances and said nothing ... not until they were on the ground and they'd stretched
their legs and nmade their way to the lounge and the airport's watering hole ..

Jake and Lardis sat at the al nbost enpty bar, chewing nuts and nursing | arge beers; Liz, Trask, and
Goodly had a small table, snaller drinks, and ate froma plate of sandw ches. Huge overhead fans
did their best to stir the sluggish air and keep the atnosphere bearable. But even the |oca
Aussi es were sweating. It was that kind of summer. EIl N fio, drying everything to kindling.

Lardis snacked his lips in appreciation, sighed and told Jake: 'This has to be one of the few true
benefits of your entire world.' And then, noticing how the bartender was giving himcurious |ooks,
he added, 'Er, of Australia, | nmean. One of the true benefits of Australia. They certainly know
how to brew a good beer, these Australians.'

The bartender |ooked Lardis up and down, and said, 'l saw that novie, too, nme old mate, way back
when | was a little kid. But it didn't influence ne node o' dress!'

'Eh?' said Lardis.

"Crocodil e bleedin' Dundee!' The other shook his head and noved off along the bar. 'Jesus, what is

it with you tourists? Do yer think we all live in the bleedin' outback?

Lardi s | ooked down at his clothes, lizard-skin belt, machete, shad-hide sandals, and scow ed.
"Have | been insulted?" he wondered out |oud.

But Jake's thoughts were el sewhere. 'Lardis, tell me about Harry Keogh,' he said. 'l nean, 1've

heard Trask tal k about his conpassion, warnth, and hunmility, which you have to admit nakes him
sound like a pacifist. But if he was so hunble, how cone he ended up as a - a what? A vanpire-
killer? And | gather it wasn't only vanpires he killed."'

"As for Harry Dwellersire's history in this world," the Ad Lidesci answered, having first made

sure that the bartender was well out of earshot, 'I don't know the entire story. That's why | was
only able to tal k about Sunside/Starside. But fromwhat | saw of him... well, | wouldn't be too
sure about Harry's "humility," or his conpassion either. After all, Nathan Ki klu was a hunbl e one,
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too, upon a tine. Anyway, | only met the Necroscope towards the end, which wasn't a pretty end
Then, abruptly, Lardis's tone changed, and peering at Jake suspiciously he snapped, 'Now do ne a
favour and stop trying to wheedl e things out of me, okay? What am | anyway but "a bl eedin’
tourist", eh?

While at the table, also out of earshot, Goodly, Liz, and Trask were considering sonething else.
"Yulian Bodescu?' Trask |ooked at Liz. 'You' re sure he said Yulian Bodescu? W thought so, too,
but we were too far away to be sure. Nowtell ne, howin hell did he cone up with that nanme? If
he's read it or perhaps renenbered it from sonethi ng soneone has said, why has it chosen to
surface now, in a drean®

250

251

Liz could only shrug and ask, 'Is it really that strange? | nean, it's hardly the nbst comon of
nanes, nowis it? To be honest, it's just exactly the kind of nane that would stick in ny mnd.'
But Trask was out of sorts with hinmself, and it showed. '| put you in that gunner's bucket-seat,
close to him so that you could listen in on himl he said. 'In E-Branch we know how i nport ant
dreanms can be. But you say you got nothing?

"To start with,' Liz's voice hardened as she began to flare up, i-r t j- > 1 don t-

But the precog quickly cautioned her: 'SW Keep it down.' "Well, | don't understand why we can't
tell Jake about the entire Bodescu affair.'' she continued in a | owered but enphatic tone. 'And
what's nore,' (looking at Trask) 'l didn't nmuch |like what you asked me to do. To start with, it's

not E-Branch policy to spy on our coll eagues, and-
"Don't go lecturing me about Branch policy - Mss!' Trask glared. 'As for Jake Cutter: he won't be

a coll eague until 1'm one hundred per cent sure he's on our side. The nman vacillates, sits on the
fence. 1'mnot even sure he won't nake a break for it the first chance he gets.'
'-And' Liz continued, determned to be heard, 'the last time | tried it he ... he knew.'

"He what?' Goodly stared at her.

"Jake knew | was listening in on him Liz said, deflated now 'He was dreami ng - something sexy,
erotic, yes, and frightening, too - and when I broke in on himit woke himup. So how can | ask
himto trust ne when he thinks |I'mconstantly in his nmind?

"So you didn't try? Trask said.

"That's not so/ she shook her head. 'l did try, but I was blocked. | couldn't get in. O | could,
but it was |ike wal king through a fog, all dismal and distorted. | didn't get one single clear
picture.'

"Precisely what | didn't want to hear/ Trask grunted. 'So now I'Il tell you why |I'mnot ready to

tell himthe entire Yulian Bodescu story. You know that a vanpire isn't safe even when

he's dead and buried? If there was anything we | earned fromthe Necroscope, it was that. Even as
we burned the very earth where Thi bor Ferenczy had been buried, still the bastard was instructing
Yul i an Bodescu, telling himabout E-Branch. After that, the damnage Yulian caused us, the deaths,
the pain ..." He paused and shook his head.

And Goodly said, 'So even at this stage you're not entirely certain that this is the Necroscope's
wor k? You think that Jake m ght be under the influence of soneone or sonething el se? Just as

Thi bor got at Yulian, so someone m ght be getting at Jake?

"We have to renmenber what Harry was, and what he becane at the end/ Trask answered. 'And not only
hi m but his | over Penny Sanderson, and what both the Dweller and Harry's other son Nestor becane.'’
"Vampires/ Liz said, with a small shudder

"Wanphyri!' said Trask. "All of them The Necroscope died on Starside. And now sonething - three
sonet hi ngs - have cone out of Starside to infest our world. And Jake is being influenced by a
remmant, or revenant, of the Necroscope hinself. Let's not forget that just as Harry sired Nathan
Ki klu, he also fathered Nestor. Two sides of the sanme coin, do you see? And do you wonder that |'m

cautious? Wiy, of course |'mcautious! | should let sonething like that infiltrate E-Branch, get
in amongst us, |learn our secrets, use them against us? No, | don't think so/

"And if you're wong? said Liz.

"I hope I"'mwong!' Trask answered. 'l believe I"'mwong, and | want to be wong. But if I'mright
I'"ll be alive, and so will you, Liz. Look, you've read about Harry but you never knew him you
haven't seen what he could do. Not the other things he could do. I have, and | don't want to see
powers such as those fall into the wong hands. That could nmean the end of us all/
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He sat back in his chair, let his brooding eyes rest specula-tively on Jake and Lardis at the bar
but only for a monment. Then he finished by saying, 'So that's that. For now let it go. Let's al
of us let it go. But Liz, try to renenber what |'ve said. And the
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next time | ask you to do sonething, don't be so dam quick off the mark to question ny notives
Meanwhi | e, at the bar, Jake had asked the bartender for a sedative, sonething to help himsleep
during the next stage of the journey. And after the man had gone off to fetch hi m sonething:
'Haven't you had enough of sleep? Lardis asked him

Jake | ooked at him 'Sleep is a funny thing,' he said. 'Do you know what ny doctor told ne, when |
was laid up in hospital in Marseille that tinme, after 1'd got myself tranpled on?

"But how could I possibly know?" Lardis answered, as yet a long way from nastering the vagari es of
the English tongue. "It isn't as if | was there with you, nowis it?

" Anyway,' said Jake, 'l had things to do and wanted to be out of there, but they wouldn't let ne
go. And this doctor told nme | needed to rest, get sonme sleep. He said there were different kinds
of sleep: a kind that comes from physi cal exhaustion, and another frommental. And that even when
you' ve done no physical or nmental work, there's the kind that tells you your body and brain have
been nobile for too I ong without a decent break. Sleep is a nedicine - the best you can get -
following injury or nental trauma, yet too nmuch of it can be debilitating rather than curative.
You can wal k and talk in your sleep, and in sonme cases solve intricate problens. Sleep can be

i nduced, resisted, prolonged or interrupted, but no one can do without it for too long ..."' As he
fell silent, Lardis said, 'Phew Ask a sinple question!' Jake nodded his agr eenent, sai d,
"I'm not wusually so |longw nded, but it's been on ny mind - not so much what that doctor said
about sleep, but the things he left out. At the tinme those things didn't apply to ny case. Now
they do.'

Tmlearning a | ot about sleep!' Lardis grunted. 'Tell ne nore.

"It produces dreans,' said Jake. 'Often they're enigmatic, insoluble, and they're usually

unr enenber ed because they don't nmean anything. Are you with ne?

"And I'mlearning a |l ot of new words, too!' Lardis sighed. 'But go on, go on.'

"But fromtine to tine,' Jake went on, 'fromtine to tine, they do mean something. They're like -
I don't know - clearing houses for all the jumble of our waking hours. And when the rubbl e has
been cl eared away, sonetinmes there's a silver nugget or two |left over.'

" And you' ve been pros- er, prospec- er '

" Prospecting?

"Right! Right?

"Aboard the jet-copter,' Jake answered, Tmsure ny dream- ny nightmare - neant sonething. And

want to get back into it.' He offered a weary shrug. 'l nust be crazy, right? To | ook forward to
returning to a bad dreanf? But anyway, what the hell? | may have been sleeping, but | didn't get
much rest. I'mstill dead on ny feet.

"It's the heat,' said Lardis. "It drains a man's strength. I'mtired, too ... we all are. On

Sunside |'d probably be under sone tree right now, asleep in a deep cool forest. But |I've had
trouble with ny dreans, too, Jake. The fact is, |I'd probably be nightmaring about the hell that's
brewing in Starside! And that kind of sleep ... well, you're right: it can't cure anything.'

"Me, I'lIl risk it anyway,' Jake nuttered. 'Just as soon as |'m back on that chopper ...

When the pilot declared the jet-copter refuelled, the two technicians were the first out across
the asphalt. Jake and Lardis were next, and tailing them Trask, Goodly and Liz. They had at | east
one hundred and fifty yards to walk to the heli pad.

"Funny thing,' Goodly reported as they left the enbarkation building and set out into the sizzling
sunlight, "but what Liz said suddenly makes sense. There's Jake in plain view, not forty yards
ahead, and | can't read a thing of his future. Not any |onger.

"But isn't that normal ?' Trask was imredi ately concer ned.
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"Aren't you always telling us that this talent of yours isn't controllable, that you can't just
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switch it on and off)’

Goodl y nodded and said, 'Right. But | should at |east be aware of sonething. My origina
prediction, that Jake would be with us for sone tinme to come, hasn't changed. The future doesn't
chop and change like that; what has been foreseen is inevitable ... or it should be. It's howit
will be, its circunstances, that can change. But now, with Jake, | can't sense a dam thing! It's
as if there were nothing there.'

"Li ke he's shielded?" Now Trask was even nore concerned. 1 suppose so, yes,' said the precog.
"Huh!' Trask grunted. 'It's the same for ne. | thought | was imagining it. | still know the truth
of him the reality? But I'mno |onger sure whose truth it is.

"Harry's dart?' Goodly wondered. ' The Necroscope had powerful shields. Has he perhaps passed them
on to Jake?

"Yes, Harry was shielded,' Trask answered. '"Hm and the traitor Wellesley, too. But Nathan al so
has shields, and |ikewi se - and especially - the Wanphyri! So Harry isn't the only one who coul d
have passed this on, whatever it is. And | can't help thinking: maybe it hasn't been passed for

the best possible reasons. | nmean, why should he want to keep us out?'
And Liz put in: 'Maybe it's not deliberately or aggressively active, but just... active?
"Li ke sonmething new, feeling its way?' Trask said. 'Wll, it's possible, | suppose.’

"You coul d always check it out,' the precog said. 'David Chung can |ocate us - any one of us -
just like snapping his fingers. He'd soon tell us if we have sonething of that nature travelling
with us.'

"M ndsnpg?' said Trask.

By which tinme Liz was thoroughly alarmed. 'Or it could be just his taint!' she now broke in.
"Harry's taint, | nean. For he was, after all-'

'-We know what he was,' Trask quickly cut her short.

"And we knew then what he was,' CGoodly said, taking Liz's side. 'And we accepted it. You
especially, Ben. It was you who | et himgo, renenber? When Harry's house - his | ast vestige on
Earth - when we burned it to ashes, you could have killed himthen.'

"l could have tried,' said the other

"But you didn't.'

"W all have our talents,' Trask argued. 'Maybe mine told me it wasn't possible.’

"And maybe it told you to let himlive,' said Goodly. (As Trask's closest friend, he was the only
menber of E-Branch who had ever been able to talk to himas openly as this.)

"l was younger then,' Trask answered gruffly, '"and a sight nore foolish. The Necroscope could have
been Iying when he said he was quitting Earth for Starside. Talent or no talent, |

didn't have the right to take that chance. But | did. Foolish, as

I

> e | > ve said.

"Younger | renenber,' the precog nodded. 'But foolish? If Harry hadn't |ived, what then? Wo would
have stopped Shaitan, and given his life for us in the vanpire worl d? And what woul d have been our
fate then? The chance that you took paid off

But now the jet-copter |ooned, with Jake | eaning out and down, offering a hel ping hand to Liz.
And: 'We'll just have to let it go for now,' Trask murmured, his voice al nost inaudible even to
hi s conmpani ons as the engine coughed into life and the rotor bl ades began slicing the air
overhead. 'But that doesn't

mean we'll stop watching. And sooner or later, we'll see what

M > we 11 see.

What he didn't tell them keeping it back for the nmoment, was that in fact he had al ready
contacted David Chung by tel ephone fromthe airport. Fromnow on they wouldn't be the only ones
who were 'watching.'

And whil e Chung, the Branch's top locator, would still be far distant in the purely physica

sense, psychically he would be very close indeed - and closer in both senses when he found a
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relief to take over his duties, allowing himto join up with his colleagues in Brisbane ..

50 damm hard to get in?! The hinted question but definite exclamation rang like a shout in
Jake's sleeping mind, startling him But he innmedi ately recogni zed the Voice' and said: 'You?
was hopi ng you'd cone by.
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You coul d have fooled ne! said the ex-Necroscope. But for that tiny piece of ne that will be with
you always, | wouldn't know where to find you. Even with it, it's hard to get through your
shields. Still, maybe that's a good thing. I"msure it's going to be, eventually.

"But where are you?' Jake had been waiting for everything to straighten up but nothing had, so
that now he wondered: And for that nmatter, where amIP

He was floating. Not surprising, really, for he had often dreanmed he could fly, and as often been
di sappoi nted on waki ng up to di scover that he couldn't. This nust be a different version of the
same thing. But floating in darkness?

You don't recognize the place? Harry Keogh's di senbodi ed voi ce asked him

"A place?" Jake answered. 'But there's nothing here. Nothing at all.' And as he lazily turned (or
at least he felt like he was turning) on his own axis, he could see that what he had said was
literally true. There was absolutely nothing here. As if this were the bottomof a bottom ess pit,
or the darkest of dark nights, or-

O the kind of nowhere and no~when place that the universe nust have been |ike before there was

light? Yes, | know, said Harry. Once experienced, however, there's no forgetting it. So when we
were here last you nmust have had your eyes shut. | can understand that. It's always been the sane,
and for just about everyone who ever tried it - including ne! So now |l et ne welcone you to the
Mobi us Continuum No gravity or light or matter at all. Not even a sound unless we nake it, which
isn't advisable. Not here.

"And this is it? Your way of... of getting about?
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This is it. But it's still only a dream Your dream Jake. And the only thing that's real about it
is me.

"So how did | get here?

I influenced it, and you dreaned it. | just wanted you to see it through ny eyes, and naybe get
used to it. For, you see, you've been lucky on three occasions now. Three tines when you thought
you were in danger - two of which you really were - | was close enough to help you out.

"My escape fromjail? Jake nodded his understanding. 'And the next time from Bruce Trennier
right?

Right. But as ny dart - let's call it nmy netaphysical intuition - becomes a nore accepted part of
you, there'll be less roomfor the actual ne. Already you' ve reached the stage where you' re al nost
able to shut nme out. But before you can do that, you still have a lot to learn

" About the Mbius Continuun®

For one thing, yes.

(Jake was still turning; he didn't know which way was up, but he wasn't at all dizzy fromit.)
"And that's why |I'm here?

You tell ne. You dreaned it! But it's as good a starting place as any.

"You did influence it, though?

Yes, but you nust have wanted it. Wanted to visit, wanted to know.

"To know how to use it, you nean?

Exactly. And how not to misuse it.

" Eh?'

Well, if this were really it, the Continuum you' d probably be stone deaf by now. You see, you
don't talk in the Mbius Continuum Jake - not in a place where even thoughts have wei ght.

' Thought s have wei ght here?

They do in the physical world, too. Ask any telepath, or any scientist for that matter. Those tiny
sparks that junp the gaps in your brain, Jake? If they didn't nake the connections, you couldn't
thi nk. Have you never wondered why geni uses have 'weighty thoughts'?

"But that's just an expression, surely?

But in the Mobius Continuumit's reality. Well, of sorts. A parallel reality, at |east.

"So ... I've no need to tal k?
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Not at all. Thinking will suffice. But here in your dreamit makes no difference - because you
aren't tal king anyway. Or at best you're only muttering to yourself.

"You're making me feel like a cretin!' Jake burst out. 'I don't know where | amor how | got here -

or howto get out of here - and you're telling me | have a lot to learn about it? Alot to learn
about not hi ng, about nowhere, about enptiness?'

Ch, it isn't nothing, Jake. It isn't nowhere, but a route to every-where and -when! Let nme ask you
to do sonething for ne ... actually, for you. Just keep quiet for a nonent or two, and float. And
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feel it! Feel the Mobius Continuun

Jake did, and felt it. "It's ... big/ he said then, feeling very small. '"It's ... huge! It knows
I"'mhere, and it doesn't especially want nme here. But where here?

Everywhere! said Harry. O anywhere. Anywhere you want to be, want to go, as long as you know t he
coordi nates. Cone with ne. Just cone, and you'll see.

"You nean follow you?" And suddenly Jake was afraid. 'But | can't even see you!'

I"min your head, Jake. Just let go.

'O you?'

O everything.

And Jake did it, let go. He sensed notion in hinself, and also felt hinself cone to a halt. At a
door.

A time door, said Harry. A door on past tine. And

"But this is even nore like a ... a ... ahhhh!' said Jake. Because now he was standing on the
threshol d, |1 ooking back into the past. And while it wasn't deliberate he was echoi ng what he
seened to be hearing:

A concerted ' Ahhhhhk!' |ike some unendi ng one-note chorus, the vocal product of a vast choir of
angel s echoing in a sounding church or cathedral. And yet Jake only seenmed to be hearing it; it
was in his mnd as a result of what he was seeing, which nust surely be acconpani ed by just such a
SOUND - the sound of |ife,

of evolution, fromits prehistoric source to this present nonent, this very NOW

More Iike A Christnas Carol? Harry finished it for him |

suppose it is, in a way. But this isn't a ghost of the past, it is the past - as viewed in Mbius-
time.

Looki ng out, | ooking back, through the door, Jake saw what appeared to be the core of sone vastly
di stant nova, an incredible neon-blue bonmb-burst, whose streaners were lines of light. A nyriad
endl essly twi sting, twining, frequently-touching |lines or neon tubes of blue light, all reaching
out fromthat central explosion, expanding towards him rushing upon himlike a |umnous neteorite
shower. Except the tracks didn't dimbut renained printed on space - indeed, printed on tine! And
all Jake could say was, 'Wwhat?'

The blue life-threads of humanity, of all Mankindfromits very beginning, Harry told him quietly.
And that central nova: that is the beginning, the source, the birthlight a quarter of a billion
years ago, when our ancestors crept out of the soupy oceans to evolve primtive |lungs on vol canic-
| ava beaches.

"Life-threads?' Jake whi spered. He had scarcely heard the other, was nerely repeating himlike a
man in a dream - which of course he was.

The tracks we've left in time, Harry answered, |ike metaphysical fossils. A photograph of Man's
snail-trail, his evolution from his hunbl est begi nnings. The proof of it is there, Jake, right
before your eyes. For see, one of those blue life-threads connects with you. Follow it back far
enough and you'd see it blaze into being, a pure blue glowto light you on your way through life.
The nmonent you were born, yes ... And

"You don't appear to have a thread,' said Jake. But since the explanation was obvious, he quickly
went on: 'If | were to trip and fall through this door, |I might fall all the way back to the Big
Bang!'

No, Harry told him But if you willed it you mght travel back through all your ancestors to the
begi nning of life. Awmesone, isn't it? And before Jake coul d answer:

Back there sone little way | saw your blue thread crossed by scarlet. But the
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vanpi re threads stopped right there, while yours sped on. It was Bruce Trennier

and his brood, when they died the true death.

"At which tine/ Jake frowned, '-what, just yesterday? - |

had al ready received your dart. Sonme kind of paradox?

He sensed Harry's shrug, his irritation. But that was one of the

reasons you received it! Tine is relative; what will be has been. You think of

time as having been, or as being now, or as still to cone. But the way | see

it tines are just different places, all within reach. It's the fourth dimension, Jake. And the
Mobi us Continuumlies parallel to all four. As for paradoxes:
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they'd be rife if we could actually change the past or see the future. That's why precogs like | an
Goodl y have such a hard time of it. It's why they are all owed

to know sonething of what will be, but never howit will be.

Jake | ooked again through the door and nmade a futile effort to follow the track of the neon-blue
thread that flowed out of himwhere it twisted and twined its way to his origins. Perhaps he woul d
see what Harry had seen: scarlet threads crossing it in Mbius-tine and conmng to an end there.

But anong all the nyriad lives that had been, his was soon |l ost to sight. And:

"All the world's past/ he said.

This time | helped you find it, said Harry. The next tine - if you should ever need it - you
could well he on your own, so try to renmenber these coordinates. As for future-tine doors: that's
easy. They point the other way, that's all! You'll work it out (a barely suppressed chuckle) in
tinme.

“I... | shouldn't be here/ said Jake, suddenly dizzy. 'I nean, no one should be here/

That's a normal reaction, (Jake sensed Harry's nod). Anyway, we have to be noving on. Those nanes
you gave me: | found a connection, sonmeone who knew their owners.

"N-not in this world, you didn't/ said Jake, as the tine door closed. 'They were Wanphyri and cane
out of Starside/

True, said the other, hut they didn't cone alone. |I... | have been advised to | ook up soneone who
cane with them And | think you should nmeet him too

More notion - an acceleration - that Jake sensed rather than felt. 'Wwhere are we goi ng?

To the Refuge

"But it isn't there any nore/

Its ruins an.

"But why there?

To talk to sonmeone who died there.

' Soneone who di ed? Past tense? But we can't be going into the past. The past-tine door has cl osed/
That's right. And anyway it's not physically possible, not for you. You couldn't materialize
there. No, we're going to the Refuge in your present, your now, your dream

"But if this someone is dead, how can we ... ?

Too many huts, said Harry. And anyway, we're there.

"There' was an awful place to be. Jake was up to his knees in cold water, in a darkness al nost as
deep as that of the Mbius Continuumitself. The water - river water fromthe resurgence, he
supposed - sl opped around his | egs and roved on, while the unseen ceiling dripped cold noisture

down his collar. The atnosphere was stale, still foul with a lingering stench of snobke, spent
expl osives, and ... other tastes and taints.

As Jake's eyes grew accustoned to the darkness, he began to make out certain features of this
cavern ... and saw that it was nore than just a cavern. It was the sunp, what was left of it in

the aftermath of Zek Foener's horrific, heroic death. Now he renenbered Trask's story, also
sonet hi ng of what Harry Keogh had said: that they were here to talk to soneone (a dead soneone?)
who had conme through from Starside with Malinari and the others. And:

Oh, he's here, the incorporeal Harry told him causing Jake to start yet again. Zek, too, but she

has conmpany. Good conpany, as do a najority of the dead. A Great Majority. Wien Zek 15 ... when
she's accustoned to all this, then I'll return and talk to her about old tines, rem nd her that
we'll be together again - all of us - eventually. But that m ght take
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sonme tine yet, for Zek was very much alive. She was one of ny very dearest friends right to the
end. Wiich rem nds ne of our reason for being here ... to talk to the other fellow

Harry's voice had dropped to a low growl; it seened to Jake that an unaccustomed darkness had
crept into it, and a very uncharacteristic threat. So threatening, in fact, that in another nonent
his mind went into overdrive as he identified the source of his main concern, which until now had
mai nl y been | ost anong the ninutiae and nmazi ness of dreaming: the fact that Harry Keogh was here
to talk to soneone who was dead.

"The other fellow?" Jake repeated the words of his still unseen conpanion. 'I thought Zek was

al one down here? And anyway, how can - you - we - talk - to ... ?' But by now everything was

com ng together that much faster, including things Jake really didn't want to think about, but

whi ch were there anyway.
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Li ke the meaning of a certain word or nane: 'Necroscope'. And what the precog |an Goodly had told
hi m about Harry: that he didn't viewlife and death the way others did, and his means of

comuni cation was simlar to telepathy, but he had a different nane for it.

Li ke what? Li ke necromancy?

"You're a necromancer!' Jake gasped, before he could check hinself.

NO !'l' The incorporeal other's denial lashed him like a cry of rage in Jake's cringing mnd

What ever else | amor may have been, |I'm NOT a necromancer! Never call ne that again!
And now anot her voice out of nowhere, but sweet as a breath of fresh air to fan Jake's feverish
m nd. And despite that he'd never known her, still he knew her: Zek Foener!

Necromancer? Ah, no, (her voice was a sigh). Just call himHarry, and know himfor a true friend.
And as for this - this blessing he gave us, letting us confort each other through the long |onely
night of death - do you take it for an evil thing? Then you're nistaken. It's our one light in
this eternal darkness. And you nmay sinply call it deadspeak ..

CHAPTER ElI GHTEEN

Korath's Story

/ knew that you'd be back, Harry, Zek said. Fromthe noment | saw you ride away on that big
Anerican notorcycle, with Penny, on your way to Starside, | always knew you'd be back. | sensed
you in Nathan; it wasn't really you but ... but a |like~father~like~son thing? This time it really
is you. Ana you're as different fromthe dead now as you were fromthe |living then

Zek, Harry answered, his deadspeak voice crestfallen now | didn't nean to disturb you. That's the
last thing | wanted.

But you of all people should have known, she scolded him however gently, however fondly, that
what we do in life we continue to do in death.

"And you were a class act,' Jake cut in. "Atelepath, and a good one.'’

She was the best, Harry told him And apparently she still is, except it's no |onger tel epathy but
deadspeak.

Your Ma was your spokesperson in the |long ago, Harry, Zek reminded him but it |ooks like I'll be
taking over. The Great Majority haven't forgotten you, and | know they'll never forget your son
Nat han. But you'll appreciate that towards the end ... well, there were problens.

Probl ens Jake doesn't know about, Harry quickly put in. He doesn't need to know. He's having a
hard tinme accepting sonme of these things as it is, and I don't want to -you know - put any
additional strain on his faith in ne? Also, if you're to becone a spokesperson, it will be on

Jake's behal f, not mine. You see, | have very little of permanence here. Already this is taking
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a great effort of will. As Jake takes on nmy work there'll be even |less need for me, and ny
presence will become that nuch harder to maintain. As for Nathan, (a touch of sadness now in that
et hereal voice), |'ve never net him He received his ultimte awareness through me, it's true, but
he was, is, and will always be his own man

"And | won't be?' said Jake anxiously.

See? Said Harry, a tinge of sarcasm showi ng. He's one very suspicious man, this Jake Cutter

"If you're hiding things fromne, how can | be otherw se?" Jake countered. 'First Ben Trask and E-
Branch, and now you. So what are these problens that | don't know about?

Al in good tine, Harry answered. It takes tine to become a Necroscope, Jake. Wth ne it was
accidental - or perhaps it was in ny genes, my birthright? I"'mnot sure - while with you it's just
blind chance. But that blue thread of yours, in future tine ... ? (Jake sensed a deeply-etched
frown, the shake of a puzzled head). Anyway you're it, or you will be, so get used to the idea.
"I"'mit? You nean a Necroscope?'

No, | mean the Necroscope, the other answered. You don't know how rare this thing is! There wl|
be just the one Necroscope, you. In this world, anyway.

"And if | don't want to be "the" Necroscope? If | have ny own way to go, which to ne is just as

i mport ant ?'

For | ong seconds there was silence, until Harry said: Then it could very well be that you can kiss
your world goodbye. Hi s deadspeak voice was very | ow again

"You don't | eave ne much choice, do you?' Jake answered, a little bitterly. "Wy don't you just -

I don't know, |ike scan the future, use a future-time door, or sone such - and see how things turn
out wi thout ne?
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You're going to have to start listening, said Harry. Look, you can't trust the future. The past,
yes, because it'sjbced. But not the future. The one thing | can tell you is that you'll be neeting
up with vampires - Wanphri! The question is: do you desire to neet themon your terns, or on nine?
Wth your

meagre know edge, or ny experience and skills? ... Assunming you can devel op those skills, that is.
Jake thought about that, but in fact there wasn't a lot to think about. He believed Harry Keogh
now - believed in his owm five senses, too - also in certain extra senses, which had now been so
conpel lingly denonstrated - and he conpletely believed everything that Trask and the others had

told him In total, it left himwith only one conclusion: that it was real, and he was up to his
neck init.
And up to his knees in this dark water, and still not entirely sure what he was doi ng here. But

while listening to these dead voices in his head, his dream Jake had al so | ooked about, obtained
a picture of where he was. It could only be that Harry was showing himthis place telepathically,
for it was in no way dreanmlike. It was totally real

The caved-in ceiling, sagging in places and in others bul ging upwards fromthe furious force of
power ful expl osives; the collapsed stanchions, great tangles of shattered netal and concrete,
cratered fromthe blast and bl ackened by fire. And back there al ong what was once the course of
the subterranean river, the way conpletely bl ocked where the original cavern's ceiling had
succunbed to nman- nade convul sions and its own great weight of fractured rock

Dranmatic, but not what we're here to see, said Harry, satisfied now that Jake had at |east
accepted his involvenent, if not the all-inportant role he was to play in what was to cone. 50 now
come this way, to where he died

Harry was in Jake's mind, guiding his feet; all Jake needed to do was foll ow where the other |ed:
To the solid, twelve-feet-thick, reinforced concrete wall of the dam which contai ned the dynanoes
and sensitive equi pnent that had once supplied and nonitored the Refuge's power.

The once-snooth face of the concrete wall was gouged and pitted, blackened in places, but it was
still intact. Built to
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wi thstand the pressure of the water, it had also withstood the pressure of the blast.
That 5 cl ose enough, Harry said, bringing Jake to a halt where the water was a little shall ower.

There could well be... remains down there, under the water, that you wouldn't want to step on
"Remai ns?' Jake said. But no need, for the nore he conversed with the other in this way, the nore
he was given to understand that, |ike tel epathy, deadspeak frequently conveyed nore than was

actually said. The renmains that Harry referred to were those of the lieutenant or thrall that
Mal i nari and the others had used to bl ock one of the outlets, thus attracting attention to the
sunp and naki ng possi bl e their escape.

As that fact dawned, Jake stiffened; the short hairs rose on the nape of his neck as he took a
pace to the rear, winkled his nose in disgust, and swall owed to ease the sudden, involuntary
constriction of his throat. The water seemed to gurgle nore blackly yet, viscously, around his
cal ves, as he saw the curved rimof a steel conduit projecting fromthe damwall.

Perhaps nercifully, he could only see the uppernbst curve of the pipe, while the bore itself- and
what it contained - renmined hidden in the swirl of black water

Jesus Christ! Jake thought, and at once sensed Harry's reproval

Try not to do that, Jake! For expressions have crept into common speech that never should be.

"But... they stuffed a man, one of their own, in there?" The concept was horrifying. But not
nearly as awful as the new voice that now joi ned the conversation
A man? (that deep bass voice runbled and grunted). Was | a. nere nman, then? Korath Mndsthrall, a

mere nan? Ah, but don't let nmy name mislead you, for then you might consider me a nere thrall
too! Aye, and so | was at first. But all that was thirty thousand sunups agone, when first Lord
Malinari found nme in Sunside. After he recruited ne, then, | was his thrall, next a lieutenant,
finally Us chiefest lieutenant. | stood al ongside Malinari during his years of power, of
treachery, when his nane was a curse

even in the aeries of the Wanphyri! | was banished with himout of Starside into the Icelands, and
we suffered the ice together in the conpany of frozen beasts. | was there with nmy Lord at the
freezing, and at the nelt... and this is my reward.

Jake had backed off, found hinself a dry |edge of concrete fallen fromthe ceiling and crept up
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onto it. He sat there hugging his knees, shivering, but not fromthe cold. That was only in his
dream The real cold was in his mind, in the awful voice frombeyond the grave. O rather, from
beyond death, for Korath Mndsthrall had never known a real grave.

"And is this ... is this your secret? Jake was appalled, as much by the cold dread, the |oathing
in his own voice as by anything else. '"Is this what it neans to be a Necroscope, "the" Necroscope:
to suffer deadspeak and talk to things |ike Korath? His thoughts are ... corruption! Not the
things he says but the way they feel. | can't feel you, Harry; you're there in nmy head but
unobtrusive, not so nmuch an intruder as a guide. But Korath ... | can feel his thoughts |ike slugs

oozing in nmy head, polluting ny mnd!

He sensed Harry's grimnod of agreement. Exactly. Just as his rotting body polluted this water,
before his flesh sloughed fromhis bones. But this is where he died, and this is where he is. Now
maybe you can understand why Ben Trask was reluctant to tell you everything. It's not every man
who coul d bear to speak to the dead, Jake.

"It certainly isn't this one!' Jake gave his head a wild shake. '"In fact, all | want right nowis
to get the hell out of here!' But:

NO NO WAIT! Korath Mndsthrall begged. Don't go! Don't |eave ne! Before you there was not hing,
only darkness and | oneliness, and the sure know edge that | was shunned. | have listened to the
teem ng dead whispering in their endl ess night, and I know they whi sper warnings of ne: that | am
a vanpire, a terrible creature best left to its own devices. Wll, and so | was a vanpire. But
now. .. | have no devices! | have nothing. Wy, even ny flesh has nelted fromny broken bones and
is gone fromne! Have you no pity, you warmones? | nay not harmyou. | amnothing. DON T LEAVE
MEEEEEE

And just as suddenly the | oathing was gone and Jake found hinself pitying this Thing. Until Harry
told him
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That, too, is a mstake. Vanpires are the greatest cheats and liars imagi nabl e, devi ous beyond

measure. This one, Korath, is no exception. Later, we'll ask himwhy Mlinari chose him- '"his
chiefest lieutenant' - to block this pipe, when he had at |east three others to choose from On a
whi n? Hardly. You don't indenture or instruct sonmeone far as long as Korath M ndsthrall clains he
was in thrall, just to kill himout of hand. Mlinari had a reason

NO Korath how ed. That is a lie! No, no -forgive ne - not alie but... but a m sconception?
Mal i nari had no reason; he was never required to reason! He was The M nd, and whatever he wlled
woul d be done. Flesh was needed to block this pipe, and nyjlesh ... it was pliable and avail abl e.

That was enough. Say no nore.

So, said Harry, yourjlesh was pliable-

But not that pliable! The vanpire cut in. You cannot possibly inmagine the agonies that 7..

-And you were conpliant.

I was not! (Korath denied it). / did not know Lord Malinari sent out his thoughts; they touched
upon the man who tended this place and understood machi nes. But The M nd was cl ever and careful

In Sunside there are Szgany who know when the Wanphyri are near; they close their mnds, think no
t houghts and so hide thenselves fromthe Great Vanpires. Perhaps in this strange new world there
woul d be nen like that. Ever stealthy, Mlinari ensured that his presence went unsuspected. And he
took know edge fromthis engineer, and | earned the ways of the sunp, which was my downfall! My
master told nme the pipe was a way out. He bade me craw inside to make sure the way was clear

VWhen mny shoul ders woul d not go, he and Vavara and Szwart summoned their furious Wanphyri strength
to break the bones in ny back and shoul ders and drive ne home like a stopper in a bottle ..

Zek? Jake? said Harry, and there was sonmething newin his | ow deadspeak voi ce. They knew what it
was: that he spoke only to them that he was shielding his thoughts from Korath M ndsthrall. Let
me handle this. Zek, it probably isn't going to be pleasant, so by all nmeans leave it entirely to
me. Korath will say things you don't want to hear. And so m ght |

I"I'l absent nyself, she answered himat once. |'ve had ny fair share of dealings with vanpires, as
you know, and | don't need rem ndi ng. Jake, |

| ook forward to working with you if or whenever you need ne. Meanwhile there are others | should
talk to, and |l et them know you're here. You won't be al one, Jake.

Bef ore the dreaner could answer there was an enptiness in his nmind where Zek had been, or not so
much an enptiness as an awareness of her |eaving. And: 'How about ne?' he asked Harry. 'Any chance
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that | could perhaps "absent myself, too?

None at all, Harry told him You don't have to join in if you don't want to, but you should at
least listen. If I can, 1'll get Korath to tell us his story; or, nore inportantly, his master's
story. And those of Vavara and Szwart, too. If you're going to defeat your enemes, Jake, you need
to know them Wiy don't you just take it easy this tine out and listen in? Learn sonething about

t he Wanphyri and their ways, and learn it fromthe horse's - or the vanpire's - nouth? Wt hout

wai ting for an answer, he spoke again to Korat h:

I've a mind to |l eave you 'to your own devices', yes. Just as the teem ng dead advi se. But that
woul d make nme as cruel as the naster who crushed you and | eft you here to die. And so I'mtenpted

to stay with you a while, and converse with you in your |oneliness, which you nust know will |ast
for ever and ever. But on the other hand - having had to do with vanpires before - | see no point
in talking to one who is bound by his very nature to tell me nothing but lies.

Korath's answering cry inmedi ately went up: Ah! Ah! Have nercy! Have nercy! Pity me, | pray. For a

monent then | thought that you had gone, | thought you had left nme! Then | felt your warnth -

t hough yours is not so obvious as that of your friend, er, Jake? - and so knew you were stil

here. Now hear nme: | ama gruff and violent vanpire, that is true, but | was not always this way.

I was nmade what | am by Mlinari! Made by him and now unnmade by him So what nore harmcan he do
me? Who or whatever you are, talk to me. Only allow nme to bathe in your light, which burns like a

candle in this intol erabl e darkness, and ask of ne what you will. | shall not lie. As nmen are
known to speak the truth on their deathbeds, so | shall speak it from beyond.

I want to know about Malinari, said Harry. And Vavara and Szwart. | want to know all about them
from the beginni ng.

And Korath eagerly answered: None knows their stories better than |I. But... such tales will take

time in the telling.
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| have time, said Harry. Well, within certain lints. And so do you. You have an eternity of tine.
One question, said the other

Ask it.

Wy?

Because 1 would extermnate themand all that they stand for, Harry answered, truthfully and
ruthlessly. Their kind are not wanted in this world. And:

Good! said Korath, his voice gurgling with phlegny anticipation. Wy should they have life, having
deprived ne of mne? In Starside we acknow edge four states of being/unbeing. These are, one: the
void before birth. Two: the time of warmblooded life such as the Szgany of Sunside enjoy it.
Three: a 'higher' condition known as undeath, when a nan's existence m ght possibly reach to
eternity. And four: the true death, which is nothing less than a return to the primal void. But I
Korath, have found the last to be alie. It is a darkness, aye, but never a void. The true death

is an absence of notion, but not of mind. | think! | am But imobile, forgotten, lost in the
I ong, long night, | have no peace. So why should the ones who put nme here have peace? Wy shoul d
they have anything? No, | will not lie to you, Necroscope.

Then get on with it, said Harry. Begin with Nephran Malinari, since he would seemthe nost
danger ous.

Wong! said Korath. For each is as bad as the others. Wiy do you think they were bani shed out of
St ar si de?

Doubtless |'mabout to find out, said Harry. But 1'll warn you now. while tinme is not of the
essence, don't try to spin it out. I'mnot [ong on patience and could be about better things. Is
that understood? It is indeed, the vanpire answered. Then: Wthout pause Korath got on with it;
and by virtue of the nature of deadspeak - al so because the ex-lieutenant's tale was illustrated
with vivid mnd-pictures - Jake found hinself listening in. Along with his nmentor, he soon becane
absorbed in the narrative ..

"It was hundreds of years agone,' (Korath began) 'though to ne, having spent so much tine in the
ice - frozen and stilled, and

preserved even in ny thoughts - it stands out in ny nenory |like yesterday. O perhaps yestereve.
"I was of the clan Vadastra; indeed, | was the son of the chief, Dinu Vadastra. Qur place was in
the forest many nmiles to the east of the great pass into Starside. W toiled in gathering and
growi ng, in the breeding of domesticated livestock, and in hunting and fishing. Being settled -
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unli ke the majority of the Szgany, who are nomads - there were no bounds for ny father to beat. In
any event we were not troubled by foreign settlers; indeed, our |and was shunned by all the

nei ghbouring tribes. For you see, my people were supplicants who gave of their goods (a portion

or "tithe" as you would say) to Lord Nephran Malinari, called Malinari the Mnd, out of Ml stack
in Starside.

"Now, do not ask ne if | enjoyed our situation. I was born to it and knew no other way. Likew se
the Vadastras as a tribe; only the old nen of ny people had been travellers, who in their tine had
known the ways of the true nomad. The life of the supplicant suited themto perfection; the
Wanphyri had no use for ancient, withered flesh or desiccated bl ood. And so the elders were safe
so long as they could work, gathering the wild honey and fruits of the woods. My father was al so
safe, for while he had not as yet grown long in the tooth, still he was the chief of his people,
whom Mal i nari had appoi nted keeper of the tithe ... for which reason he was greatly feared and in
nmost nmatters obeyed wi thout question. In npbst natters, aye.

"And ny father, Dinu Vadastra, was a hard man: tall, broad, and a bully. Wen | esser nen
conplained of the "theft" of their w ves, sons or daughers taken in the tithe, he would deal very
harshly with them Wy, they mght even find thenselves listed as troubl emakers and, regardless of
the draw, destined for Malinari's great aerie when next his tithesnmen did their rounds.

"There was a girl | loved ... at least | think |I loved her, but all such things are a nystery to
me now. Love? That is for the warmones. Now there is - or there was - only lust. Wen ny naster
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and his lieutenants hunted anong the so-called "free" tribes of Sunside, oh, then there was | ust!
Ahhhhhhh!

"But please forgive me ny nmeandering mnd. For | see that you do not wish to know that..

"As for this young girl whom| may or may not have |oved, nore anon. Let it suffice for now to say
that she was ny downfall. The first of them anyway ...

" Now understand, Malinari was not greedy - at |east, not when the Wanphyri were at peace with one
anot her and no bl oodwar was ragi ng - but he was ever choosy. Hi s tithesnmen, |ieutenants all, knew
that he wanted only the best out of Sunside. No curdl ed honey, bitter pluns or scrawny beasts for
Mal i nari, and no snaggl e-tooth boys or bowlegged girls, either. And ny father was always hard put
to fix a "fair" tithe. He might on rare occasion slip in a barrel of |ess-than-best plum brandy, a
crippled shad or a brace or two of gane |eft hanging just a day or so too |ong, but never anything
outrageously offensive. And he was the sanme in his dealings with human flesh

"Loners, if they saw our canpfires in the night and came down fromthe barrier nmountains to warm

t hensel ves, were ever wel comed. They woul d be given food and drink - aye, and a lot of the latter -
bef ore being tapped on the head and laid aside for the tithe. And if the cart or caravan of sone
lone traveller's fam |y group shoul d happen onto Vadastra territory, well, that was reckoned a
bonus. For then fewer of our own woul d be needed for the Iist.

"W were sonme three hundred and ei ghty. The nunber rarely rose by nore than a dozen or so, and
when it did was as readily reduced. In any given year, perhaps fifty babies would be born; with
any luck half would grow to adults while the rest would be borne away into Starside. My lord
Nephran Malinari... was reputed to have a sweet tooth for basted infants.

"But | nust not junp ahead of nyself, for at that tinme he was not nmy Lord as such. O rather, |
was not as yet in thrall to him

"Where was | ? Ah, yes: the tithe:

"Married men who sired no children for a year or two were wont to find thenselves shortlisted. And
as for wonen who were barren: their future, or lack of such, was guaranteed. Likew se any

troubl emakers, of course. Thus the tribe maintained itself, barely, and the tithe sawto it that
we were never too large or too snall. Once in a three-nonth Malinari's tithesmen would conme on
their flyers over the nountains from Starside, and now and then the master hinmself would acconpany
themon their visits.

"And now to this girl, whom!| may even have | oved

"My father kept her back fromthe tithe, for ne. Alas that he had crossed so many of his own
peopl e, who suspected that he was biased in certain of his duties - in the quarterly draw ng of
the tithe-markers, for instance - and there were plenty who woul d have paid hi m back, who woul d
like to have seen his |loved ones on the list. O rather his |oved one, this selfsane Korath, whose
poor nother had died giving birth to him

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (116 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:13 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

"But the girl Nadia ... she and her nother were gatherers, as were nost of our wonen, and both of
them were anong the coneliest of Vadastra females. Nadia's father had been a tal ented hunter
until nine nonths agone when his marker came up in the draw. That had been that, if not quite as
easy as that.

"For he was young and strong as a bull shad; he had to be knocked down, bound in all his |inbs,

and even gagged before he would be still! And because of accusations he'd made concerni ng ny
father - the way Dinu had | ooked at his wife - there m ght be some who suspected that their chief
had "fixed" certain matters in his own favour. Make of that what you will, but I won't deny that
fromthen on Nadia's nother was Dinu's ... or should | sinply say that she subnitted to D nu, and

leave it at that? But his? His property? H s obedi ent wonman? Ah, wait and see ..

"The fact was that Mel ana Zetra had | oved her husband, and when she was over the horror of his
being taken in the tithe - and when she was close to ny father, and after she had covertly

i nvestigated the way he worked the list - then she nade up her
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mnd to act. | cannot state Melana's reasons for doi ng what she next did; perhaps it was nadness
brought on by grief, but if so she had hidden her condition extrenely well. O then again, she may

have been crazy like a fox and sinply biding her tine.

"My best theory is that she would be with her husband Banos again, regardl ess of the conditions,
and had determned to sacrifice herself to that end. Banos had been taken by Malinari of the
Wanphyri; now Mel ana woul d be taken al so. But along the way she would settle a few old scores. The
Szgany can be devious in their own right, and | cannot help but wonder if that is where the
Wanphyri get it: is it perhaps in the blood? For the blood is the life, after all.

"But if this secretly incensed or maddened Mel ana woul d be with her husband in Starside, why not
meke it a famly affair? What of her daughter, Nadi a? Wuld she be safe on her own with the Szgany
Vadastra, or better off in Starside with her nother and father? Being conely, it was unlikely
she'd be fodder; why, given tinme she m ght even becone a Lady! Could it be any worse to be undead
with the Wanphyri than to |ive under the constant threat of being stolen away or eaten by the
Wanphyri ? And what of an informer? Mght not he, or she - as a supplicant in the fullest, truest
meani ng of the word - gain favour in the red-litten lanps of their eyes? | suspect it was a

m xture of all of these inponderables that notivated the naddened or schem ng Mel ana to do what
she did next.

"The tinme of the tithe was at hand, and Di nu Vadastra had cal cul ated correctly that Malinari would
cone with his lieutenant tithesnmen out of Starside. It had been some tine since The Mnd hinself
had deigned to venture forth from Mal stack across the barrier nmountains into the vel vet of

Sunsi de' s ni ght.

'The skies were clear and the nmoon tunbling on high; all the famliar constellations were
twinkling in the snmoke of our signal fires, while | ow over the barrier nountains the star of ill-
onen - the Northstar, which lights the aeries of the Wanphyri - bathed
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the peaks with its silvery-blue ice-chip gleamng. A fine night, aye, for sone ...

... As it mght have been for nme had it not been for ny now barely-renmenbered | ove of Nadia
Zetra. Still, | cannot blanme her, for | amsure that Nadi a knew nothing of her nmother's plan. If
she had... it's nore than likely we would have fled fromour fate, becom ng |oners; or we m ght
have journeyed west and joined up with some band of true Travellers in their constant evasion of
t he Wanphyri; or perhaps we woul d have been happy sinply to be free a while, together she and I
and let the future take care of itself. Ch, a great many possibilities, if Nadia had known.

"As for ny father: if he had so nuch as suspected ... then Melana's |ife were forfeit |long before
the first of Malinari's flyers touched down on Vadastra soil. But of course none of us knew,
except Mel ana hersel f.

"And so to the preparations.

"All was in order. As the dusk settled in, Dinu had called for the tributes (in fact the ransom
for the life of the clan Vadastra) to be displayed on trestle tables to one side of the clearing,
where he had tallied themas was his wont. Six barrels of oil, six of white wine and six of red;
si x of good plum brandy (and all of it ~oo” plum brandy, mind, because Malinari was comi ng) and
six more of wild honey. A pair of young bull shads, freshly butchered, fifteen brace of pigeon
and five of wild boar; and a very special prize indeed: a live, caged wolf of the wild, a bitch at
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that, and pregnant to boot! The Wanphyri are especially fond of wolf cubs basted in their nmother's
m |k, and of heart-of-wolf and wolf meat generally, which they swear by as an aphrodisiac and
positive aid to their longevity. As if they needed such

"And neanwhile Dinu's specially chosen squad of bully boys was out and about, to ensure that
certain other tributes - of the human variety - were not fled. For while the tithe-nmarkers were

al ready drawn, the unfortunate parties had not been naned for fear that they woul d nmake off into
the night. Thus, as the time drew nigh, the wailing of nmothers and daughters, the curses of
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men and t he sobbing of their sons could be heard in and around the canp, as one by one the various
listed "nanes" were informed of their nisfortune by Dinu's tithe-takers.

"Some were already known, of course: the troubl emakers in their cages, and outsiders who had
wander ed i nadvertently onto Vadastra territory. But the three nales, three fermales, and six
infants of the clan itself, their naming was left to last, for the reasons stated. Then they were
gathered in by Dinu's bully boys, chained and gagged before they could voice any great conplaint
or cause conmmotion, and tethered to await the coning of the tithesmen and their vanpire master,
Lord Nephran Malinari. As for the babies: they were wapped in bundles on the trestle tables,
along with the other wi nes, victuals, and sweetneats.

"Myself: | was with Nadia, "safe" in ny father's caravan. From peepholes in the withe walls,
silently and scarce breathing, we watched and waited as instructed. For ny father |iked to keep
his prized ones (I still find the idea of "loved ones" hard to envisage) well out of sight of the

Wanphyri, so as not to arouse their interest. Likewi se Nadia's nother, Ml ana Zetra; Dinu had
advi sed her to remain out of sight, hidden in her caravan, |est being conely she attract unwanted
attention.

"And in the fifth hour after sundown they came. 'The skies had been clear, as told, and only a
warm breeze, like the breath of the dreaming forest, to tease the flames of the canpfires and stir
the branches of the trees about the central clearing. But the Wanphyri have their own weird ways
with nature; they work their will on air, earth, and water as acid works on netals, etching them
to their design.

"We had seen it all before: the mist gathering on the high peaks and rolling down |ike sone

vapor ous aval anche, all milky-white in the moonlight. The sudden flurry of cold air down fromthe
barrier mountains, beating on the flanmes of our fires as if to snother them and | ashing the
gentler winds of the forest to frenzied flight. And suddenly, from behind the peaks, the first
stain of dark clouds withing blindly out of the north,

feeling their way |i ke snaky fingers and obscuring the glittering Northstar as they cane.

"And in those clouds, riding on high, swooping and fluttering like withered | eaves caught in a
flurry - yet, unlike | eaves, directed and with purpose - the scaly flyer nounts of the Wanphyri!

" And oh, the npani ng and gi bbering of those plague winds, as the creatures that rode them- and
the Ones who rode them - cane on, gliding, descending, trapping the air in the scoops of their
webby nenmbrane wi ngs, and settling to the foothills over Vadastra territory ... except, as by now
you have surely reasoned, these | ands were Vadastra in name only.

"For in fact they belonged to Lord Nephran Malinari of the Wanphyri. And Malinari had cone to
collect his tithe ..."'
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CHAPTER NI NETEEN

Mal i nari

In the gl oomof the wecked sunp, in the dark of Jake's dream - which was in fact nuch nore than a
dream indeed a netaphysical connection through Harry Keogh to an ex-lieutenant of the Wanphyri -
Korath M ndsthrall continued his story:

"There were vanpires and vanpires. In Starside's great aeries of the Wanphyri as were, | saw sone
who were hi deous beyond description, too nmonstrous to | ook upon even through a thrall's eyes.

"In general they would keep to their manlike outlines, but would shape their various parts to
their own design. Their ears were often carved and fretted into fanciful scul ptures; convolute
nostrils might be pierced and hung with rings of gold; arms |engthened to extend their reach in
battle, and teeth permanently enlarged until speech itself was difficult. Lords frequently kept
battl e-scars as trophies; a flayed cheek m ght be nmade to heal so that the white of the bone
showed t hrough; a gouged eye could be grown el sewhere than on the face.
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"In those days there was a young Lord called Lesk the d ut because of his appetites. Stolen as a
child out of Sunside, he grewto a youth, becane a |ieutenant, eventually slew his master for his
| eech. But Lesk was a madman, and the stolen | eech only enhanced his madness. When his nurdered
master's famliar

warrior hesitated to answer to Lesk's conmand, he actually did battle with the thing ... and
killed it! He won the fight but |ost an eye, which he grew again upon his shoul der
"Organs such as these were rudinmentary. Sonme Lords deliberately affected an extra eye at the nape

of the neck ... sufficient to give warning of an attack fromthe rear. And these eyes would be
lidless, so that they could never close in sleep
"I mention these things so as to illustrate the hideousness of which | have spoken. But in fact

those Lords - and occasionally Ladies - who affected such alterations or nutilations were usually
the weakest of their kind; they only nade thenselves to | ook ugly so as to present nore fearsone
facades in battle, and so perhaps to avoid battle entirely.

' Take for exanple Vol se Pinescu, called Lord Wn, which was surely the greatest possible m snomer
VWhat, just one wen, when in all l|ikelihood Volse was the ugliest of all the Lords of the Vanphyri?
For it was Lord Wen's habit to foster hairy bl em shes, running sores, and festoons of boils al

over his face and formin order that his aspect would be that nuch nore terrifying! Do you see? No
clean man or thing would strike himfor fear of the drench which nust surely ensue!

' Even anongst the highest-ranking vampire Lords, there were several such as Lesk and Vol se. But
then again, there were also those who had no need for such deceptions and affectations. And
Nephran Malinari was one of them

"For he was vain and he was handsone ... ah, but this, too, was a fafade in its way. For The M nd
was a nonster underneath, even as nonstrous as his mind, if you'll forgive this puny play on
words. But at least in his appearance Lord Malinari was | ess the beast and nore the beautiful
human being; nore truly, well, "lordly", as it were. But for sonething so very terrible to be so

beautiful, surely that were the ultimte deception?

"Back to that night:

"Seven great flyers had | anded on the rimof a broad |ledge, a false plateau in the foothills
overl ooki ng Vadastra territory.
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Malinari's nmist (for you may be sure it was of his manufacture) rolled down to flank himand his,
then spread out and descended to the forest. It was met by a | esser mist that sprang fromthe soi
and woodl ands thenmsel ves, so ringing in our rude hones and their central clearing. And all about
us a sea of white-lapping mst; and in the clearing itself a ground m st - but unlike any natura
m st, sentient and sick-feeling - withing and tw ning about the cabins and | ong-i mobilized
caravans where the latter were all propped on their enpty axles. Malinari's thoughts were in the
mst; they felt things out, searching for treachery. But there was none. O at |east, not towards
Mal i nari .

"The wind had fled south and the night was still again. As the mist slowy dispersed, the flyers
| aunched fromtheir foothills | edge and came gliding on stretchy menbranous wi ngs.

"Now, the flying nounts of the Wanphyri are nonstrous creatures, though not so nuch for any kind
of mal evolent activity on their part as for their appearance and nature. For while at first glance
they seem i ke giant |ong-necked and long-tailed bats, on closer inspection ... plainly they are
made fromnen.' Their w ngs have enornmous span, with the al veol ate, once-hunman skel etons of arns,
| egs, and grotesquely extended fingers and toes all visible through the sheathing, grey-glean ng
menbrane of their envel opes. The creatures have massive hearts, to fuel the nuscles that power
their great wings; other than that they are little nore than airfoils of flexible cartilage and
hol | ow bone in sheaths of light, |lean neat. In short, they are mainly wings with very little of
mnd. Built to fly and obey - with their tiny, walnut brains linked invisibly, nentally, to their
riders - they do nothing but what their masters will. Ch, they have bits in their nouths and reins
for guidance, but only for enphasis when nmental commands go | acking a ready response

' So, now you understand ne when | speak of "flyers, descending towards our clearing on their
stretchy nenbrane wings." As for their riders:

' These soon becane visible. Three of the seven - those in the
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m ddl e of the V-formation - were at ease, arrogant, haughty in their ornate | eather saddles; the
others were young |ieutenants, eager, forwards-|eaning, and feral-eyed. It was probably the first
time they had been allowed to venture forth with Malinari's tithesnen. But the figure to which
every eye was drawn was that in the dead centre of the aerial tableau. To him and to his nount.
"That central flyer was by far the |argest, strongest, and nost el aborately fashioned; a handfu
of good men - perhaps as many as six or seven - had gone into its construction in Malinari's vats
of nmetanorphosis in Malstack, in Starside. Giding down towards the clearing, the huge but human
eyes in its half-human head at the end of that |ong, snaky neck, swung this way and that, seeking
an acceptabl e landing place; while black and seem ngly vacant saucer eyes in its belly Iidded
thensel ves in preparation, so as not to suffer damage in the | anding.

" Ah, but when | speak of eyes, do not let ne forget those of the rider where they glowed |like

smal |l scarlet lanmps in his face. O course they did, for this was Lord Nephran Malinari - Malinar
the M nd hinself.
"His flyer's wings fornmed thenselves into air-scoops; its tail - the elongated, knuckled spine of

a man - swung this way and that, keeping bal ance; coiled tentacles |Iike springs extended down from
belly cavities, their sensitive tips tracing the contours of the ground. Then, with a sighing of
air and a folding of wings, the thing set down light as a feather. And flanking it, six |esser
beasts |ikew se touched down, their lieutenant riders out of their saddles and striding to their

master's side all in a fewliquid noments. Wiile for those same nonents Malinari sat there as if
in contenplation, reins |oosely clasped, one el bow on the ponmel of his saddle, and chin in hand
"Then, stirring hinmself up, he swng lithely down fromhis nount, sighed and said, "Well, and here
we are ..." Sinply that, the merest nurmur of a sound; yet powered by Malinari's nmentalism every

man, woman, and child in the entire Vadastra
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settlement heard it.' And to every mnd he touched - despite that his voice was brandy-deep and
honey-sweet - a certain fetor clinging. For with all his powers of deception, even Malinari could
not hide the underlying stench of bl ood.

"His nentalismhad its limts. Spread thin as this, it was good for seeking out enem es or Szgany
in hiding, but for very little else. So that having displayed it he now di spensed with it. And the
swift withdrawal of his probes felt like water clearing fromone's ears after surfacing froma
dive in a deep pool. And now, too, he called for my father Dinu in a voice both rich and strong.
But while the brandy depth was still there, the sweetness was all used up. For nowit was tinme for
t he busi ness.

'The Vadastras (all except the few favoured ones, who were hidden away) were gathered as a clan on
that side of the clearing farthest fromthe barrier nountains, so positioned that all eyes had
been enabled to follow the arrival of Malinari and his tithesnen. My father, who stood central and
to the fore of this gathering, came with all speed in answer to Malinari's call and prostrated

hi nsel f before his acknowl edged naster. And the vanpire Lord stood there a little while, |ooking
down on him perhaps enjoying his grovelling.

"But, ahhhh - this Malinari was handsone! He was all of an hundred and sixty years old, but |ooked
no nmore than forty. His hair was black and shone |like a night-hawk's wing - as well it mght,
being greased with the fat of Vadastra wonen! Swept back fromthe broad done of his head, behind
poi nted ears which were not as |arge or m sshapen as the webby, conch-like ears of nobst Lords, and
with its jet ringlets curled on his caped shoulders, while its gleanm ng black curtain fanned out
down his back like the hair of a young girl, or the decorative head plunage of the black eagle ..
why, it |l oaned himthe haughty | ooks of a great hunting bird - a veritabl e night-hawk, aye.' And
for once it was no deception; for as much as he was anything, Malinari was certainly the bird of

prey.

"And his face, its deathly pallor ... the deep-sunken eyes

under arcing eyebrows ... cheek-bones jutting ... the high browrising ... slightly flattened nose
whose convol ute flanges were al nost inperceptible ... the | ean cheeks and perfect bow of his bl ood-

red lips. The red of blood, aye, to match the fire of his eyes. In any other nan or vanpire the
fiery lamps of Malinari's eyes would be | ess than ornanental, but they suited The Mnd to
perfection. |Indeed, they | oaned his cheeks a ruddy senbl ance of warmth, of life, while in fact he
was the cold and cruel naster of sonething other than life, but not yet death.

"And tall: he would be two | ong paces tall, and then sone. And slimas a wand, yet strong as a
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dozen of our best, who were only nen. | knew this last for a certainty, for there never was a weak
Lord of the Wanphyri. But Malinari's strength wasn't of the flesh alone; not only brawn, but

brain; not nerely muscle, but mnd. He was The M nd!

"And, "Up," he finally conmanded nmy father. "Up, and show nme ny tribute."

"There was no kissing of sandalled feet, nor yet of hands, as ny father cane erect; no touching of
any sort. Such were The Mnd's powers that even a touch could prove harnful, draining a man's

know edge or erasing part of his menmory. And anyway, Dinu was Malinari's trusted servant who would
not dare hold anything back fromhim This was how it had been between them for many a shanef ul

year. Shameful, aye. For if I've not already said that | |oathed this cringing, subservient
exi stence, surely by now | have hinted as much?
" Anyway:

"My father was big, burly, bearded, and blustering. Rumour had it that he was a bastard, too, but
I never heard it bruited in his presence. Puffed up with his own inportance, yet sonehow managi ng
to bow and scrape, he led Malinari and his men to that side of the clearing where the trestle
tables were bowed a little fromthe weight of the tribute. Here D nu Vadastra had been as clever
as he dared to be, so arranging the trestles that the centre spans were bound to bowa little
under any extra wei ght!
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Whet her or no his ploy fooled anyone, it certainly | ooked good. And indeed Malinari seened

i mpressed.

" Then he and ny father conversed. And because Dinu's caravan stood very close to the trestle

tabl es, and the night being so still now (and |ikewi se all those who were not directly involved,
keeping very still), Nadia and | heard their every word.

""Dinu, chief of the clan Vadastra,” Malinari spoke to ny father. "It appears you had word of ny
comng. | would even say you nust have had, since you' ve responded with this oh-so-excell ent
tribute! What's nore, try as | mght | cannot renenber the tine when ny tithesnen brought hone so
handsorme a bounty. What? Wy, | could even be forgiven for thinking that perhaps they' ve been
robbing ne all this time. My own lieutenants, |ike ungrateful dogs, thieving fromthe house that
shelters them:.."

"He stared at his nmen - glared at themwi th eyes of flane, |engthened his jaws and yawned at them

alittle - so that they all drew back a pace ... until he grinned a wolfs grin at them then threw
back his great head and | aughed until his hair shinmered all down his back
""Ah, but see, | have nmade a joke," he said. "For all and all, ny lieutenants, thralls, and

fam liar creatures know that to thieve fromme is to bid farewell to all this. My rules are nade
sinmple, so that even a dullard may understand them In nmy manse in Starside dwell many starveling
warriors who have their needs no less than nmen; fromtinme to tinme they enjoy the occasiona
tidbit, and to a nonster they are especially fond of tidbits that kick and shriek and spurt red

"And after a pause, turning to nmy father: "Dry work, this joking," he said. "Are we perhaps
thirsty, Dinu Vadastra?" And he beckoned to his side a junior |ieutenant.

"By then, as might well be imagined, ny father was very thirsty. He produced a tray of beaten
gold, and three goblets of that sane common netal which he filled with white wine froma barrel
This was ever the ritual: that Dinu play the part of one

of Lord Malinari's food-tasters. For, like all of the Wanphyri but nore so than nost, The M nd was
susceptible to silver in however small a nmeasure - indeed, to granules of silver, to the very dust
of silver - and likewise to garlic, whose nere reek was guaranteed to cause nausea and copi ous
vomting. Thus Dinu would take the first sip, which would provide himw th an early opportunity to
declare the wine foul ed; next the tithesman who, being a vanpire, would not only taste any poison
but react violently to it; and finally Malinari, first inhaling deeply of the w ne's bouquet
through his snout's fleshy runnels, before gulping it down. For however much he affected lordly
airs, and, on occasion, a "flowery" or "delicate" node of speech, still Lord Malinari's table
manners were dreadf ul

'So on through every barrel, a taste fromeach; the brandies, too, and even the honey. And while

my father was sensi ble enough to drink but sparingly, still he was staggering a little towards the
end. As for the foodstuffs - the wild grain, roots and fruits, aninmals and such, aye, and bairns,
too - they were not tested, though for a fact Malinari lingered a while over a fat boy child whose
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bl ack eyes smiled at himin all innocence, while the nonster's own crinmson orbs flared that much
brighter in his face ..
"Then on to the wolf-bitch in her cage: "A prize indeed!"™ Milinari approved. "I may keep her and

her whel ps both," and he nmade as if to stroke her through the bars. But, growling |low in her
throat, she snapped at him and Malinari withdrew his hand with no roomto spare, saying, "O

per haps not. For wolves are plaguy, treacherous beasts at best. But fine strong neat, Dinu
Vadastra, 1'll grant you that. And on that sane subject, where, pray, are the rest of ny aninals -
the ones who wal k upri ght ?"

"Wth which the unfortunate ones, all sorted and chained in arow- a man, a girl, a youth, a
wonman, and so on - were trooped out for Malinari's inspection. They had been caused to void

t hensel ves (for the sake of 'cleanliness'), then had been washed, grooned, and clad in good fur
robes fastened with gol den cl asps.
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And there they paraded, nost with bowed heads, but a few of the younger nen nuttering (however
unwi sely), and the adult wonen sobbing, and this or that young girl far too prideful, too aware of
her lithe Szgany sensuality, head tilted and dark eyes fluttering, daring to gaze on Malinari and
even hoping to inmpress him Ah, but The M nd was not easily inpressed.

"He wal ked the line - or rather flowed along it, with that

deceptive grace of the Wanphyri - and his tithesnen with him

senior nen to the fore and juniors well to the rear. And whenever

Mal i nari paused to | ook closer at one of his male acquisitions,

then his senior lieutenants would step forward and take hol d

of the man, forcing wide his jaws so that the G eat Vanpire

coul d exanm ne his teeth. Then they would unfasten his gold

cl asp, displaying his naked body, and sonetines Mlinari m ght

i ndi cate his approval of a youth's long |linbs and broad shoul ders,

murnuring, "This one is for the making, | think. In Mlstack, ny

vats stand enpty." O, "This one is a fighting man, tall and well

muscl ed, aye." O again, he might say nothing at all, but sinply

shake his head. For there was al ways the provisioning.

"In a while he cane to one of those too-proud girls, who dared to gaze upon him and paused. Again
his senior tithesnen noved forward, one of themreaching for the clasp at the girl's throat to
open her robe. But she was a beauty, and the |lieutenant too eager. Noticing this, Lord Malinari
caught at his hand and stayed it, then narrowed his eyes in a frown, saying:

' "Ah, but see how your bl ood courses, Stefanu. Wiy, | can feel it pulsing through your veins |ike
a raging river.' And so you're a lustful one, are you? But you know - now that | think of it - |
have often wondered why, when | send you out to collect ny tithes, | get so fewvirgins ... ?"

' "Master, |-" said Stefanu, trying to back off. But Malinari held him saying:

"Ah, ah, be still!" And he touched the index finger of his free hand to the man's brow. Stefanu
groaned, jerked, began to lift his right hand where it was sheathed in a nurderous gauntlet. This

was a wholly reflex action, nothing nore, but Malinari had seen it. H's eyes blazed up at once,

i ke coals under the bellows, and as his jaws el ongated and his lips curled back fromscythe-Ilike
teeth, so Stefanu fell to his knees and begged for nmnercy.

"Then for long nonents Malinari's index finger trenbled on his lieutenant's forehead, and his face
withed in a passion as he read the man's thoughts, at |least the ones that were inportant to him

Until suddenly, straining as if from sonme enornous effort of will, he snatched back his hand and
snar | ed

' "Oh, you mserable, |echerous man! Consider yourself fortunate, for while | have had your
thoughts, 1've left your mind intact. Not out of any love for you, Stefanu Mndsthrall - ravisher

of my wormen before |'ve so nmuch as seen them - but because | may soon have need of you. And
treacherous? Did | not see you raise your hand, your war-gloved hand, against ne? Did you dare
think to strike ne? Perhaps you did! And so for now. .. begone! Renove! Take yourself from ny
sight. Get to your flyer and wait for nme there, and consider your treacherous ways: what you have
done this night, and to whom and what it would be like to live out the rest of your life
floundering and drooling, mndless in a pit of your own wastes - which mght yet be your get from
all thist"
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"He rel eased Stefanu, and when he had wiggled away, stunbled to his feet and fled, Malinari said
to the girl, "My dear, give ne your hand." She obeyed himat once. And using his nentalismhe saw
what only he could see, then asked her, "Are you truly a virgin?"

""Ch yes, ny Lord," she answered. And Malinari nodded and smil ed.

"Had you said no," he told her, "I night have nade you a |ieutenant's wonan, for your honesty.
But | abhor liars however pretty - especially little whores who woul d attenpt my seduction by
trying to hide their thoughts fromnme. Werefore ... no high station for you, young |ady, but
there are common thralls in ny nanse who will enjoy instructing you. O you them
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whi chever!" And, winkling his nose, he shrugged and turned

(0] (tmoO
away from her.
"Malinari's inspection was over. And now he told Dinu Vadastra, "I amnot displeased. Not with you

and yours. But you've seen how | deal with them who would deny ne nmy due. So now tell me truly:
was this the best you could do?"

""The Vadastras have never made finer wines or brandies," ny father answered. "As for the
foodstuffs, no better flesh nay be bred or hunted, no purer honey or sweeter fruits foraged. On ny
word, ny Lord, this is our best.”

""And what of the tithe in human flesh?" Mlinari glanced at the robed ones in their chains. "Are
these al so the best you have to offer, or do you hold sonething in reserve?"

""Again |'ve done ny best," Dinu told him "But certainly | nust have a reserve - of good bl ood

good flesh for breeding - lest the Vadastras falter and become useless to you."

"And Malinari nodded and said, "This was always our understandi ng, aye. But Dinu, take heed, hard
tinmes are com ng, and ny needs are great. Do you see this dark cloud hangi ng over us, like a
portent of ill-onen? What say you, chief of the Vadastras? It seens to ne it bodes not well."

" And when ny father glanced at the heavens - indeed there was a dark and hovering cl oud, which

until now had gone mainly unnoticed. It turned slowy in the night-dark skies over Vadastra
territory, and within its withing nmass, riding the |aden air, darker shapes seened hi dden

"So that Dinu's voice was less certain, small and faltering, as he inquired, '"Ww what does it
mean, my Lord?"

"But The Mnd's "cultured" tones were grown very deep and nenaci ng now, and his scarlet eyes nore
truly aflanme as he answered, "It neans that despite our - what, our friendship? - and despite that
you have been a true and honest man ..."

"At which point there sounded a small commtion; a fluttering figure appeared at the rimof the
tabl eau, and: "Wat? A true and honest man, this Dinu Vadastra? This so-called chief?

This great thief? | say wait, give nme but a nmonent to show you that you are wong, ny Lord!" The
voi ce was shrill and fenale.

" And Nadi a, where she huddled close to nme in ny father's caravan, started and gasped, her hand
flying to her nouth. For she had recogni zed the voice: that of her nother, Melana Zetra, who cane
hurryi ng now from her hiding place. And:

""But what is this?" Mlinari arched his eyebrows, and his forehead creased in a frown. "Sonmeone
dares to raise her voice, to interfere, and to command Nephran Milinari to wait?"

"For a noment Dinu Vadastra was stunned; |ikew se the rest of the clan, including Nadia and
nyself. But as Melana came in a rush, her hair awy and her face gaunt with fear - the terror of
what she was about - it was observed that she wore a robe of offering. And indeed she was offering
hersel f, of her own free will, to Malinari and his tithesnen! Ah, but she was offering a deal nore
than that.

""What ?" said Malinari again, in utter amaze, as she threw herself down before him claw ng the
earth at his feet. "Is she a nad thing, that she interferes with the tithe?"

" "Mad with grief!"” Melana cried, tearing her hair, throwing off her robe and kneeling there
naked. "Mad with rage, and with outrage. For | have been cheated and used badly. My people, too,
and even you, ny Lord, cheated! Al of us - by this man!" And she pointed a trenbling finger at
Di nu.

"It was the beginning of the end. And any observer could be forgiven for thinking that D nu was
hi msel f Wanphyri - the way his eyes popped out |like plums in his face, and the way he bared his
teeth - as he threw hinself upon Mel ana and bore her down. His knife rose over the tangle they
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made ... until Mlinari took it fromhim tossed it away, then grabbed Dinu by the scruff of the
neck and drew hi mupright. And:

""Speak up!" he commanded Nadi a's nother. "How have | been cheated? Ch, be sure | could learn it
my way, but the process is harnful and your chief nmight easily |ose all powers of reason
Moreover, | would like himto hear for hinself what may
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yet harm himeven nore. So say on, wonan: tell ne how D nu Vadastra has betrayed ne." He | ooked at
ny father dangling in his grasp, his sandalled feet barely touching the ground, then grunted and
thrust himaway, sending himsprawing to the earth. Dinu would have attacked Mel ana again, at
once, but a pair of lesser lieutenants were at his side, their gauntlets ready. And so he kept
still.

' Then Mel ana spoke up, and the conplaints she listed were the selfsame gri evances that every
decent Vadastra nman, wonman, or child capable of reasoned and intelligent thought had carried in
his or her heart for long and I ong, w thout ever daring to give them substance. She spoke of the
chiefs many prejudices, and of his favourites - such as herself - who renained hidden away, secret
and undi sclosed to the Geat Lord of Vanpires, when he sent his tithesnen out of Starside to
collect his tribute; and of Dinu's treachery to his own tribesnen: how, if he were jeal ous of a
man' s prowess, or if he should be bested in some piddling canpfire argunent, then the better nan
m ght expect to find hinself listed for the tithe. So that for long and | ong, no one had dared say
D nu no.

‘Mel ana went on and on, as if she would never end. For as ny father's odalisque, she had been
privy to a great nany wicked things in his caravan - all of his conspiracies with his cronies - in
the tine since her good husband, Banos, had been taken in the tithe. And so she lashed Dinu with
her unforgiving tongue, which all the while gathered fire and passion; for Ml ana knew t hat, one
way or the other, it was all done with now, and so she might as well do her worst.

' Then, towards the end, she spoke of her nan, Banos Zetra; but here she broke down, sobbing her
heart out when telling how Banos - a hunter whose contributions to the tithe had been significant -
had been carried off to Malstack in Starside sinmply because D nu Vadastra had fancied his wife for
hi nsel f, and for no other reason.

""And here | kneel before you," she finished at last, "the

living proof of all that | have said. But ny man is in Starside and there's no place here for ne
now, for which reasons | would venture over the barrier nmountains with you and yours, into the
dark. And what of the ones that Dinu has hidden fromyou, great Lord? My daughter, whom he saves
for his owmn worthl ess son. Aye, and that selfsame son, Korath, who skul ks |ike a whipped dog in
his father's caravan there?'" At the |l ast she threw herself flat on the earth, sobbing and cl asping
Malinari's feet.

"And Malinari was silent for a while, as he considered all that he had been told. But neanwhile
his men were not idle. Two of themwere at the withe door of my father's caravan; finding it
barred fromwithin, they tore it fromits hinges. And one of them poked his head in and saw us,
calling out: "They are here, ny Lord. A youth and a girl, huddled in the dark |like mce. The woman
spoke the truth.”

' "So," said Malinari, and his voice was doonful quiet now, even as quiet as the strange dark
clouds circling overhead. "If she spoke the truth, then sonmeone has lied. Bring these mce to ne."
"But my father cried out, "My Lord! Have nmercy, | beg you! He is ny son, and the girl is his
worman, and ..."

" "And ... you kept themfromnme," said Malinari, silencing himwi th a glance. "I was not shown
them nor asked if | wanted them You desired no nercy of ne then, only now Like the child who
steals a plumthen asks if he may have one. O in this case two pluns ... or three, if we include

this good brave woman."

'He stooped and caught up Melana's robe, took her shoul der and drew her to her feet. "Cover
yoursel f," he said. "I believe there may be a position for a hard-working woman - as an overseer
of women - in Malstack in Starside. Mreover, | know of a certain thrall called Banos, who has not
taken any wonan of the nanse in all the tine he has served ne. And Banos has served nme well...
unli ke several | could nanme." He gloonmed on Dinu Vadastra, then across the clearing to where a
certain senior lieutenant sat all norose astride his flyer.
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"And though Mel ana fastened her warm robe about her, still she shivered. She had felt the weird
cold when Malinari touched her, the tendrils of sentient ice that flowed fromhis fingers. Yet
still she was the brave one. "Wat of mny daughter, ny Lord? My beloved child, still innocent

despite this unworthy Korath's vile enbraces?”

"Malinari | ooked at her and rai sed an eyebrow. "You should be aware,” he said, "of the thin line
bet ween bravery and utter folly. I'mnot nuch known for listening to conplaints, and even |ess for
granting wi shes." But then he sighed, and said, "First let ne see this girl, this-"

""Nadia," Melana told him

""As you will," Malinari nodded. "This Nadia. And for that matter, this unworthy Korath, too." And
his |ieutenants dragged Nadia and nyself before him Thus | cane face to face with Lord Nephran
Mal i nari, of the Wanphyri.

' "Are you your father's son?" he questioned nme. ' "Eh? Er, pardon?" (For how to answer such a
question?) ' "Eh? Pardon?" He minicked me. "Are you a cheat and a liar |ike your father, Dinu
Vadastra?"

"Vell, | wasn't like ny father to that extent. But big and brawny | was, and perhaps a little
stupid, too. "I'mno cheat," | told him "And no man calls ne a liar."

"When he noved | did not even see it! But | felt his clout, the thud of his back-hander agai nst
the side of ny head, making ny ears ring and knocking me off ny feet. Well, it seenmed plain to ne
that | had offended him Now it was tinme to die - but not without a fight. | sprang up - and was

at once pinioned by the nen who had brought us fromthe caravan. But struggle as best | mnight
couldn't shift themor throw themoff. And Malinari, he |aughed, saying:

" "Hold still and listen. You are big and handsone, and you are strong as a bull shad ... and you
are mne.' Unworthy? Well, nmaybe. W'll wait and see if blood runs true. But first there's work
for you, a chance to prove yourself, in Starside."

"He turned to Nadia. "You're the imge of your mother. But are you as brave? WII| you conme into
Starside, of your own free will, to be a vanpire with your father and your nother there?"

""lI have no other life, Lord," she answered.

""But you will have," Malinari told her. "For you shall be a stable-nmaid, tending ny flyers in

their pens, in Mlstack."

"Then in a trice, in a flowing motion too fast to follow, he | eaned to her neck and bit her! It

was the work of a monent, to put his life - or undeath - into her, then into her nother, so that,
swooni ng, they collapsed on the earth. And finally Mlinari turned once nore to mne.
"Held fast by his nmen, and stiffened by nmy terror, | could do nothing but stand stock-still, l|ike

a shad in the slaughter-yard, with ny eyes hal f-shuttered.
"But no, he nmerely winkled his nose at ne, and his lieutenants did the rest...'
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CHAPTER TVENTY

Dark Lords O Starside

Korath M ndsthrall was in Jake Cutter's nmind as surely as his own thoughts, so that rather than
having the story related to him it was as if Jake lived it.

And that's dangerous, said Harry Keogh, 'awakening' Jake to his true position, in the wecked sunp
of the deserted Ronani an Refuge. Except that wasn't the true picture (or his true |ocation)

either, for in fact he was only there by courtesy of Harry's mind-link. Jake's living, sleeping,
dream ng body was airborne in a jet-copter flying east, sonmewhere over the Australian Sinpson
Desert .

' Danger ous?' Jake said, hugging his knees where he sat on a slab of concrete fallen fromthe
ceiling, watching the black waters of the sunmp gurgling by. 'Wat is?

To let a vanpire - even a dead one -get that deep into your mnd, Harry answered darkly. That's
what's dangerous. And | think our friend Korath is stretching things out a hit. But:

/ amtelling it the way it was! (Korath's Voice' again, protesting). You have asked me to tell you
about Malinari the Mnd. How nay | conply without describing his deeds, defining his w ckedness?
Very well, Harry told him That's accepted. But |I'msure you can do it a little faster. Qur tine
is limted here.

I shall do ny best, Korath answered, grunblingly. But in any case, the rest of that night is a

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (125 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:13 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

blur, for |I had been bitten, vanpirized by Malinari's

lieutenants. The scenes ... they all flowinto one in the eye of ny nenory. Perhaps | desire to
forget them for what remains of themis ... not pleasant. And the Vadastras were ny people, after
all.

Then he was silent for a nonment or two, until inalittle while he picked up the thread of his
story ...

'The bite of the vanpire brings about a weakness, a lethargy, a heaviness of |inbs and thoughts
alike. If Malinari hinself had taken ny blood - and in the process transfused something of his
essence - then I would renenber nothing at all until much later. But | was strong and his
lieutenants were only thralls. Ch, they were powerful nen, and each and every one an aspirant, but
they were not yet \Wanphyri

‘Nadi a and her nmother, | saw themcarried off towards the flyers while | reel ed between the two
who had recruited me. And Malinari, seeing that | was conscious, nodded his approval - of ne, ny
strength, | suppose. But ny senses were swinming as fromdrinking too nuch brandy; if one of his
lieutenants had let go of an arm |I'msure | would have fallen

"Then ... | renmenber ... or | seemto renenber ... Malinari's voice raised, calling to ny people,
the entire Vadastra clan where they huddl ed at the far side of the clearing. "Cone join ne," he
called. "Eat, drink, partake of ny tribute. For |I shall free you of tyranny this night. This hated

chief- this Dinu, of whomI've heard conplaint - he is no nore. Nor shall | require any nore of
you from now on. For | perceive that you have given enough. | free you, to be as you will, to do
as you will, and to go where you will. Malinari has spoken ... so let it be." And his eyes burned

brighter yet as he used his nentalismto reinforce his nessage, sending out his vanpire thoughts
to touch upon their n nds.

" And drugged though | was - or rather, tainted with the essence of vanpirism which now flowed in
ny veins - even | saw the pictures that Malinari painted in the mnds of the people. Indeed, | may
even have seen themnore clearly because of that essence; but by that selfsane token | knew that
those pictures lied:
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"The glad bright faces of the young ones where they wandered hand in hand through the woods. The
canpfires where nusicians played their bazouras and tanmbours; and nmeat roasting on spits while the
menf ol k cl apped and young girls whirled in the dance. And wheel ed caravans, trundling through the

woods as of yore, bearing a people as free as the air; or at |least free of Nephran Malinari, if
not the rest of the Warnphyri. True travellers again, aye, in the forests of Sunside- '-And all a
lie.

""Come, bring your cups,” Malinari cried. "Come drink with me, to your freedom " And his nmen went
anong ny people, leading themto the tables laden with tribute.

"But supported between those who had converted nme, with nmy poor sick head lolling this way and
that, | saw how the strange dark cloud - that cloud of ill-omen - was settling towards the
clearing, and how a ground mi st was once nore gathering in the earth.

"As for ny father

"It cannot be said that he had been a good nan, but where he grovell ed now under the sandall ed
foot of a brawny lieutenant ... who can say what thoughts passed through his mnd? One thing for
sure: he knew Malinari for a great deceiver, and his mnd-pictures for lies. A so, he knew that he
was done for; or, in Malinari's own words, that the "hated chief of the Vadastras was "no nore".
Wheref ore, what had he to | ose? At |east he m ght nake a quick end of it.

"Squirming free of the lieutenant's foot, Dinu sprang up, pointed at the hovering cloud, and
cried, "He brings his warrior creatures! He calls them down upon your heads! He destroys the
Vadastras entire! Flee for your lives! Flee!"

"Too late, for again Lord Malinari was enploying his nentalism and now his pictures told the
truth:

Warriors circling in the shrouding cloud, held aloft on their fully-inflated gas bl adders,

ext ended air~scoop mantles, and spiralling updraughts from Sunside's night forests. Now they
channel l ed gas to their propukors, trinmed
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their mantles, cane sputtering and issuing their poisonous vapours, descending towards the woods
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about the central clearing. And flanking them controlling their tight aerial formation, a host of
manta flyers, their eager thrall riders gauntleted to a man, and their purpose all too obvious!
"The tithe? Hah! Don't talk to ne of tithes. Never such a tithe in all the history of Sunside. The

tribute? But Malinari had cone to claimthe greatest tribute of all: an entire clan!
' The people fled. Coughing, choking, sickened by the vile exhaust funes of Malinari's warriors,
they fled for the forest... but again, too late. For the night was now a greater ni ghtnmare than

ever. Hideous beasts were descending on the caravans and rude dwellings about the centra

clearing, flattening themto the earth. Vanpire thralls slid down ropes dangling fromthe flyers.
The peopl e were surrounded. There was no escape

"And through all of this, that denmon Lord's |aughter tinging out. And ny father on his knees now,
wringing his hands and aski ng, "But why, Lord, why? Tell nme this is not of ny doing."

" Above the thunder of raging warriors, the cries of lusting lieutenants and thralls, and the
screans of the dooned people, Lord Malinari heard him He swept back his robe, took his gauntl et
fromhis belt and thrust his hand into it, answering, "Your doing? Yours, Dinu? Do you truly think
that anything you could do would be of any nmonment in this worl d? Because you were devious, is that
your rmneani ng? No, you fool, nothing is of your doing! Wiy, there never was a supplicant chief in
all Sunside - fromhere to the furnace desert - who was not an enornous liar and cheat! It is your
nature, even as it's nmine."

" "But Lord, if not to punish ne, why do you do this thing? Towards what end ... ?" Dinu's jaw had
fallen open; his eyes were wide in a face that craved understandi ng. And:

""It is the provisioning,”" Malinari told him "But a great provisioning! My manse is a fortress

where in times of peace we do well enough. But soon the peace will be ended. | am building an
arnmy, Dinu, and ny needs are great. For in Starside
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a bloodwar is in the offing, and bloodwars are built on blood. In this case, yours.
"Wth which he flexed his hand inside his glove, until all its hooks and bl ades stood out. And he
cried out to his men and nonsters: "Take the young and healthy alive as best you can. As for the
children, the middling-old and the dodderers - they are fodder." Then, to mny father

""And you, Dinu ... alas, you' re nmiddling-old."

"Hs gauntlet of bright nmetal nmade a downward-sweeping arc in the snoky firelight, then gl eaned
red - dripped red - where he held it up to the reeking night. Alnost as red as his eyes.

"And after that | saw no nore ...'

... Until | awakened in Malstack, ny Lord' s manse in Starside.

"Now, an aerie is an aerie, and all of themnmuch alike. O at least they were in the ol den tines.
Since when it seens some terrible vengeance has visited itself upon Starside; for | have seen the
cadavers of those sanme vast dwellings, like the skeletal spines of giants, |lying sprawl ed and
broken where they fell on the barren boulder plains. And only holl ow stunps renmining, nute
revenants of castles that once were m ghty.

"However, and in the time of which | speak

"The M nd's manse stood far out on the plains, at the rimof that great clunp of carven stacks,
spires, and towers whereof the vanpire Lords were wont to fashion their homes. Guarding its |ower
levels - in the scree junbles at its foot, and in its high-walled, gantletted approaches -
Mal st ack had many flightless warriors faithful only to Lord Malinari, who was after all their
father. Lean and hungry, they were ever watchful

"Wthin: there were wells in the aerie's basenent, flabby siphoneers in the stubby turret of its
roof, and in between all nmanner of levels to house Malinari's men and nonsters, his vats of

met amor phi sm and ot her wor kshops, stables for his flyers and warriors alike, I|aunching bays,
barracks for the soldiers, kitchens, workplaces, and quarters for specialist thralls

such as weavers, netal - and | eather-workers, and even nusicians. Misic, aye! For The M nd had
sonet hing of an ear for Szgany tunes. The stringed bazoura, with its swift, sweetly liquid notes,
was like a balmto ease the pain of his troubled head. For his nmentalismwas all things to
Malinari: a blessing and a bane. One thing to hear the nmere voices of nen - when you have the
power to stop themwith a conmand or sinple gesture - but sonething else to hear their very

t houghts, so clanmorous loud in your mnd that you nust struggle not to hear them

"That was the curse of Malinari's nentalism that it was there whether he wanted it or not. That
while giving it direction, controlling it, took a great effort of will, shutting out its generally
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usel ess babble - the tunult of an entire aerie's thoughts - were al nost inpossible! And when the
sun was up and the barrier mountains rimed in gold, many a sl eepless day for ny naster if not for
the nusicians who laved his mnd with the songs of Sunside.

"But | fear | have strayed. For | was speaking of Ml stack and now have returned to Malinari. O
perhaps not, for this was what you wanted: to | earn about The M nd and his ways. And anyway, and
as |'ve said, an aerie is an aerie, and all rmuch of a kind. Enough of Ml stack.

'So, what else can | tell you of ny master as was? Let ne think a nonent...

"His origins? Oh, yes, | know of themalso. For with tinme, after |I had proved nyself as a thrall
rising through the ranks to beconme a lieutenant - and when during the bl oodwars | becane the first
of his lieutenants - we got to be close, Malinari and I. Well, as close as nmaster and slave can
get. And upon a tine, during a brief lull when we took respite in Malstack, | remenber he said to
ne:

" "Do you know, but what is in the blood usually cones out in the flesh?"

"To which | replied, "Master?"

301
300

""Your father," he said. "Do you know how he becane chief of the Vadastras?"

" "l was a child at the time," | answered, "But yes, | renenber. You made himthe chief, ny Lord."
" "And do you know why?"

""lI have no idea, Lord."

""Several reasons. One: because he desired the job. Anong Szgany supplicants it takes a strong man
- anmn with a strong stomach - to be a chief and give away his own people. Two: because he was
big and insensitive and a bully born, which | suppose is much the same as one. And three: because
D nu was rare anong nmen, one of a small nunber that | could bear to converse with. O rather, with
whom | conversed on a | evel, w thout concerning nyself whether or no they |lied, and so not

caring."

""I amtrying to understand, nmaster," | told him since it seened he required an answer.

""I divine men's thoughts,” Malinari explained. "Wen they think against nme, then | am.. angered.
And when | am angered, then | |ose good nen. Werefore it sonetinmes serves ne well not to read
them And | tell you, | lied to your father when | told himthat his devious ways were known to

me. Suspected, perhaps, but never known for a fact, not until the night when that woman he'd used
betrayed him Not that it mattered greatly; the Vadastras were doonmed anyway, fuel for ny

bl oodwar. Let nme nake nyself plain: your father's mnd was closed to ne. As is yours." '"M ne
Lord?"

""Indeed, for what is in the blood comes out in the flesh. You are heir to Dinu's nental processes
your mnds are much alike, so that your thoughts, too, are vague and shadowy things to ne,
which | read as through a withing mst. Ch, | could get to themnore directly; should we say, by
contact:3 Wth the very brain that holds then? For, as you are surely aware, these fingers of mne

are especially gifted in their own right. Alas, but that woul d probably nean the

| oss of yet another good man. That is a |uxury which | cannot afford."

""No, Lord,” | said, and | admt | backed off a pace. "No, indeed, Lord!"

"But Malinari nerely tut-tutted and shook his head, then winced and twitched a little as was
sonetimes his wont, saying, "No, no! Have no fear, Korath. For while the rest of this nmanse of
mne is filled with men and creatures - creatures with mnds that nmake noi se and babbl e and uproar
in ny bead, even when all else is silent! - you seemas enpty as those great dark spaces out
between the stars. Ch, yes, and | like you for it."

"Then in the privacy of nmy master's chanbers, we would sit and listen to his nusic together - and
I would try nmy best not to think ...

"He told me of his beginnings.

"Hi s father was Wanphyri: G orgas Malin, who sniffed out even the craftiest of the Szgany by
tracking the aura of their fear. He wasn't a nentalist as such - he read no nminds - but he was
sensitive to sentience, and knew when intelligent, fear-filled mnds were close by. He sensed the
shuddering and trenbling of the very brains of his prey, even when they thenselves were still and
silent. Wierefore Sunside's nonads feared Malin worse than any other Lord; for despite their skil
at cloaking their thoughts, he was usually able to discover them In short, his talent had been
simlar to that of his son. Indeed, it had been the source of Malinari's nentalism

"O it was one of the sources. For, of course, Malinari was right: what's in the blood will out in
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the flesh. But it takes two to nake a bl oodson, a vanpire born of woman, and The M nd's nother was
a Szgany heal er, whose power was in her hands. Do you understand the principle? She could cure the
sick and the fevered by holding them stroking them by balmng themw th her |ullabies and her

| oving touch. Ah, but | see that there are such in your world, too ... faith healers, yes. And
al so see
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that sonme are fakers, here as in ny world. But Illula was the real thing.

"So, hunting in Sunside one night Gorgas found Illula the Healer - who had no nan, for she had

given her life over to her calling - and saw that she was beautiful. He had heard of her; the
Wanphyri had their spies in Sunside, and little escaped the notice of the Starside Lords. However,
there was no requirenent for a healer in Gorgas's manse or in any of the aeries, for comobn

ail mrents were unheard of anong the Wanphyri, whose systenms are so inbued with evil that |esser

evils can gain no foothold. | exclude, of course, the various nutations, autisns, netanorphisns
and madnesses with which the Great Vanpires were ever afflicted, if afflicted is the right word.
For apart fromlunacy - oh, yes, and |l eprosy, the so-called "bane of vanpires" - these other
conditions were rarely considered illnesses at all; they were sinply facts of life and | ongevity.

For where men in their old age are prone to aches and pains, vanpires in theirs are prone to al
manner of weirdness.

"At any rate, while Illula's skills were of little use to G orgas, her beauty - not to nention her
virginity, which was a rarity in females of an age, even in Sunside - was a sure fascination. And
of course he had the latter fromher, then had her to wife. Yes, for G orgas wanted sons to nanage
his aerie, and where better to get themthan froma handsome wonman? According to Lord Malinari,
his sire was not w thout good | ooks hinself; which perhaps accounts for The Mnd's darkly handsone
appear ance.

"Ah, but the rare conbination of Malinari's parents' talents accounted for a lot nmore than his
merely physical attributes ..

"So, Illula the Heal er was vanpirized, and of course suffered the sleep of change. Wen she
awakened, she was Wanphyri! And G orgas's manse now had both master and mistress. But if nen
shoul d be careful in choosing their w ves, how nmuch nore careful in the making of vanpires?
Especially Geat Vanpires.

"Anyway, |llula was Wanphyri, and a deal of G orgas's essence was circulating within her; even the
first nodes and

filaments and foetal foulness of a parasite |eech, gathering to her spine to suck on its narrow.
That is ever the way of it. But as if to conpensate for such depredati ons, the burgeoning vanpire
i nvariably accentuates the senses of the initiate. Not only the five nundane senses, but also -
when such enhancenment is of benefit to the parasite - any additional senses ..

"Illula and G orgas shared a bed and, of course - being his wife now and a Great Vanpire in her
own right - she clung to himthrough |ong Starside days, when the spires of the tallest aeries

gl owed gol den in the seething rays from Sunside. And when her Lord started or npaned in his sleep
(for even the nost terrible of the Wanphyri are prone to nightmares, and sone even nore so, which
usual ly spring fromnmenories of their own conversions or initiations), then she would enpl oy her
heal er's hands to soothe his brow and her soft-crooned lullabies to drive away whi chever terrors
i nvaded his dreans. But in the twilight before the night - when despite her ministrations he would
cone awake showing little or no benefit fromhis rest - then Illula would be nonplussed; and Lord
Malin, he would | aze around Mal stack as if suffering froma crippling malaise ... which he was.
And she was it.

"The fault lay in her once-healing hands, her once-cal m ng songs, her once-bal mi ng presence. For
now, enhanced by G orgas's vanpire essence and her ascension, her healing powers were reversed
Before, where Illula had given Iife - or at least given it back - now she drew it off. She
battened on it like ... why, like a vanpire, naturally! For even if she would have it otherw se,
her vanmpire would not. And there never was a vanpire who gave of life, nor would there ever be.
"Thus Gorgas's life-force was drawn fromhim and while he grew weak she grew strong, and her
vanpire stronger still. Wanphyri, aye, and what a nonster she woul d have nmade. Except that wasn't
to be.

'For she was pregnant by G orgas, and on the day he died gave birth to a boy child whom she called
Nephran, because
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that is the Szgany word for a wong that may not be righted. And she knew that bringing this child
into the world was wong, but her nothering instinct made her keep him As for his surnane:
certain tribes (lllula's being one such) used "ari" as an alternative to "son". Thus instead of
Mal i nson, he becane Nephran Malinari.

"And as he grewto a man so the strange m xture or nutation of the joint skills of both of his
parents - that which had been in their blood - cane out in his flesh and grew with him But unlike

his father's hal f-nentalism Nephran's was whol e and whol |y nonstrous, and unlike Illula's healing
touch, his was an evil |ife-devouring Power right fromthe beginning. And in conbination these
altered talents matured into the form which made hi mwhat he was and what he still is: Malinar

the Mnd. '"His |ove of nusic, he got that fromhis nmother. Likew se his blinding headaches: she

al so passed those down to him For, as a healer in Sunside, that had been her paynment - or |ack of
paynent - for the good works she did: sonething of the illnesses of her patients transferred to
her, presunmably so that they m ght be cured! But in Nephran these nigraines were nmade worse,
conplicated by the tunul tuous, pounding thoughts of others.

"Well, and there we have the man. As for his nother: '"As time passed Illula's nmind slomy slipped
fromher ... or at least, the problens started with her nmind. But gradually she devel oped so many
illnesses in her body, boils and brui ses, cankers and gangrenes, aches and pains and genera
disabilities, that her vanpire was hard put to keep up. Let her parasite cure one disorder

another would spring up inits place. In lllula s nore lucid noments, she would try to explain
these things away: they were all the ailnments she had cured in Sunside, now com ng out in her. For
her capacity for good had been robbed fromher, and with it whatever was in her that kept these
evils at bay.

' She m ght have died a slow death, or Malinari mght have seen fit to put her away, but it didn't
cone to that. Illula s time

was up and she knew it. Wen her son was ei ghteen she gave him Mal stack, took a flyer and flew
back to Sunside in the twilight before the dawn. Over the barrier nountains the sun found her, and
she and her flyer both paid their dues in snbke, steam and stench

"Wll, and so nmuch for Nephran Malinari's beginnings.' Wth which, finally, Korath was finished.
For a while, at l|east...

Korath, you've done well so far, said Harry. But his deadspeak voice was noticeably fainter now.
And before the extinct vanpire could begin preening, Jake queried:

"Are you all right, Harry?

I am... called to many places, the other answered. | can be ne as a boy, and as a man, or | can
stand of f and, watch nyself as | was. But |I'mnot nuch for doing what's already been done. And
there are places to be where | need to be a lot nore conpletely than | am here. None of which will
make nuch sense to you, | know. But physically, | can effect very little here, except | do it

t hr ough you.

And Korath added, hopefully: And through ne?

But Harry shook his incorporeal head. You are less than | am You can affect nothing, unless
sonmeone were foolish enough to |l et you get too deep into his mind, into his bones- which isn't
goi ng to happen. Jake, be warned: this Korath was a four~hundred-y ear-old vanpire. If you should
ever need to speak to himagain, don't open your mind to him not all the way. Never let himin
or you could end up carrying him with you forever.

And Jake shivered, hugged hinself and said, 'Don't let it worry you. | can't see ne returning to
this place without damm' good reason.' And the water gurgled darkly, and the sunp stank of nitre
and stal e expl osives, of horror and death and crunbling, shock-stressed concrete.

Then ... you are finished here? Korath's doonful voice trenbled. And is this ny fate, to be left
al one down here forever? Wiy, you have not even thanked me, nuch | ess pardoned ne for being what |
was rmade to bel

Thanked you? Harry said, his voice still far-distant and faintly
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echoi ng. Pardoned you? How many wonen did you rape and vanpirize when you and your master %unted
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the Szgany in Sunside? How nmany good nmen have you killed with your gauntlet and your bare hands?
Agghhh! Korath cried. And: Ah, no, don't ... don't rem nd nme! he pleaded. That wasn't ne! O it
was, but | was driven to do these things. | was driven by ... driven by ny ... (But here he cane
to an abrupt, stunbling, tongue-biting halt.)

By your |leech? Harry finished it for him Your |eech, Korath? And then to Jake: Do you see
what | nean? Not hing nore devious than a vanpire, even when he's dead. This one had devel oped a
| eech and was ready to ascend. And Malinari was right to recruit him for he was obviously the
right stuff.
"But he is dead now Jake answered. 'And bei ng dead, what nore m schief can he possibly get up
to?'
| sonetines wonder if you listen at all! Harry told him / can only hope you'll renmenber sone of
this when you' re awake.
"Lord, who would want to?' Jake replied, then shivered and hugged hinself tighter yet. 'And
tal ki ng about being awake - or, if not awake, at least out of this place - aren't we just about
fini shed here?
Jake, (Harry sighed) try to get this foxed in your stubborn head. I'mnot sure |'Il be back. | may
not be able to cone back. So while | am here you had better be taking in everything you can. And
what ever el se you do, renenber that in future tine |I've seen your blue life~thread crossed by the
red of vampires. So, like it or not, one way or the other it's coning
And Harry's deadspeak voice - despite that it was fainter yet
- was so sincere, so urgent and fraught, that finally Jake had to take note of what it was telling

him Wth which he resigned hinself yet again, and said: 'So ... what's next?

Korath isn't finished, Harry answered, with sonething of a sigh

- but different this tine because it was a sigh of relief, not one of frustration. W still don't
know how he - how they - ended up here. We've only heard half of the story, and we still don't

know very nuch at all about Vavara and Szwart.

Jake might have contradicted him for he had | earned sonmething of Vavara and Szwart hinself, from
Lardi s Lidesci. Before he could speak, however:

Nor are you going to know rmuch about them (Korath's surly voice.) Not fromnme, anyway. For you
are ungrateful, and | have spoken ny |ast. But:

Not your last and not nearly enough, Harry told him Bluster all you like, Koratl, but | say you
will speak.

Ch, and are you then a necronancer after all? Korath queried, sarcastically. If so, perhaps
shoul d point out that |I've neither living nor dead flesh for you to worry with your pincers and
hot irons.

That's very true, Harry replied. But | think |I could probably find a bone or two, washed clean in
this pipe - if | were a necromancer. But |I'mnot, and anyway there's no need. For you know as well
as | that as little as you are now, if we take our |eave of you then you'll be even less. O is
our conpany worth nothing? In which case we nust assume that you prefer this endl ess darkness,
this eternal silence, and leave it at that. And | eave you for ever and ever

After a long nonent it seened that Korath sobbed, but very quietly. Until finally he answered: But
you're a cold and cruel one, Harry Keogh

And Harry told him Ah, but I had good teachers. And they were vanpires, too. So say on while you
still have the chance, Korath, and while we are still here to bear you out..

308
309

CHAPTER TVENTY- ONE

A Dark Lady ... and a Darker Lord

"Fuel | ed by bl ood, Nephran Malinari's bloodwars were a terrible scourge on humanity/ Korath picked
up the threads of his story. 'For as long as he ravaged on Sunside to provision fortress Ml stack
so rmust the rest of the Wanphyri forage, lest Malinari's arny so outstrip theirs as to whel mthem
under. Thus the Szgany suffered as never before - at least, not for sixty thousand sunups-'
(twel ve hundred years) 'since the mythic and imenorial time of Shaitan the Unborn's great wars,
bef ore he was unseated and bani shed north to the |cel ands.

"The M nd's foes were many, his friends few Even the latter were not his "friends" in the human
sense of the word, that sort of conradeship being so rare anong the Wanphyri as to be a nyth in
its own right! But at any rate, his dubious allies were Vavara - a Lady in all but nane, for she
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woul d not accept that men call her "Lady" for fear it nmight danage her status by making her seem
Il ess than a Lord - and Szwart, which was the only nane that suited a Thing such as he. Szwart,

whi ch neans darkness! For indeed he was darkness, literally the darkest of all the Lords of the
Wanphyri; sonething which | shall endeavour to explainin a little while. But for now, so nmuch for
Malinari's allies. Ch, there was a handful nore, but Nephran, Szwart and Vavara (who insisted upon
the status of a man despite her obvious, indeed devastating feninine

charns and attributes), they were the generals, the triunvirate, the Big Three.

"Then there were The M nd's foes, the eneny proper; first and forenost, Dranma! Doonbody, the nopst
power ful of the Wanphyri of that period. Sone thirty years earlier, at the pinnacle of his power,
Dranma! had contracted | eprosy froma conely Szgany woman i n whom the di sease had seeded itself but
was not yet manifest; since when he had accepted to be known as "Lord Doonbody". For, of course,
his body was dooned, no matter how long it m ght take the great "Bane of Vanpires" to run its

cour se.

"As to Dranmal's surnane prior to his long-termbut inevitably lethal error, | have no know edge.
But | do know that his aerie, Dranstack - one of the npbst massive of all the stacks - was
general |y avoided as a pesthole, even in ny tine. Nathless, before Dramal's | eprosy began wearing
on him- which is to say, for the duration of Malinari's war - he shared his stack with a | esser
"col | eague", Lord Zaddok Zangastari, who had the topnost ranparts and the aerie's penultimte

| evel (called Zadscar, because it was his headquarters, and al so because of its externa
figuration of slanting gouges) for his own. Not that Zaddok was in any way carel ess of his health,
but this sharing was an expedi ence of war: since Dranstack (including Zadscar) stood close to

Dar kspire, Lord Szwart's nanse near the centre of the clunp, it were better that two arnies occupy
Dramal 's vast aerie, thus presenting a powerful front across the dividing gulf and threatening
Szwart's forces with a partial siege at |east.

"But as for battle tactics ... | cannot admit to any great authority. These things | nention were
overheard and renenbered fromthose occasi ons when Nephran's war-council of three - hinself,
Szwart, and Vavara - net in whichever of their aeries to consider and order the ongoing
hostilities. So let nme not stray but get on with nam ng nanes:

"After Dramal and Zadok canme Lord Belath, a young Lord who had just the one nane, with no sire's
name and no cognonen.
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Per haps there was some secret in his ancestry that he did not w sh divulged. As for a descriptive
nanme or device which m ght best characterize him- there were sone who fancied him"Belath the
Beast", though I'mcertain that no one ever suggested it to his face. Need | say nore?

"But if Belath were beastly, then what of Lord Lesk, known as Lesk the Qut? For Lesk was a young
berserker, only recently ascended, who was given to abandon hinself as totally in battle as in his
gluttony. Easily offended, he had even been known to take unbrage at his own personal warriors! If
they were idle in answering his call, Lesk would work hinself into a frenzy, challenge themto
conbat and beat them soundly ... before returning themto their basics in his vats of

met anor phi sm And when his fury was in abeyance and his nmood inproved, then he would find tinme to
rebuild themall over again. Thus, while The @ ut could never be reckoned one of the great
scheners, he was nost certainly a mghty engi ne of destruction

"Nor were the vanpire Lords alone in their awful strength and nonstrous habits; nmany of Starside's
Ladies were certainly their peers in malign intent, and a deal nore devious and treacherous in
their schem ng. Vavara, who took sides with Malinari (we shall get to her, aye), was only one
such; there were plenty of others who canme close equals in nal evol ence. For exanple: Lady Jema
Freydaskith, of Hagspire.

"But surely the nane of her nmanse says it all! Jemma was a hag, and a lustier, nore ancient,

wi cked and withered hag there never was! Sinmilarly, and where the name of her aerie describes her
nature, surely the Lady's surnanme describes its origin. For there was only ever one Freyda anong
the Wanphyri, and that was Freyda Ferenc in the days of Shaitan the Unborn. Jenma Freydaskith knew
the nyths associated with that Lady's nane; she |ikew se associated themw th her own
peculiarities of habit - her idiosyncrasies? - and so clainmed direct descent fromthat ancient
line. Now nornally this would be disputable; the Wanphyri were bad record-keepers; living so |ong
(some of

them), history was yesterday to them they saw no point in |ooking back beyond their own i mmediate
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forebears. But Jenmma was reputed to be nore than seven hundred years old! Since no one el se had
nmenori es of that primeval time, who was there to dispute her clain®

" Anyway, while true histories, pedigrees and |lineages were scarcities anong the Wanphyri, certain
myths were such as would live forever. Just so, and the nyths surroundi ng Freyda Ferenc - while
the Lady herself was |ong gone into oblivion - were of that order. Cbviously she had been a
Ferenczy, which in itself |oaned authenticity to Jemma's claim insofar as the Ferenczys were
present in every Starside nyth and | egend (or at |east the few that existed), even the nost

ancient of them And what with Jemma's - predilections? - it seened certain that something of
Freyda's bl ood had found its way down the ages to her

'For Freyda Ferenc had been gross of face and form a veritable troll, with the thick skin of a
trog and the fangs of a warrior! Men, even the nost powerful of Lords, shrank from her person
(likewi se fromher snell: she never washed) since for her hideous pleasure she was known to
suffocate nmale and fenale thralls alike with her sex! Wich of itself was surely quite enough to
make her a legend in her own time and a mythical figure in mine ... but there was nore.

"Freyda was that nerciful rarity: a Mther of Vampires who, when she was ripe and in her fina
confinenent, produced an hundred eggs, being so depleted during the which that she withered to a
wi sp and expired. But her spawn, all save one egg, was diseased and |ikew se died. The |one

surviver fused with Bela Manculi, a Szgany thrall, and Bel a becane heir to Freydastack
"And so to the final proof of Jemm's |lineage, if such were needed: her sire had been Lord Bel a
Belari, or "Bela's son" - an ancient in his own right - which nmight well nake Jenma the great-

granddaught er of Freyda Ferenc! Anyway, and having eschewed her father's name, "Freydaskith" was
what Jenmma had

312
3*3

called herself for thirty-five thousand sunups, during which her life-style had nore than
adequately supported her claimto the noxi ous ancestral connection in which she revelled ..

"I have digressed! Yet by your silence |I'm encouraged that | have interested you-

'-But on the other hand | sense your inpatience, too, so nowlet ne get on with it - which I

woul d, gl adly, except there is one nore Lord of that era who was or is worthy of mention ..

" Shaitan the Unborn, before his bani shnent, had spread his spawn far and wide in Starside. And in
those nythic times there were even Lords who were nore trog than man ... which in itself speaks of
Shaitan's depravity. But there again, anong the Wanphyri, m scegenation, incest, bestiality, and
ot her perversions could scarcely be considered unconmon. And anyway, who am| to criticize? For
Shaitan was after all the first of all, with no one to show himthe way when he strayed or say him
nay when he erred.

' Thus, despite that he was gone, his line lived on. Bloodsons and a few -daughters bore Shaitan's
nane and |ikeness down the narch of years. And each and every one of them proud of the connection
even as he had been proud in his tinme, with a pride that knew no shane, for which ultimately he
had paid the price. But his heirs cared nothing for that, cared only that they were spawn of the
spawn of Shaitan the Unborn, the first G eat Vanpire, the one true Lord and sire of the Wanphyri
"And just as the first of his vanpire progeny had borrowed fromtheir illustrious forebear's nane
in the earliest days of Starside nythology (Lords and Ladi es such as Sheilar the Slut, Shaithar
Shai t anson, Shail ar the Hagridden, Shaithag the Harrower, Shang Shaitari, and Shaithos Longarm,
so in ny time his descendants - or perhaps | should say descendant, for by then there was only one
of "pure" or direct line of descent - continued this great vanity. And that one's nane was
Shai t hi s.

"Shaithis was a "young" Lord then, little nore than a hundred years of age. But of course he could
be as young or as old as he

willed it; sinply a matter of rigidly controlled nmetanorphism And Lord Shaithis - who took no
other nane or sigil, but deenmed his titular connection a blazon and statenent sufficient inits
own right - willed hinself forever young and handsone.

'So he was, indeed beautiful, despite that he was as evil as any of the Great Vanpires, and
probably nore so than nmost of them and clever, too, skilled in controlling the | esser Lords, who
were a rabble, adrift, and of little strategic consequence under Drama! Doonbody. And not only
men, but Shaithis was al so good with nonsters. H's vats bred nmany a nightmarish warrior

' These and other attributes of |eadership were proven during the course of Malinari's bl oodwar of
a thousand sunups, so that Shaithis rose even to the rank of Dranmal hinself, becom ng his right-
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hand nan and equal. And while nmany Lords were |lost in that hol ocaust of blood, Shaithis went from
strength to strength, until everyone supposed he woul d be a Power one day ..

"And he probably was, but alas | was not there to see it. For ny nmaster and his allies were the

| osers. Malinari, Vavara, and Szwart, they were whel ned under, their great aeries sacked, their
possessions | ooted, and their thralls and creatures converted.

"VWell, as was the way of it in those days, they were bani shed north to the Icelands forever. And
I, Korath Mndsthrall, nmy nmaster's chief lieutenant... | went with them of course.

"As to how it happened:

"In the beginning, Nephran Malinari was short of friends. And this had al ways been the case, ever
since his mother Illula flew off into the sun and left him Mal stack for his own. It was his weird
talent that cost himthe "conpani onshi p" of the other Lords and Ladies. They could not trust him
they even feared to be close to him who could be into their mnds so easily. Al so, his stack was
a mghty fortress filled with men and beasts, and it was suspected that his anbitions reached
beyond his station. Wich of course they did, like the ambitions of all of themwho were Lords.
For lust, greed, and territorialismwere ever their way of life.

314
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"But isn't it true that a man who cannot nake friends will usually make enemi es? And as easily as
that, the runours sprang up: that Malinari was searching out allies and nmaking ready his aerie for
a bloodwar to rival the nmythic wars of yore. But when | say "easily", that is not to say quickly;

I would remind you that tine is of snall concern to the Wanphyri, and in fact the ennity that
devel oped between The M nd and the others took decades in its shaping.

"Thus, when Malinari ravaged anong the supplicant Vadastra clan on the night that I was taken and
my people destroyed, his terrible tithe-gathering venture wasn't solely of his initiation or

i nvention; Lord Doonbody was al so provisioning, and |ikew se the rest of the vanpire Lords.

"Aye, for the sinple truth of it was that they each feared each other. And fear fuelled fear, do
you see?

"So naturally when The Mnd first observed how his nental-ist talents had isolated him indeed he
comrenced searching out others who might also be under threat, to enlist their aid. Nor were they
hard to find:

'The Lady Vavara, for one, but | use the term "Lady" where she would not because | have seen and
been close to her; and to see her ... There never was a nore perfect definition of femninity,

t hough whether or no she affected her outward appearance (as, for instance, did Shaithis, by neans
of netanorphism, of that | have no know edge. But | find it hard to ascribe so nuch beauty to

Nature alone. Yet if she was Nature's handiwork ... then why was that work so perfected in a
fermal e of the Wanphyri? It is a paradox to which | have no answer.

'So, | have seen and been near her - too near and once too often, for | believe it was Vavara bade
Malinari ramnme in this pipe! - yet | cannot recall her clearly to nmenory. Perhaps that in itself
defines her beauty: that its power is such as to nmaze common nen, and no | ess comobn wonen. But
here anot her paradox: for despite that she was that beautiful - a beguiler, a gorgeous witch, a
sensuous sorceress - still she was unsure of

hersel f, uncertain of her beauty. | can offer no other explanation for her habits, that a goddess
(al beit a denon goddess) such as she was so of fended by the concept of beauty in others that she
could not bear it, and so was wont to renove the breasts, |ips, noses, and other parts of her
female thralls to nake them ugly!

"There, in a nutshell, we have Vavara. And just as ny vanpire world was separated in two parts

that were opposites, Sunside and Starside, so was she separated: her |um nous exterior fromthe
dark and swirly deeps within.

"She was Malinari the Mnd's first choice as an ally; not because he lusted after her but because
he knew that certain of the other Lords did. And Vavara had determ ned she woul d not be any Lord's
woman, nor woul d she ever take a man until she found one who was at |east her equal in
desirability. An unlikely occurrence, for she was the one who had described Shaithis - generally
considered godlike - as a nere "lunp" of a man! Ch, she took nen, be sure, but they were her
thralls and easily disposable in the unlikely event of conplications.

" And Vavara, too, had heard runours of a bloodwar in the offing, and al so how Lesk the d ut had
been boasting of what he would do to her after he'd sacked Mazemanse, her spindly, fretted, many-
spired aerie where it stood not far from Mal stack and Lord Szwart's Darkspire. How he woul d put
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out her ruby-red eyes to kill their fascination, singe her eyebrows, her long | ashes, and the hair
of her head to nmke her a hag, then fuck her every opening into great holes fit only for shads in
the rut. Hah! So much for Vavara's "beauty", if Lesk the Qut had his way! Is it any wonder she

sided with Mlinari?

"And finally there was Lord Szwart. But if | have found it difficult to describe Vavara, how then
shall | portray Szwart who was and still is literally indescribable? For, of course, all three of
them are extant still...

"... | see by your silence that you would have what | know, despite that | know so little. So be
it; what know edge is mine shall be yours, no nore nor |ess.
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"As to who or what Szwart is: the best that | can offer - he is Wanphyri! But he is the essence of
Wanmphyri, distilled or filtered by the foul ness of his forebears, nutated beyond recognition not
by Nature but by necessity, nore |leech than Lord, and a fly-the-light in the fullest sense of the
wor d.

"The flickering light of candles, torchlight, firelight - the light of man-made conbustion - these
are the only kinds of light his eyes can bear, and even then not with conplete inpunity. But if
the light matches the fire of his eyes he is fairly safe. Brighter than that, he knows pain! And
any who would give Szwart pain ... let himfirst pierce hinmself with silver dipped in knebl asch
fasten boulders to his neck, slit his wists, and |leap fromthe topnost battlenents of the tallest
aerie.' Then he might be safe from Szwart.

"And only let soneone declare ennmity towards Szwart - let him broadcast his aversions or discuss
themwi th his peers, and then have his words find their way back to the night-black master of
Darkspire - and no matter who this [oudnouth m ght be, whether high or Iowin the Wanphyri pecking
order, be sure that Szwart would do his damedest to put a stop to such nutterings.

"Aye, and when Szwart did his dammedest... 'There was one Narkus Stakis, Lord of Narkslunp, a
col l apsed pile on the western fringe of the clunp, who fromthe onset of all the runour-nongering
and si de-choosi ng had voi ced abroad his detestation of Lord Szwart. Precisely why he held Szwart
in such | ow esteem who could say? Perhaps he'd had wi nd of Lord Doonbody's provisioning and ot her
preparations for war, and the acconpanying runmour that Drama! intended to root out all "deviants"
(which is to say his enem es, real and imagi ned) fromthe ranks of the Wanphyri

"If that were a fact, then the proximty of Szwart's Darkspire to DramaTs Dranstack in the core of
the clunp would seemcertain to make Szwart just such an eneny. For if Lord Doonbody

wi shed to expand territorially (assuming that this was his real purpose) he nmust first annex

Dar kspire, Szwart's gl oony, shadow shrouded nanse across too small a gulf of air. And so, and al so
because Drama! controlled a | arge percentage of Starside power, the very inferior Narkus Stakis
had determned to side with him- whether or no Dramal required himas an ally.

"Alas for himthat he made known his decision, especially his disinclination towards Szwart. ..
"Lord Szwart was bl ack; his aerie was black, and shadowed for the nost part by mighty Dranstack
his warriors and flyers were black, and the black of night was his medium Lord Stakis's

Nar ksl unp, nore a great cleft knoll than a stack proper, stood in the western fringe of the
cluster and low to the earth, and its sil houette against the northern auroras was nore a ragged
hunp than a fang. d oomwas its constant conpani on

"On the night that Narkus died a great drift of cloud obscured the moon and stars, and Starside
was never so dark. The cl ouds sweeping north out of Sunside were black and swollen in their
bellies, pregnant with rain that |ashed at the aeries of the Wanphyri. There had been fantastic
Iightnings over the barrier nmountains, and the wide forests of Sunside would be awash in the
aftermath of the storm Not a good night for raiding on the Szgany, not with the air full of
ozone, when careless flyers and riders mght so easily attract hell-fire fromthe sky, to singe
them and send them pl umeti ng. For which reasons nost of the Lords and Ladies stayed to house.
Most of them

"But throughout the night several watchkeepers in aeries near the western rim where they | ooked
down on Narkslunp's split dome, had noted how Lord Stakis's nightlights - the braziers within his
battl ements, behind the nerlons and enbrasures, and the torches in his watchtower turrets - were
goi ng out one by one, as if extinguished by the torrential rains. Except they were still going out
I ong after the rains were done.

" Came norning; the Wanphyri stayed abed while the accursed sun rose up and up, to its zenith, when
the spires of
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the highest stacks were lit by its rays, and nany-|layered curtains were drawn against its |letha
heat. The day passed as all days must; soon it was night again, and the Lords and Ladies up and
about. Lights burned in all the aeries - except Narkslunp.

"And sl ow but sure the truth became known. A snmall handful of thrall survivors came on flyers and
on foot, over the barren boul der plains to neighbouring Scarstack and Lurel odge, beggi ng refuge
fromthe naster and m stress respectively of those mddling nmanses. A body of nen flew out from
Scarstack to Narkslunp and down into its |landing bays. And later, in the m dnight hour, they
reported back to Lord Qulios the Scar on Narkslunmp's condition as they had found it. Also on

Nar kus's condition, as they had found him his three |lieutenants, and the body (or bodies?) of his
thralls.

"Wrd spread swiftly abroad, to all the stacks of the Wanphyri. And now certain things were
renenbered fromthe previous night:

"In Dranstack, when the rains were at their worst, how the aerie's Desnpbdus colony was startled
fromits roost. A thousand great bats, all chittering and panicked for no apparent reason
whirling, colliding, and scolding where they circled the fretted ceiling of their cavern lair. And
Lord Dranal Doonbody, nodding in his private chanbers, startled awake by confused nental nessages
fromthese bat famliars: A dark shadow - a stranger, doubtless an eneny - has passed cl ose by.
Though he was cl oaked in darkness, we sensed him his eyes burning on Dranstack. They seet hed and
were full of hatred!

"But Dramal's wat chnen, huddling mserably in their draughty turrets and cold stone niches, and
his flightless guardian warriors, runbling behind the earthworks and on the boul der-strewn
approaches to towering Dranstack, had seen nothing but a fleeting shadow. that of a cloud, they
said. And cold, wet and dull, they failed to wonder why the shadow had sped west rather than

nort h.

"And so Dramal had ordered his famliars: Go back to sleep! You

ni ght mared. The pounding rain and |ightning shook you | cose fromyour dusty perches. No stranger
is come to harmne or mne in Dranstack.

"Not himor his, no ..

"A sinilar disturbance had been recorded in Karl Szorkala's Karlspire. And further west, in the
grounds of Lady Sasha Lureswain's Lurel odge, one of her earthbound warriors had reared up and
buffeted ineffectually at a dark blur of a shape that fluttered to a | anding just beyond the
bounds of Sasha's denmesne - in Lord Stakis's territory, aye.

"So to the report of themthat flew from Scarstack to Narkslunp, when they returned to Qulios the
Scar in his high place. Narkslunp was intact, as were its flyers and warrior creatures, al
dutifully in their places, however nervous, unattended, and unfed. Vanpire thralls, however - male
and fenal e, eunuchs and fighting nen alike, sone twenty in all - lay dead in their beds or at
their various places of duty: in the walls and corridors, on the causeways, and in Narkus's harem
Li kewi se Narkus hinself and his three lieutenants, all dead in their quarters.

"Well, Narkslunp was scarcely a fortress such as towering Dranstack. And Narkus lorded it - or he
had used to - over a nere dribble of men and nonsters conpared to the greater Lords in their lofty
aeries. Even a small invasion force, if its conmponents were stealthy and well ordered, could have
infiltrated Narkslunp's defences under cover of the storm But that wasn't the way the survivors
in Scarstack and Lurelodge told it.

"According to one of them a sentry on the night in question

""The night was dark and overcast; residual rain dripped fromroofs, buttresses, causeways,

overhangs. | was cold, wet, unconfortable in ny niche. And I admt that | stayed well back, to
avoid getting wetter still. But it was also a night of shadows. When | came out one time to scan
abroad, | | ooked down on the |ower ranparts where a coll eague was keeping watch. Failing to see

him | assumed that he too was avoiding the worst of the drench. But | did see a shadow - or
thought it was a shadow
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- that flowed swiftly along the wal kway and di sappeared into a niche, then returned and conti nued
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along the ranparts. A stain, a blot on the stone, a shadow, aye ... but nobile?

""There again, the clouds were fleeting and there were so many shadows, and | have only a thrall's
eyes. A lieutenant's eyes mght have been keener, better suited, but |ieutenants do not guard the
walls. My Lord Stakis's eyes would certainly have noted any weirdness or peculiarity, but he was
in his chanbers. ' "Wen next | |ooked out and down, mny coll eague's brazier was out; a hiss of
steamrose up; | assumed that there had been nore rain, or ny friend had been negligent of his
fire. And the night was even darker.

" "My duty station was lit fitfully by twin torches ensconced under slate awnings that fended off

the rain. | replenished themw th fresh faggots before returning to ny niche and snuggli ng deeper
yet. Tinme passed; perhaps | heard a grunt or call - a gurgled cry? - fromthe north flank. But in
any case | ventured out again, to the northernnost point of ny picket, where | |eaned from an

enmbrasure to | ook down on the adjacent flank. In the nisted gloomof a |anding bay, there was no
wat chman to be seen, but the steam of his extinguished brazier rose up

" "It was tinme | made report. But only recently recruited, nmy vanpire skills were weak; | was not
yet linked to ny master. If | cried out with my mnd alone, Lord Stakis would not 'hear' ny alert,
and deep within the rock he couldn't possibly hear ny voice. Wierefore a dilemm: should |I desert
my position and go to the Lieutenant of the Watch, who | knew to be a very difficult nman? And if |
did, and nothing was found am ss, what then?

" "l leaned out again and | ooked down ... and at once drew back! For traversing the scarp directly
bel ow me - coming diagonally upwards across the treacherous, rain-slick face of the rock and
scarcely pausing to negotiate the way - | had spied a |unpy shadow |l i ke a dark bl ot against the

| esser darkness. But did | say dark? The shadow was bl ock! And where it merged with ot her shadows
it disappeared conpletely, only

to enmerge a nonent l|ater, always clinbing towards ny battlements station.

" "Now | knew to run and nmake report - or at least to run, if nothing else! But already the shadow
was stretching itself, groping like the fingers of sone phantom hand towards the nerlons between
mysel f and the entrance to Narkslunmp's east wing. Even if | ran this unknown thing would be there
first, perhaps waiting for ne. Neither was there any other route of entry - nor of escape - from
my position on the outer face.

" "Now, | amnot a man to shrink from any normal darkness. Mirky gl oam ngs and the weird

nebul osities of Sunside bogs had never frightened ne. But this was no ordinary shadow. There was
sonet hi ng sinister, knowi ng, clever, about it; it noved as on a mission, and in nmy heart | knew I
couldn't stop it. Only let me try ... it would certainly stop ne! But as yet it didn't even know
that | was there. O at least, | hoped that was the case.

" "And as quietly as possible | crept into ny niche, drew as far back as | could go anobng the
spiders and beetles - then farther yet until the sharp rock of the split scraped ny chest and ny
back - and finally held still, so very still, there in the dark and the dust.

" "And eventual |y sonething cane.

' "Do not ask nme what it was, but it canme and was a part of the darkness. And while | couldn't see
it, I knewit was there. Then-"

""Indeed | amhere!' A voice cane to ne like the rustle of leaves, so close | felt the breath of

it! And it continued: 'l see you are afraid, and that is good. Be afraid, ny friend, and make no
outcry. Stay here for long and long in this tight crevice, while |I go about ny business, and
won't harmyou. But if you conme out ... ah, that would be a brief but very unfortunate affair. So
then, do we have an under st andi ng?

""lI could only nod, and though | saw nothing at all, still the shadow saw nme. 'Good,' it husked,
and spoke no

nor e.
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" "Then | was alone again - and pleased to be alone - for long and long ..
t How long | cannot say. But when | dared to come out | saw that ny torches were expired, and
| ooki ng closer | saw they had been capped - put out - deliberately. And not only ny torches but

all the lights in Narkslunp, till tip to toe the aerie stood in darkness nost utter

""Then when | went inside | found what | found, and di scovered the hidy-holes of a handful of
others with tales to tell nuch like nmy own. Follow ng which... can you blame us that we fled that
haunt ed pl ace, and cane with all dispatch here ... ?"
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"That was the thrall's story, and the other survivors with himagreed with everything he said. But
survivors of what?

Since the answer to Korath Mndsthrall's final question was obvious, a reply seenmed unnecessary.
But Harry Keogh answered hi m anyway, saying, Survivors of Lord Szwart, of course.

Harry's words - nore definite, decisive in Jake Cutter's mnd - startled himfromthe reverie

i nduced by Korath's narrative; fromwhat had seened |ike a dreamwithin a dream where everything
that the ex-vanpire |ieutenant described had seenmed as real as if Jake hinmself had been there, in
anot her tinme and anot her world. And:

"What ? Where?' Jake gave hinself a shake. And | ooking all about he saw debris: the buckl ed
stanchi ons and shattered concrete slabs fallen fromthe ceiling, the partly-gleamnm ng, scorch-
scarred rimof the nonitor conduit rising fromthe sullen swirl of dark waters. That was where
this fragnent of the history of a vanpire world had its origin: that ugly pipe where Korath had
died the true death, which still contained his bones, sloughed clean and washed white by the

wat er. And Jake shuddered.

Harry sensed his unease, and asked, Are you all right?

"No,' Jake answered. "And | don't think I'Il ever be all right again.'

You will lie, the other told him You have to be. Anyway, we stil

aren't through here. | want to know nore about Szwart - what he is and how he came to be - and
think Korath knows it all. But | sense that he's slowi ng up, holding back

To which Korath imrediately replied, And you are correct! For it dawns on ne that | do nyself no
good here. \Wen you have | earned your fill, what then of nme? No forgiveness, shunned by the living

and the dead alike, washed away to nothi ng and di spersed across an alien |and? Hah! Surely | can
do better.
You are dead, said Harry. These things are what happen to the dead, in circunstances such as

yours.
And Korath answered, Ah, cold, cold!
No, said Harry, not entirely. Merely truthful. I won't lie to you that there's anything in this

for you. Only our company, for however long it |asts.

But Korath said:

Yet your dead converse! | know, for | have heard them whispering in their graves. Wen they sense
me |listening, then they keep quiet or exclude nme. So why can't they converse with me?

They don't like you, said Harry. Can you bl ane then? Being dead, they hate death. And they know
that you thrived on it! -

| did what vanpires do. |Is there no pity?

For you, none.

Then | have none for you! Korath sul ked. You dare to go up agai nst Vavara, Szwart, Mlinari?
Wthout knowing all there is to know about then? Good |uck to you. You are dead nen and nay think
of me again sone tinme, when you lie broken or drained, or mnced into warri or feed. Then perhaps
you'll wish we had spoken at greater length, but too late. Until that tine you'll hear no nore
fromme. He fell silent. But

You have no idea how weary | am of all your bluff and bluster, Harry told him Wat do you expect
of me? What can | possibly do for you? You are dead, Korath!

You, too, Korath answered. And yet you have nobility, companionship ... a future?

My case is different, said Harry. And as for the future, | never underestimate it.

And Jake's case? His future?
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There was a slyness in Korath's deadspeak voice, and Harry didn't like it. He wondered if he
det ected sone hidden innuendo, or nore likely sone kind of threat. Jake is a dreaner, he said.
Ri ght now he is no nore and no less. He's ny apprentice, if you like, and for the nmonment knows

very little about such things - but he will |earn. And:
"Huh!' Jake snorted. 'Even if | don't want to, it seens!’
Yessss, said Korath. And | can feel your apprehension. But still Harry is right and you should ..

learn. If not fromhim then perhaps from ne?

Harry was at once al arned. You know what we want fromyou. And that's all we want. So what's it to
beP

Szwart's origins?
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(Harry's deadspeak nod). And nore about Malinari's bl oodwar - how you survived the |celands, and
how finally you cane here.

Korat h sighed and said, Very well For | amforgiving, even if you are not.

He was silent for a nonent, then sighed again and said: The

rest of it, then ..

CHAPTER TVENTY- TWO

Survivors

"I can't swear to Szwart's origin/ Korath comrenced the final chapter of his story. 'l can only
repeat what | heard of himin the service of nmy nmaster, Malinari of Ml stack, all those years ago.
And of course |I can report what | have seen of him for he was after all Mlinari's co-
conspirator, along with Vavara, and shared with themin their bani shnent when they were whel ned by
the forces of Dramal Doonbody ..

"As for Szwart's "visit" to Lord Stakis's Narkslunp: while that had occurred as a prelude to the
actual hostilities, obviously it was an inportant factor in the hei ghtening tensi on between the
soon-to-be-warring parties. | recall that soon after Narkus's denise, as angry runblings fromthe
aeries grew |l ouder, Mlinari arranged the [atest of several get-togethers with his future
partners, Vavara and Szwart.

"By then, when they ventured abroad fromtheir respective stacks, all three "outsiders" - rejects,
as it were, excluded or ostracized by the rest of the Wanphyn - were constantly on the alert for
trouble: the inposition of restrictions over disputed airspace, skirm shes over boundaries, even
anbushes were by no neans unlikely. But since by chance their stacks fornmed a close triangle in
the centre of the clunp, and the space within that triangle was theirs, flights between were
general |y acconplished without threat or interruption. And of course the close proximty
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of their aeries was yet another good reason for fornming their alliance: back to back, they
presented a nore fornidable foe.

" Anyway, Szwart and Vavara cane on flyers across the respective gulfs from Darkspire and
Mazenanse, to neet with ny master in Mal stack. And that was the first tine that | saw Szwart. For
contrary to certain Szgany canpfire tales of the tine, Lord Szwart was visible when he so desired.
In any reasonabl e degree of light, and when he chose to assune an acceptabl e form (which

i nvariably cost and, indeed, still costs himno snall effort of will) he could be seen, though he
much preferred not to be. But in his condition ... well, that was surely understandabl e.
"But | sense that |'ve whetted your curiosity; you are wondering what "condition" |I speak of, and

what do | mean by "acceptable form'? W shall get to these things.

"So then, Lord Szwart came from Darkspire, and | was sent to bid himwelconme to Mal stack and
organi ze the stabling of his flyer, just as | had seen to Vavara's when a little earlier she had
arrived from Mazemanse, her castle of vertigi nous bal conies and fretted, spindly spires.

"I renenber the tinme was several hours past sundown, when only the last faint rays of a dying sun
Iimed the peaks of the barrier nountains in gold. This vestigial glimrer posed no real threat to
the Wanphyri in general (even at noon the deadly rays probed only the uppernost spires of
Starside's tallest aeries), but it was a problemfor Szwart, who dreaded to be seen. 'And there we
have it:

"Lord Szwart's fear of light wasn't that it might destroy himbut that it nade himvisible.' This
wei rd phot ophobi a wasn't so nuch a physical as a nental disability. Wich perhaps serves to
explain his reclusive nature: his runoured celibacy, and the fact that he so rarely went abroad
fromhis aerie (and then only into Sunside, to hunt) and never mingled with other than his thralls
or creatures of his own device in |lonely, shadow cursed Darkspire.

"But it wasn't only in his nind, this ugliness that Szwart

couldn't bear to display. It wasn't nmerely imaginary. Rather it was very real, and hereditary ...
"He arrived in a Mal stack landing bay. H's flyer was black as night; swooping across the gulf it
had been clearly visible, but in the shadow of Malstack it sinply disappeared. | stood in the gape
of the landing bay, waiting - and suddenly Szwart was there! A black shape buffeted night-black
air in ny face as the shadows that were Szwart and his flyer alighted. Then, while he disnounted,

| called for thralls to see to his beast. And | oomi ng cl ose, Szwart said:

""You, lieutenant - take nme to Malinari."

"H's voice was a gasp, a pant, a flurry of wind through a narrow crevice. And there he was, Szwart
hinself, all cloaked in black - a blot of a figure that showed neither features nor anything el se
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of its once-humanity - standing before nme in the flickering torchlight of the |andi ng bay!

"But while Szwart hinself was featureless, carved fromjet, and his voice a flutter of bat-w ngs,
his presence was awesone; as solid as the great rocks on Starside's barren boul der plains. And his
aura in the night: that was such as to make even my vanpire flesh creep - and | was a |lieutenant!
So that | could well understand how Narkslunp's lowy thralls had felt when confronted by Lord
Szwart .

"He gl oonmed at nme through eyes like slits of fire, his only parts that weren't black. "Wll? And

aml| to be left to find nmy own way?" For | was so startled, | had nmade no effort to attend himn

""No, Lord," | answered. "I amyour guide. But here in Ml stack, protocol demanded that | stood

silent until commanded by you."

" "Fool!" he said. "I did so conmand you! And now take ne to Malinari! O perhaps | strike you as
odd in sonme weird way? Is it so?" Wth which he flowed closer, and his outline becane |ess

manl i ke, even nore a blot or a shadow, like a lunp drifted fromthe darkness in the unlit deeps of

Mal st ack' s basenent.
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""Not at all, Lord!"™ I backed off. "I was sinply in awe of nmy master's honoured guest - so much so
that my tongue clove to ... to the roof of my ... of ny nouth." It was scarcely a lie!

" "You nust consider yourself fortunate that you still have a tongue," Szwart whi spered,

wi t hdrawi ng sonet hing that was not quite a hand fromwhere it had been reaching for me. "Also
fortunate that my protocol forbids the killing of an ally's |ieutenant on his hone ground.”

" "Yes, Lord!" | bowed, and before things could go even nore awy turned and forced ny nunb | egs

to bear me in the direction of ny naster's chanbers. Lord Szwart foll owed on behind ne, and
could feel himthere, silent, intense, and seething; though | fancied it wasn't his thoughts that
seet hed so nuch as his person! Perhaps it was so. | can't rightly say, for | never |ooked back ..
"When Szwart left | was there to see himgo, though on this occasion there was no contact. Wen
the keeper of Malinari's pens handed himthe reins of his flyer, I was situated in a w ndow a
little higher in the sheer wall of the aerie. Fromthere |I watched hi mnount, |aunch, and fly
away.

"Aye, and | also saw his manlike outline nelt to a liquid blot of a shape that hunched down and
becane one with the silhouette of his black flyer. And | saw the burning eyes - but far too many
eyes - that gazed back on Ml stack fromthat hideously hunped shape, as if their owner suspected
that someone wat ched

" Then he was off, and flyer and rider both, black on black, disappeared into the yawning gulf 1ike
a scrap of burned cloth, or a tattered pennant slipped fromits staff, fluttering on the wi nds
that whine around the aeries of the Wanphyri...'

" That sane tine:

"Havi ng seen Szwart off from Mal stack's lofty premises, | returned to nmy master and the | um nous
Vavara - the very opposite of Szwart - where they continued to talk in Malinari's private
chanbers. In his absence, Szwart had becone the subject

of their conversation. Hearing his nane nmentioned, and because ny interest had been piqued,
however norbidly, | slipped back into the shadows and |i stened.

" "It was in his blood,” Mlinari was saying (so that I knew what next he would say), "and what is
in the blood always comes out in the flesh - or in Szwart's case, what passes for flesh!" And he
went on to explain:

""Seventy years ago - a little before your time, Vavara - Szwart was born to a Lord and Lady of

t he Wanphyri. That al one woul d nake himan exception to the general rule. For as you are well
aware, when the tine is right the Wanphyri transfuse their eggs to nake egg-sons or -daughters; or
we take Szgany wonen - er, forgive me, or nen - and so beget blood-children. But it's rare that a
Lord will take a Lady to wife, or vice versa. Rarer still where Lord Szwart is concerned, whose
father was also his nmother's brother

" "lncest? - not so strange anong the Wanphyri. But incestuous narriage, between tw ns?

" "To find a reason you nmust | ook back in time, but not too far. Szwart's grandsire, his bl ood-
grandsire, was cursed with a certain disorder which our kind don't care to nmention. Ch, as a skill
- a fearsonme talent - we nention it with pride! But when it runs anok, then it becones
wnnent i onabl e. Met anor phi sm aye. But note, ny voice is hushed. Such matters are not to be spoken
of lightly.
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' "Before he knew that this weirdest and nost | oat hsonme of di seases was upon him Lord Szwart's
grandsire got twins out of a Szgany girl. Brother and sister, they grewup in their sire's aerie -
Mttel manse as it was then, naned for its proximty to the centre - and ascended. They were
Wanphyri !
' "By then their father's curse was known to all and sundry: he had practised his netanorphic flux
beyond reasonabl e bounds, putting too great a strain on a |l eech which finally rebelled or went
i nsane. Wi chever, his flesh was out of control. Once in a thousand years this will happen: that
i nstead of renaining
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synbi ont and host - two nutually dependent creatures in one body - the flesh of both mngles, and
a resultant Thing energes as a mndl ess, |oathsone hybrid.

" "But the process was a slow one; the Lord of Mttel manse was not inmmedi ately a nadman, and knew
as well as his children what was happening to him The horror of it played on his nmind; as his
flesh gradually succunbed, he woul d conme shrieking awake fromnightmares, to find his linbs |ike
ropes draped all about his room' O he would wander abroad in his sleep, to trap and convert his
own loyal thralls by neans of absorption and assimlation. Instead of the blood, whole bodies were
the life.' And he grew gross, when at tinmes his flesh was soft as mud, and at others horny and
corrugated. And even his col our was changed - no | onger that of undead flesh but the nottled and

| eprous hue of the |eech.

" "And when he was lucid he made his children pronise that they would not spread this thing
abroad. Great Vanpire that he was and malicious, still he would not wish this on another man or
creature. For he knew what was in his blood, and in theirs, and that given the opportunity it
woul d out. Wherefore it nust not be given the opportunity ...

""The twins, grown up now, planned to put their father in a pit; for according to the lore or
history of Starside - what little has ever been recorded - that was usually the best way. O they
could kill himout of hand, by trapping himin an inescapabl e place and setting fire to him
before he becane totally ungovernabl e.

" "But it didn't cone to that. Fond of flying, he forned an airfoil and flew out upon the gulf one

night. This involved, of course, a great effort of will - which he rel axed, perhaps deliberately,
hi gh over the boul der plains. And Thing that he was, his imedi ate devolution into sonething | ess
than airworthy was instantly fatal. He fell like a stone, and even protoplasmw |l only stretch so
far.

"So nmuch for him

"His sibling children nmade a pact: they would not go with others to spread the curse abroad but
cl eave to each other, and so keep the thing to house. And all the while, year after year, they
lived in fear that it mght be in them too - which indeed it was. But because they kept their
flux under strict rein, and used it sparingly, the curse skipped their generation - only to emerge
in the next!

""I't cane out in the young Szwart, aye. Having been suppressed in his parents, the vanpire essence
they passed down to Szwart was of an entirely different order. How best to explain? Wien a man is
born blind, his remaining senses may develop nore fully in order to conpensate for the loss. In
Szwart's parents, the normal functions of their vanpire | eeches had been suppressed - which served
only to magnify the essence that they passed down to Szwart!

""Szwart's will has kept himsane within limts, but he is a totally devol ved creature. He sl eeps
alone, to ensure that no bl oodson of his will carry this thing into the future. His ugliness is
such that nmen might easily go insane if they saw himin the worst of his nyriad ... designs.

Toni ght he mai ntai ned sonmet hing of a manlike outline in order to be here with us, but normally he
can't bear to be seen, which is why he shuns |ight and conpani onship. This last is no great
hardshi p; we Wanphyri were ever loners. But |let any man speak out against himas a freak - or
shrink fromthe horror of him- it's as if his phobias were reinforced. And despite that he knows
his ugliness well enough, knows the truth of it, still he will kill the offender, if only because
his action or reaction reminded himof his infirmty."

"And Vavara said, "Yet you say he's not mad?"

""Not yet," Malinari told her, "Though it must cone eventually. Perhaps in a hundred years, or
fifty, or maybe |l ess. But he was here tonight; you saw him he reasons."”

" "l have seen him vyes," Vavara answered. "And his reasoning is as warped and fluctuating as his
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flesh! He | ooked |like a nad thing to me, or close enough."
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""Have it your own way," my naster told her. "But if he is a mad thing, then for the nonent he's
our nmad thing. Also, he's the Lord of Darkspire, conmander of nen and nonsters, and Darkspire
guards our flanks ..."

"Then for a while they were silent, until Vavara inquired: "What of his parents, the incestuous
twi ns?"

""Szwart was born beautiful and seened perfect,” Malinari answered. "At seventeen he ascended. And
at eighteen his father found himin Darkspire's Desnpbdus col ony, hanging with the bats fromthe
fretted ceiling - but hanging in flaps and folds, |like a blob of dough such as the Szgany use when
baki ng their bread! In his gluttony, he had absorbed a great many bats before falling asleep

" "Father and nother both, they tried to trap and burn him He trapped and burned them So the
story goes. My advice: never treat Szwart with disdain because he is not pretty. And as for his
quirks: we are Wanphyri and we all have quirks - even you, Vavara, or so |'ve heard it runoured
But with the exception of our nutual enenmies, no one takes us to task over our little ..

i di osyncrasies? As for Szwart, who is our ally: neither slight nor scorn him And don't
underestimate him either

Korath had been silent for sonme little tinme. Perhaps he brooded on the past. \Whatever, Harry
prodded himwith a thought:

Korat h? And he responded with a grunt:

Huh?

My tine fare grows short now, (Harry's deadspeak voice was faint and wavering) and Jake isn't far
fromwaki ng. W've cone a long way, in nore senses than one, but we're by no neans finished. \Wen
I go, your contact with Jake goes with ne. Then you will be alone. If you ever want to hear from
us again -for who knows? We night yet find some nmutual benefit in renewed contact - then you'd
fast get on with your story. But make it as brief as possible. Here's how it goes:

Mal i nari and the others, they lost their bl oodwar and were bani shed. Then for four hundred years
you survived the Icelands and eventually

returned to Starside. And finally you cane fare. That's the story, now fill in the details.

And Korath answered, Ah, but the details may take a little | onger

But not too long, said Harry.

As for Jake: this tine he voiced no conplaint. He was so 'into' Starside now - Korath's story had
so intrigued him- that he wanted to know the rest of it, no nmatter how ugly it might get. And:
Very well, said Korath. Then let's be done with it...

"So then, Malinari, Vavara, and Szwart, they were nmade out to be the weird ones, the freaks, the
outsiders. But in fact they were no nore freaki sh than many of the Lords and Ladies in the canp of
Dranal Doonbody. Ah, but Lord Doonbody had problens of his own. For the tine being it seened he
had his | eprosy under control, true, but what of the future? Even a man as mighty as Dramal has
his Iimts, and |ikewi se his vanpire leech. He knew it was time to consolidate his position

agai nst a dubious future, when he night become weak and vul nerabl e.

"Since his aerie towered close to the centre of the clunp, Dramal had resolved to annex all of the
nei ghbouring stacks and so nake themhis own, or at least give themto allies with whom he had
unbr eakabl e pacts. This way - as he becane | ess capabl e over however long a tine - he would be
surrounded by "friends" as opposed to enenmies. And there in a nutshell we have the real basis of
what was falsely terned "Malinari's bloodwar": in fact it was forced on The M nd and the other
"freaks" by Dranal hinself.

"Anyway, ny master and his allies were determned to make a good long fight of it, and they did.
Briefly, then:

"Malinari, Vavara, and Szwart: they set to and strengthened their earthworks in Starside's
bottoms, and manned themwith every sort of vicious atrocity fromtheir vats. The triangle of
barren earth accommpdating their aeries became their first line of defence. As for the stacks

t hemsel ves: Mal stack wasn't altogether inpregnable, but still Mlinari felt fairly secure. The
| andi ng bays
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and wal | ed | edges were few and wel |l defended, and the gantlet approaches terrible in their
severity. Over every possible avenue of invasion, corbels carved in the |ikeness of vomting
warrior-heads threatened boiling piss and flanm ng tar

"Vavara's Mazemanse was nore problematic. But it had good points as well as bad. In silhouette,
the aerie | ooked |ike the roof of an ancient cave upended, with spindly stalactites going up

i nstead of down. Causeways and buttresses stretched between, and various |evels were roofed over
with tinmbers out of Sunside and slate tiles fromthe scree slopes of the barrier nountains.
Towards the centre the many rock spires were joined by massive, nortared walls to formthe bul k of
the aerie. Externally, radiating ribs of tinber, the boles of Sunside ironwods, supported slate
rooves and tinbered battlenments, and boulder walls built by ancestral inhabitants protected the
whol e fromattack up the sliding scree shanbles of the bottons.

"When the war cane, Mazenanse suffered its greatest danage fromaerial warriors driven to crash
headl ong into the delicate outer spires, thus bringing themdown on the inner walls, causeways,
barracks, and other habitations. Small-mnmi nded, such creatures as were crippled in these
deliberately contrived collisions would then sacrifice thensel ves by smashi ng down on roofs to
break themin. Sonetinmes this worked, but on many occasions the roofs were fal se and hid needl e
spires or stakes of nmountain pine. Inpaled warriors would then be set on fire and fried in the
fiery jets of their own gas-bladders; their nolten fats and noxious |iquids would be drained off
as amunition for the castle's corbel chutes.

"Szwart's Darkspire proved the nost obstinate of Dramal's targets, and Szwart's nen the nost
furious fighters. For there was sonething of Szwart hinmself in all his creatures. Hi s warriors in
the stony rubble at Darkspire's foot were night-black things that could not be seen by foot-
soldiers until too late; his nen manning the gantlets never retreated but fought to the death;
others where they fed the corbel chutes - in the event that

bl azing fluids or white-hot-boul der ammunition should run | ow - would hurl thensel ves down on the
i nvadi ng hordes rather than quit the machicol ati on. Such dedication! ... but a rather sinple

expl anati on. Men and nonsters both, they had been given a choice: deal with the eneny, or be dealt
with by Szwart.

"Well, there you go ... the picture | paint is inadequate, but you require that | nake a speedy
end of it. W fought well, but a losing battle. Three stacks agai nst the conbi ned m ght of
Starside? Still, | suppose it had to be. Avarice, bloodlust and territorial expansion: such things

are life itself, or undeath, or the true death, to the Wanphyri. But at |east we were spared the
true death. Had we died in battle, then that were sonething else. But we didn't. Wen the end was
i nevitable and we huddled in the blazing bulk of Ml stack - Szwart blinded by the fires, Vavara
snudged, bl oodied and wilting, and Malinari al nost mndless fromthe sheer force of the telepathic
demands he had nade on his |last few defenders - finally Dranmal called for our surrender. \Wat el se
could we do but accept? Foll owi ng which, and in short order, we were spat upon, buffeted,
general ly hum liated, and bani shed.

"W were allowed one small warrior for escort, our flyers, and a handful of |ieutenant and thrall
survivors. That was all. Not nuch by way of a retinue, but beggars can't be choosers.

"And so we headed north for the Icelands, at first a distant shinmer, and then a hazy grey bl anket
that flickered on a horizon warped by weaving auroras and ice-chip stars. And fromthe nonent of
setting out, not one of us knew if we would rmake it or plumet into sone frozen ocean and drown.
But nmake it we did ...

'Bel ow us the | andscape changed, however slowy:

"First the bitter, white-rined earth; then the blue-grey | akes, whose cold and sl uggi sh waves
seenmed to crawl to shore; finally the endless white drifts that went on and on as far as the eyes
could see, sprawling ever northwards. The snow wasn't entirely
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strange to us; we had seen it before, however rarely, on the higher ridges of the barrier
mount ai ns - but never like this! No earth showed through; we could not knowif we crossed |and or

i ced-over ocean deeps. W fed ourselves and our beasts on the blood and flesh of great white bears
- and only occasionally on thralls - and forged on. W had no other choice; if we tried to sneak
back into Starside, that would nmean the true death for all of us.

"I't was hard. Wen there were no bears we sipped sparingly fromthe stoppered spines of our
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flyers. One of Vavara's lieutenants let his greed get the better of him when his exhausted flyer
spiralled down to an icy humock, we followed himdown to feed. W fed on him too, for wthout
his flyer he wasn't goi hg anywhere.

"Another time, a blizzard cane up. W could not afford the energy required to clinb above it.
Landi ng, we sheltered behind the bulk of the warrior, one of Malinari's. Then it was that ny
master took fromnme - took nore than was good for nme, so that | was weakened. But at the same tine
| received of his strong vanpire essence, which helped in ny survival - the tenacity of the G eat
Vanpi re, aye

"Where the auroras soared highest, we canme upon nountains; a | esser range than the barrier
nmount ai ns of Sunside/ Starside - and never a tree to be seen - but with crags, gulleys, and ice-
castles, even rivers of ice, frozen in position on the nountain slopes! And if nothing else, the
endl ess boredom of our passage over this white wlderness was broken

'But we were broken, too, and exhausted we put down. Worst hit by the journey, Malinari's warrior
was ready to give up the ghost. W sawto it that the beast didn't go to waste. Only its bones
woul d be left, where for a while its ribcage would formthe frame of an ice-house that we woul d
build. But before then, while still the warrior's shrivelled flesh provided sustenance, we had
time and strength for exploration

"To the south a crack of fuzzy |ight showed on the horizon

sunup on Sunside, so faint and distant that even Szwart made no conplaint! And naking use of what
little warnth it brought, the four of us - Szwart and Vavara, Malinari and nyself- flew off to

i nvestigate the range of ice-draped nountains. My master and |, we headed west, Vavara and Szwart
went east. When total darkness crept in again and the withing auroras returned, we would join up
and nake report at the carcass of the warrior. The rest of our nmen and beasts (four junior
lieutenants and their flyers, for there were no nore thralls left) would live off the carcass
until we got back. In the bitter cold, the warrior's neat would keep for long and long ..

"W flew for many a nmile, Malinari gaunt where he sat tall in his ornate saddle only a wi ngspan's
di stance fromnmy own flyer. Gaunt and silent, aye, so that | wondered what he was thinking -

per haps that he was hungry, and that he had had enough of stinking warrior neat!

"And i ndeed The M nd was thinking, though nercifully his thoughts were not of me. No, for | could
feel them probing out and ahead of us, searching for other lives in this white waste. And he

poi nted, and called out to ne:

""That way: an ocean where nighty fishes cruise the deeps, only surfacing to break the thin ice
and breathe. But these are great hot-bl ooded things, and never a Szgany hook and line that could
pull themforth!" Then he shook his head, and said: "This place - this |land, these nountains at

| east - are cold and barren, and yet..." And he frowned.

""Master?" | said

""Sonmething ..." he answered, still frowning. "Sonething up ahead."

"And in another nile or so ... snoke, a distant puff! Several puffs, and a snudge, going up. And
still we flitted across the wind-carved ice-castles and frozen fangs of the nountains.

"But now Malinari's concentration was rapt on that colum of fire-snoke rising ahead. | saw what

he saw, or so | thought: a
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fire-nountain, black against white, where the snow had nelted fromits flanks.

" Then, suddenly, Malinari hauled on his reins, rose up and to one side and clinbed in a spiral. |
qui ckly joined him but when |I mght have questioned him- or rather, as ny nind franed its
concern - he held up a hand to silence ne. And now his nental probes were venting in such powerful
bursts fromMlinari's mnd that | could "hear" his questions, which he asked of some unseen

ot her:

" "Who are you, in the nountain there? What do you here? Is this your territory, and if so by what
right? By right of conquest, or sinply because you are here?"

"And the answer cane back with such force, in such a doonful cadence that we knew, my master and
I, this was no mddling intelligence or power which he had di scovered:

""It is ny territory because it is mne. That is ny right. If you dispute it, then cone on by al

means. | have creatures to shatter you in pieces. O go away, and | shall perhaps |eave you in
peace - and in one piece. As to who | am | amwho | am As to what | was: | was the first, even
though I may not be the last. | have been here a thousand years, which is ny sole right to this
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pl ace and sufficient. So begone!"

"Then with a hiss Malinari ceased all telepathic sendings. And | felt his guards go up as he
turned and gazed w de-eyed at ne. "I know him" he said, his jaws agape. "Sonething of himis in
all of us!" And for a nonent that was all he said ..

"Then | spied a pair of great white bears at the edge of a frozen | ake. They had broken a hole in
the ice and were fishing in the black water. | pointed themout to Mlinari, and he took us down
to hover over our prey. The bears, startled by our sudden arrival, took to the water and vani shed
under the ice. Malinari was quick to dismunt; he waited at the hole until one of the bears lifted
her head. Then ny master struck - struck with the strength of three or four nmen - and his gauntl et
crushed in the bear's ear and the side of its head. Brained, the huge creature was dead in the
water. We dragged it onto the ice intine to

see the bear's nmate surface. This time, in the nonent before Malinari delivered his devastating

bl ow, the great white beast roared its fury and raked his forearm Containing his pain, my naster
wrapped his torn linmb. Then, as we ate bear-heart while our flyers sipped bl ood, he said:

"My wound is slight, and it will heal quickly. H's won't, ever. The strongest survive. You are a
strong one, Korath, and quick-sighted. So you survive. |If you had not seen these bears, perhaps
you woul d not survive. For | wish to stay here a while, to explore these ice-castles, and bl ood
and flesh are the fuels | burn. If not the flesh of bears, what then?" And his red eyes gl ooned on
ne.

"Understandi ng himwell enow, | deigned not to answer.

"And explore we did, but what we found ...!

""Korath," my master said, as we entered an ice-encased cavern. "Before | sensed the Geater Power

in yonder fire-mountain - if it is aliving fire-nountain, for | fancy the snoke is of nan's
maki ng rather than Nature's - | sensed | esser thoughts, dream er thoughts, fromthis frozen cave.
Aye, and fromothers near and far. Wio sl eeps, | wonder, in such places?”

"W soon found out.

'Locked in the ice where he had frozen hinself solid - conpletely encased, indeed buried in the
clear ice - we found the nmuch-reduced body of what was once a Lord of the Wanphyri! Winkled he
was; his skin as white as snow, whose deep corrugations were |like some strange pale | eech's. And
so we knew that he had been here for long and | ong. But strangely, his eyes were open, however

gl azed over. And:

' "Here we have one such dreaner," said Malinari, and even his voice was hushed in this cold and
echoi ng chanber. "Except he doesn't so much dream as nightnare."”

" "A dreaner, master?" | said. "But surely he is dead?"

" "Eh?" He raised a scornful eyebrow. "Where is your faith, Korath? Is it likely that Nephran
Malinari is mstaken? And
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for that matter, where is your faith in the Wanphyri, in their tenacity, their longevity? | heard
this one's thoughts, | tell you

- and | sensed his fear! No, he is not dead. Now | ook there."

"l |1 ooked where he pointed.

"The ancient sat behind twelve or fifteen feet of ice. But level with his ribs, a row of holes
sone two to three inches in dianmeter had been drilled a third of the way through to him On the
floor, the accunul ated ice chippings were heaped into small nounds directly beneath the holes.

"And Malinari said: "I don't think we need puzzle over the look of horror on his face. Sonething
has been busy here, doing its best to get at himl But this ice is centuries old and hard as iron
and he chose his niche well. Wen it is tine to freeze oursel ves

- when our food is used up - we nust do the sane ..." ' "Tine to ... to freeze oursel ves?"
repeated him 'He |ooked at nme. "In this cold place, only one way to survive the centuries. Like
this one, we go down into the ice. But first we put sone distance between."

"And like a fool, | repeated himagain: "Between?" 'But he only nodded nusingly, and said,

"Bet ween oursel ves and Shaitan, aye. A thousand years ago and nore he was bani shed here, and now
lives in that fire-mountain. Qhers like this one, who canme before or since, have found their own
ways to live out the years: they sleep in the ice. But Shaitan is awake! Can you doubt it was a
creature of his did this drilling? Well, he has the nmountain's warnth and shelter, and no doubt
defends it with just such beasts as did this. And here we are starvelings, with just one dead
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warrior to sustain us. So it's the ice for us, be sure. But not here, not this close to Shaitan in
his fire-nountain."

"Fol | owi ng which we returned to the bears and | oaded their drained carcasses aboard our flyers,
then flew back to rendezvous wi th Vavara and Szwart. ..

"Malinari told his coll eagues what we had found. He convinced themthat indeed Shaitan the Unborn
hel d dom nion in the west,

and they agreed, however reluctantly, with his long-termplan of survival. As Vavara pointed out:
"We shall only know if we are successful when we wake up. And if we don't, we weren't."

"The warrior lasted some little tinme, while we gradually stripped the flesh fromits bones.
Eventually its flensed ribs forned the framework of an ice-house, which in the next blizzard
became one with the | andscape. But towards the end Malinari, Vavara, Szwart and the others were
weary of all this and ready for ice-encasenent. Meanwhile they had explored the |ocal terrain,

di scovering an ice-cavern that suited their purpose.

"There in a niche, broad at the front, narrowing to nothing in the rear, we positioned ourselves.
In front, the three lieutenants (they were down to three now); then the flyers all in a huddle,
and behind and beneath their shielding wings Malinari and his Wanphyri col | eagues. Myself, | was
positioned on a | edge overl ooking the rear of the niche.

'"So stationed, the lieutenants would be the first to feel any exploratory stab from outside the
ice. Wth any luck their physical agonies would transfer nentally and be "heard"” by Malinari. He
and the others mght then be able to nelt thenselves free by will alone ... if they retained

suf ficient strength.

"But the surest way to remain alive and intact down all the unknown and unguessabl e years to cone
woul d be to fashion such an ice-shield as could not be broken into and looted. To this end the
Wanmphyri trio willed a mist |ike none before. It swirled up fromthe ice-layered floor, down from
the festoons of jagged icicles in the cavern's roof, out fromthe crystallized walls, but mainly
fromtheir own pores. And drawn down by their nmassed will to where we sat in our places, the m st
solidified to formlayer upon |layer of ice, thick and thicker far than the sheath we had seen in
t he hi dey-hol e of the ancient.

"For long and long | watched it forming - until ny eyes were frozen and | saw no nore ..
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"W woke up!

"The ice was nelting, and the air ... was wanner! Still cold, but warner. Two |ieutenants were
dead - the true death, aye - and three flyers. Well, the third and | ast l|ieutenant, barring
mysel f, was usel ess without a mount. He was Szwart's nman, and though his bl ood was pal e and sl ow,
still it flowed... until Szwart stilled it forever

"Then the three Great Vanpires drained him and | had nmy fill of his shrivelled flesh. Shrivelled,
desi ccated, sunken in: such was the case with all of us, our flyers, too. But at |east we |ived.
"And the great cave dripped with running water, and outside-

"Such a transformation! Over the far southern horizon, a glow as was never before seen fromthe
Icelands. It could only be the sun, but visible in the sky however low to the horizon. Mlinari
and Vavara felt its rays at once; not so nuch a burning as a severe irritation. It was the great

di stance, and the di mess of the glow through a m st over the ocean. But it nust be said that Lord
Szwart suffered, until he covered hinself in his robe, averted his eyes and retreated into gl oom
Hi s suffering was nore nmental than physical, | fancy.

"There were bears in sonme profusion, many with cubs, and even a fox or two, snowy white where they
scavenged for sprats at the water's rim And great fishes as big as warriors spouting in the sea
"More than sufficient of food," said Malinari, "to fuel us on our journey hone."
"And Szwart wanted to know. "What has happened here?" '"A freak in the weather,"
him "It is the only answer. And it is our freedomto return to Starside!"

""We were bani shed," said Vavara, who had been a hag, but already was regaining nuch of her forner
beauty.

""Aye, long and long ago,"” said Malinari. And he took her down to the ice-house in the ribs of our
| ong-extinct warrior. Gnawed on by bears, wolves, foxes, whatever, its bones had collapsed to
nothing and lay flat to the cold slurry. And: "A

ny master told

hundred years,"” said Malinari. "O two, or three - or nmaybe nore! And our enem es in Starside?
Killed off by nowin their bloodwars. And that diseased old tyrant, Dramal Doonbody: by now he is
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no nore, sloughed away to rot and ruin. But we, the forgotten of Starside, go on. W are
survivors, Vavara. And we shall return!"

"And we did. But before then we flew west to explore Shaitan the Unborn's fire-nmountain. This was
only made possible by his absence; Mlinari no |onger sensed his presence in the extinct vol cano,
and the snoke of his fires no longer rose up. W found mighty vats of plasma; once frozen, they
were now rancid, crawling with naggots, and gave of fence. These and other signs of fairly recent
habitation told of a Being not |ong noved on

" "It seems that he, too, has returned into Starside," was Lord Szwart's opinion

"But be that as it may, we never found himthere ...'
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CHAPTER TWVENTY- THREE

Nat han' s War

In the sump of the once-refuge (and yet not really there, for in fact Jake Cutter was asl eep and
uneasily dreaming in a jetcopter speeding east towards Brisbane across the vastly spraw ing

Si npson Desert) Harry Keogh's deadspeak voice once again startled Jake fromthe weird reverie

i nduced by Korath M ndsthral Ts story: You' ve done well, Korath, and we are al nost finished now,
Harry said. Al nost? The vanpire answered gl oonm |y, by now perhaps resignedly. What nore can you
possi bly want of ne?

Well, we know what you failed to find when you returned to Starside, the ex-Necroscope, or rather
his revenant - or, better still, this facet of him- answered. You didn't find Shaitan or any
others of the Wanphyri, and you certainly didn't find their aeries! Instead you found the holl ow
stunps of those once-great stacks, which you, your naster, and Us col | eagues were obliged to use
as tenporary dwelling places. Then, once again, you conmenced raiding on Sunside's Szgany. You can
take it fromthere

But it scarcely seens worthwhile, Korath protested. For it appears you already know it all

Not all of it. (The shake of an incorporeal head.) How didMalinari and the others fair on
Sunsi de, for instance? W would |ike to know how the Szgany ... wel coned then? Al so, we want to
know what nade those three Great Vanpires desert Starside, risk their necks by venturing into the
ill-onened subterranean Gate, and come here. And since you were involved, who better to ask?

Very well, Korath grated, his patience all but used up. If it would pl ease you-

-1t would, Harry told him And it would serve to keep us here a while |onger at |east.

Then, with a sigh, Korath put the finishing touches to his tale:

‘W flew home, to what had been our hone. You are correct: the aeries were gone, |like vast stone
corpses fallen on the barren boulder plains. And arriving in the hour before sunup, we were
obliged to find shelter in their shattered stunps.

' The desnpdus col onies were still there, and we found oursel ves greeted by descendants of the
descendants of our fornmer famliars. At least they were the sane! And |ike the bats thenselves, we
sheltered fromthe sun (which seened to rise marginally higher in the sky) in their lowy
crunbling caverns in the echoing basenent levels of the shattered stacks.

"Night came, and with it the fear that perhaps the Szgany were no nore: that they, too, might have
succunbed to what ever disaster had befallen here. But when we flew to the higher ridges of the
barrier nountai ns and | ooked down on Sunsi de-

'-Ah! But the Szgany were there, and in such nunbers!

"Their campfires - and in many cases nore permanent town or settlement fires - lit the night |ike
so many glowworns in the dark of forests which, in our tinme, had not seen so much as a night-
light, but only the tell-tale snmoke of cottage or caravan stoves! And here they were all joyous,
juicy, and fearless, our beloved Szgany of Sunside. The sounds of their music drifted up to our
keen vanpire ears, and the snells of their cooking - and of them- to our w de, straining
nostrils. Ah, that was a beautiful nonent!

"And Malinari said: "The Wanphyri are gone. W three alone of all the Great Vanpires survive." (He
excluded ne, of course.) Do you see, Vavara? W are survivors, the only survivors! And so | was
right."

" "And now we go down," whispered Szwart, "to the feast!"

"But: "Ah, no, not so," said The M nd, holding up a cautionary
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hand. "Those tribes down there, they do not know we are back. If we raid here, now, then they wll
know. And next time will be that much harder. But we have aeries to build and furnish, lieutenants
and thralls to recruit, warrior creatures and flyers to breed in our vats - hah! Wen we have
first discovered or dug vats, in the weckage of those shattered stunps!

" "Also, you nust ask yourself what happened here. Did the Wanphyri destroy thensel ves or were
they destroyed? And if the latter, by whon? The Szgany? Ah, no, Lord Szwart, having survived the
Icelands, | amin no great hurry to show nyself here. For ny thoughts have gone out and found an
odd sense of security and freedomin the Szgany. Wy, they are unafrai d! Perhaps because they no

| onger have reason to be afraid. Wiich in turn m ght nean that we do. Werefore we nust be
cautious and first discover the secret of these changes in the schene of things."

' "So what woul d you suggest?" Szwart hissed. "That we sit here all night and adnmire their fires?"
"Malinari shook his head. "Those tribes down there, close-packed in this central area of Sunside

If we raid on one, then by norning all of themw Il know And we need tine to re-establish
ourselves. So this is what we will do. Tonight we split up. Vavara raids in the far west, you in
the east, but this side of the great pass. | shall raid beyond the pass. And we glut, aye, but

mainly we recruit - we recruitfuriously, taking as many as we can. W share our spoils equally,
buil ding together, allies by circunstance as we have al ways been. This way, gradually, we shal

di scover what's what here: how things stand, and why they seemso different now Is it agreed?"
"After some small haggling it was so agreed, and as Malinari had decreed we recruited "furiously".
We converted nmen into thralls, fromwhose ranks we chose lieutenants; these were soon able to nake
more thralls - and so on. And we stockpiled drink and foodstuffs (aye, and other good stuff) out
of Sunside, and put a task force to work digging in the rubble-strewn stunps of the old fallen
stacks, building walls around our chosen habitations and roofing them over.

"During all of this construction, occasionally our workers would uncover vats, gas-beast chanbers,
or cocooned matter fromyesteryear. O course, the greater nmass of the once-living material was
putrid, no | onger usable; sonme of it, however, contained a spark and was digestible, assimlable
by newer, fresher material out of Sunside. And so we progressed.

"But tinme passed, and word of our presence also passed - fromtribe to tribe and clan to clan -
until all the peoples of Sunside knew that the Wanphyri were back in Starside. It didn't take

Il ong, say ten or twelve sundowns.

" Meanwhi l e we had recruited sone ei ght hundred nmen, wonen, and children. Mreover, deep beneath
the foundations of a toppled aerie, our workers had discovered a cache of well-preserved

met amorphic liquids requiring little nmore than inprinting-an infusion of essence and a few nodes
of rudinentary intelligence - to stimulate growth. And now we could fill the vats with vanpiric
life.

"First we made flyers, successfully! And later we tried for warriors, but that was when the
trouble started. It was a tribe known for its aggressive nature in the olden tines, and no | ess
ferocious now. the Szgany Lidesci, whose territory lay mdwest of Sunside in fertile forests under
cavern-riddled foothills.

"Apparently the Lidescis had found a hero, a youth or man call ed Nathan Ki klu, who had ventured
into forbidden places and returned with awesonme weapons. It was a story we heard over and over
again fromthralls recruited in Sunside: how this Nathan's brother had been Wanphyri - Lord
Nestor, of an aerie so mghty it could only have been Dranmstack, or whatever it was called in his
time - and how he had contrived to hurl his Szgany sibling into the Hell-Lands Gate.

"Vell, the Gate was a legend; in our tinme it had been used as a puni shment, and no man or creature
who entered, "banished" into the white glare of the Starside Gate, had ever returned to tell of
his adventures. But that was then and this was now, and for a
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certainty this Nathan was extant; all too soon, we would begin to experience his works at first
hand.

"He was of the Szgany Lidesci. No | onger nonmadic, the Lidescis had built a sprawling town or
fortification called Settlenent. And the first tine we raided on them- which was al so the | ast
time - ah, but then we discovered the neaning of "awesonme weapons!"

"Qur warriors - which were far nore conplicated constructs than flyers - were not waxed as yet. W
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went in with a force of flyers and thrall riders, and a handful of lieutenants to guide the nen
into battle. Except it wasn't planned as a battle but a rout, when the Szgany would flee and we
woul d pick off the hindnost. Vavara and Malinari between them nmade a mist (Szwart was above such
devi ces when he could avoid them since he could sinply merge into the night, he deened m sts
unsporting and i ndeed unnecessary deceptions). But be that is it may, the nmist rolled down out of
the foothills to swallow Settlenent whole. We could see the fitful glow of the Lidescis' comunal
fires deep in its clamy heart.

"Then our flyers launched and settled towards the town ... and flew straight into the teeth of
hel I'!

"Fortunately, we |leaders were not in the forefront of this offensive; instead, alerted by ny
mast er who was suspicious, we had held back to observe the initial Lidesci reaction. For when
Mal i nari had sent his tel epathic probes deep into the mist over Settlenment, he had sensed

somet hing strange - a nmental silence, an awareness, a threat. And he was right.

' The ni ght cane alive with deafening explosions, brilliant flashes of light and shrill screanms -
not Szgany screans! These were the shrieks of our thralls, and the hissing death-cries of stricken
flyers. And echoing up to us from Settlenent's wooden walls cane sharp, spitting cracks of sound
one after the other, like stones breaking in a fire or saplings snapping in an aval anche. And
great, dazzling balls of fire cane soaring up out of the nmst into a body of flyers that was stil
descendi ng. Werever they hit,

destruction followed: flyers bursting into flame and blazing thralls |leaping fromtheir saddl es!
"And finally nore aerial fireballs: this tine aimed at us, where we | ooked on in utter disbelief
fromour "safe" foothills ridge. Then

""Enough!" And uttering a curse, Szwart spurred his nount aloft and clinbed into the night. A true
fly-the-l1ight, he had seen and suffered all he could bear; now he retreated fromthe blinding
flares of man-nmade fireballs.

"Malinari and Vavara, they used Wanphyri nentalismto call off what handfuls renmai ned of our
forces, many of whom were too badly danmaged to nake it back across the barrier nountains into
Starside. And as that sorry, scorched and blistered rabble came |linping through the mist - glad to
escape fromthe roil and the reek - so we | aunched and rose on sul phur thernmals, and headed for
hone ...

... And for the surprise of our lives!

"As we fell towards the triangle of rubble wherein we had conmenced to build our new enpire, we
saw what could not be - such devastation! Qur central gas-beast chanbers, blown asunder, and their
occupants in tatters all strewn about, exploded in the blast of their own gases! And warrior vats
abl aze with liquid fire that burned blue to nelt the mewling nonsters! And even as we circled
overhead in stunned amaze, a thunderous explosion that tossed shattered vanpire thralls and debris
al oft over the battlenent walls of one of Malinari's unfinished constructions (a warrior pen

whi ch never woul d be finished now), bursting the walls thensel ves outwards with its force!

"W | anded hurriedly, in unaccustoned disarray, and w thout cerenony ny master and his col |l eagues
hurl ed thenselves in their fury upon those thralls who had been left behind to m nd our works. But
before a single question could be fired, a single thrall executed:

' "Ho, there!" A strange voice fromon high-but not the harsh
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tones, warning grow or threatening hiss of the Wanphyri. No, this was the voice of a young nan
and entirely hunman.

"He stood on the | edge of a shattered stunp, his back to the sheer rock wall. There was no way up
fromhis position and none down, not w thout he encounter the Wanphyri or their |ieutenants and
thralls. And he was tall but slight, with nothing of the bulk of a vanpire or the | eaden | ook of a
Lord. He was, quite literally, a man - Szgany.

""Who are you?" said Malinari. "This Nathan, perhaps? And is this your work? If so you are a dead
man!" | felt ny nmaster concentrating, the waves of aninosity beating out fromhim to enter the
stranger's mind and befuddle it.

"But young as he was, and obviously mad (or perhaps not?) he only smled a knowi ng smle, shook
his head, and said, "Ah, no, ny nentalist friend - ny mind is shielded. And if Maglore the Mage
could not get to nme, what chance have you? And you're right: | am Nathan, and this is ny work. Nor
have you seen the last of it."

"Malinari gestured (with his nmind); thralls crept towards the broken stairway that led to Nathan's
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position. He glanced at them saw them coning, appeared to ignore them' Meanwhile, the vol uptuous
Vavara had stepped forward. She was al nost physically aglow and issued her ultimte aura of

fem nine allure. Her nmouth blew a kiss and a pronmise in Nathan's direction; she smled up at him
on his ledge - the knowing smle of a whore, yet one to cut into a man's soul, if he had one - and
lit the night with the lustful heat of her jewel-green, crinson-cored eyes.

" Ti ppi ng back her hood and openi ng her collar, she shook out her raven hair, then let her |ong,
bat-fur cloak fall open. Her blouse was a sinple band of cloth crossing fromshoul der to wai st,
cuppi ng one breast and | eaving the other bare. Her flesh was marble in noon and starlight, and
that proud, naked, stiff-tipped breast shone with the oils she used. She twirled to send her skirt
of ropes flying, then came to an abrupt halt. Tantalizing she stood, with her cl oak poised on the
air and the ropes of her skirt outflung.

Her sturdy | egs were spread wide, thighs like pillars, buttocks as round as an apple, dark-tufted
inits dinple where the stem has been plucked and a leaf or two remain. And | stood there drooling
my lust, for | had grown just such a stemas mght replace it! Then Vavara's cl oak fl oated back
into position and she was covered. But the picture stayed printed on every eye.

"I felt ny blood pounding; | might nmyself have rushed upon her - to ny doom- but Milinari's hand
was on my shoul der; he held ne back. And this tall, pale Szgany whel p, this Nathan, he | ooked down
on the priestess of lust, |ooked down on Vavara... and curled his |ip!

"Vavara was astoni shed; she felt her aura repelled as this nere man scorned her, saying, "As for
you: you should know that | have been tenpted by real Ladies! My mind is closed to you no | ess
than to the nentalist there. And by the way, | know all of you. You: Vavara, Milinari, and Szwart.
You were | egends and now you are reality, come back fromthe Icelands. But if |I were you | would
return there, and now. There's nothing for you here but the true death. And like ny father before
me, who brought down these evil stacks to shatter into pieces on the boul der plains, so shall |
bring you dowmn. That is nmy vow, as a nan of the Szgany Lidesci."

"Through all of this, Szwart had nmelted hinself to a dark shadow on the strewn rubble. Now,
flowing like a black and sentient lichen - a living stain - he noved towards the crunbling

stai rway. By now, too, Malinari's thralls had clinbed hal fway up, which was as far as they would
ever get.

" "And you, Szwart," said the youth fromon high, perhaps fifty feet up the stony skel eton of that
ancient stairway. "Do you think to sweep over and devour ne? As the |egend goes, you are akin to
the night and can di sappear into it. But you and | know that nen - and nonsters - cannot sinply

di sappear. It's true, Szwart, isn't it?" Wiile he spoke he took sonmething fromhis Szgany jerkin

twisted it in his hands, |obbed it down, to bounce fromstep to step. And he said, "Well, perhaps
it's true for you, at least. But as for ne: | nust be on ny way. You may not see me, but you'l
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definitely be hearing fromme." So saying, he stepped back into the shadows where the wall angl ed.
"Lord Szwart fl owed over the top of the wall where Nathan had stood, and onto the | edge from which
he'd taunted all three of the Wanphyri. Szwart's darkness gathered there, shifting and seething,
then rolled on into the sel fsame shadows that hid the madman fromview. And | knew that it was the
end for Nathan Ki klu, whoever he had been. Lord Szwart's protoplasmwould envelop hiny its
strange, netanorphic acids would work on him he would shrink, devolve, and dissolve to become one
with night's master. O rather, his liquefied flesh would add to Szwart's bulk for a while, until
it was converted into fuel

' The egg-shaped itemthat Nathan had thrown bounced again, into the group of three climnbing
thralls. And there it exploded in a flash of light as bright and nonmentarily brighter than the sun
itself! Light, heat, and a blast of alien energy that |acerated the flesh of the unfortunate
thralls and blew them off the stone stairway, down into the rubble. They were in pieces, dead
before they hit bottom And Szwart hissing and shrieking, reeling on the high stairs where he
tried to regain his man-shape, failed, and collapsed again to a slithering stain.

"Al'l of this shocking, aye, but none so nuch as what Lord Szwart called out to us as finally he
refornmed, shaping hinself into an airfoil and | aunching in search of sone night-dark place in
which to regain his conposure:

""He was not there!" he shrilled. "He is not here! No man, that one, but a ghost! Perhaps the
spirit of all the Szgany we ever took in our lives, all conbined in one vengeful ghost!"

"And Malinari turned to Vavara and said, "Szwart is right. Not that Nathan is a ghost, but that
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he's no | onger here. For a nonment | touched his mind - real in the field of nmy probes, as real as
the shields he raised against me - and in the next nmonent, gone! So if you think we have seen
awesone weapons at work this night, well, now we have seen a real weapon: the man Nat han hi nsel f.

But all of this bears thinking about, and |I shall give it my gravest consideration."
"And despite that The M nd had chosen his words carefully, perhaps because he felt he nmust retain

at least a neasure of control, still his sprouting scythe teeth were awash in his own bl ood where
he ground them deep into his lips and riven guns ...
"And Malinari did give it his gravest consideration, as did we all; but no amount of thinking

coul d conpensate for our |osses, or dreamup a successful defence against future depredations by
the denon Nat han. Thus that entire night was a disaster, and no guarantee that things were ever
going to get any better.

"W went subterranean. Unthinkable, eh - that the Wanphyri should ever flee froma man? Fromthe
sun, aye, but not froma single man! - yet such was the case. |If we could not build on high, then
we nust build bel ow, where the stunps of the toppled stacks were riddled with tunnels, caverns,
and places which, in the olden tines, were only ever fit for bats and beetles.

"And despite that our work force was reduced - our flyers, too, and our warriors boiled in their
vats - still we had several hundreds of thralls and provisions aplenty.

"The thralls were put to work; they cleared the debris from anci ent diggi ngs, noved our provisions
to safety, and built defensive positions on the surface. New vats of metanorphosis were discovered
or dug, into which we sacrificed a third of our nmanpower, the raw nmaterials of our future flyers
and warriors. And we comenced keeping a watch ... can you believe it? The Wanphyri, vigilant

agai nst any further sabotage attenpts by this nere nan! Mreover, it was nore rigidly enforced
than any watch that our vani shed ancestors had ever kept agai nst each other.

"But this |ast was a necessity, for fromthen on, whenever we rai ded agai nst the Szgany, we could
be sure that retaliation would foll ow hot on our heels. And Nathan Ki klu - nman or ghost or

what ever he was - he was everywhere. If we raided in the far western reaches of Sunside, he would
soon be there with a party
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of Lidesci fighters, with "guns," "grenades" and "rockets", setting fire to the wi ngs of our
flyers, blinding themwth silver shot, and knocking our thralls out of their saddl es before they
could even touch down! Thus, for every man we recruited in Sunside, one of ours was killed by

Nat han and his Szgany soldiers. And every forward step was followed by one to the rear.

'East, west, wherever we struck, Nathan and his nmen could be there in a trice. How? It was beyond
us. Moreover, lie would snipe on us fromafar, and shoot our thralls dead in their defensive or
wat cht ower positions. Until ny naster and his coll eagues were obliged to devise a new strategy.
"Instead of inhabiting just one central area of Starside's olden ruins, now we spread out and
stationed nen in every shattered stunp and heap of rubble. For one thing was certain: whoever or
what ever Nat han was, and for all that he coul d appear al nbst magically, anywhere, in extrenely
short order, he couldn't possibly be everywhere at once.' And so we maintai ned sonething of our
equilibrium despite that we nade little progress ..

"One night nmy master flew out alone. Returning shortly, he conplained bitterly that: "This dammed
Szgany bastard - he has spies in the barrier nountains! Hah! That is how he knows where we wil|
raid: they watch us fly up fromthe boul der plains, the direction we take, then nmake report to
him | tracked themwith my nmentalism- which is how | discovered theirs!"

" "What ? They are thought-thieves, these nen?" Vavara found it hard to believe. "Mentalists?"
"Malinari |aughed like a madman, and answered, "Even as we are nentalists, aye. So says Milinari
the Mnd, the greatest of themall. But... they are not nen!"

" "Not nen?" And now Szwart was baffled. "Not nen, you say? Then what - trogs?"

"Malinari gave a wild shake of his head and waved his arns in consternation. "Not trogs, no - but
dogs! "ht said. "Wlves of the wild that think |ike nen. Stranger still, they call this Nathan
uncle! He is their kin!"

" "Then he is a dog-Lord!" said Vavara. "It's the only possible solution. This hated eneny of ours
is Wamphyri! He dwells in the nountain heights, rules on Sunside, and keeps the Szgany for
hinself. Hi s needs are so slight that the tribes suffer himfor his protection. | nust be right.

Nat han is a changeling.”
"And Szwart said, "But a dog-Lord? Wth powers such as he conmands? And as for suffering himfor
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his protection - against what? Wiat was there before we came?"

"My naster threw up his hands, crying, "I don't know | no |onger know anything ... except that
amsick to death of this Nathan, of this ruined place, and of all this endl ess work perforned

wi t hout reward. This work that gets us nowhere ..."

"W took to raiding separately but sinultaneously in |locations far apart, and we covered our
nmovenments with great stealth. For again the principle applied: that Nathan couldn't be everywhere
at once. And at last a small neasure of success - which didn't last long. He couldn't be
everywhere, but his weapons coul d.

"Fromthralls freshly converted we | earned how he had di ssemi nated his destructive devices - his
guns and grenades, and so forth - anmong as many of the tribes as possible. And he had taught them
how to use them But these weapons and the "ammunition" they used were not in unlimted supply.
Fromtinme to tinme Nathan nust replenish themby venturing into the Hell-Iands.

"That in itself posed a question: how was it possible for Nathan to nake these trips to the Hell-
| ands wi thout using the Starside Gate? For the Gate was no | onger accessible. Wiere in our tine it
had rested in the bottomof a crater in the lee of the foothills not far fromthe great pass, now
it was raised up and stood in the centre of a | ake! And that |ake of white water had nany snall
whirl pools to suck a swi mmer down.

"Often in our forays across the barrier nmountains into Sunside we had seen it there: that fountain
of water, all lit fromwthin, rising up high into the night and falling back into the | ake.

"In order to solve that problem we flew out one night; or rather
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Mal i nari and Vavara flew out, and a few lieutenants and thralls in attendance. For Lord Szwart
woul d not consi der goi ng anywhere near such a brilliant source of light, despite that it was cold.
"Ah, but that was indeed a fortunate trip - for the Wanphyri at least, if not (as it later turned
out) for me; though of course | could not know that then. Anyway, during the | ong day previous,
while we vanpires slept or carried out our subterranean duties beneath the stunps of the old
stacks, apparently the |ake had run dry!

"And there stood the Gate, raised up in its crater socket, like the blind white eye of sone fallen
Cycl ops shining up into the night. But as for the lake and its fountain of mlky water: they were
no nore, not even a trickle.' The earth was dry, caked, and winkled into channels that showed how
the water had di sappeared down circul ar borehol es that angled into the bedrock |ike conduits to
hell. A weird thing, this Gate; weird as the tumbling noon or ice-chip stars, and just as

i nexpl i cabl e.

"Malinari, Vavara and their nen had left their flyers in the shadowy foothills between the Gate
and the great pass, well away fromthe Gate itself. Facing downhill on a noderate slope, the
flyers were positioned for immediate flight. It was a safety neasure, to ensure a quick getaway
shoul d such beconme necessary. And so it may be seen that even anong the Great Vanmpires the Hell -

| ands Gate was held in no snmall neasure of respect.

"And separating into small, w de-spread groups, we applied the sane caution to our nethod of
approach - noving from boul der clunp to boulder clunp, and al ways sticking to the shadows - as we
drew closer to the Gate. But we were still sone distance away when suddenly ny naster threw up a
war ni ng hand, and issued a nental alarmthat reached out to all of us:

""Something is coming through the Gate!" his voice hissed in our minds, as we nelted back into
dar kest shadows.

"And he was correct, of course. He had sensed their alien mnds, these nen of the Hell-|ands (of
your world, that is), as they stepped forth onto the surface of our world. Far nore inportantly,
however, Malinari had sensed their unpreparedness. Ch, they had

weapons as devastating as Nathan's, but for protection as opposed to open aggression. Al so, they
had little or no idea what to expect in Starside, and to a man their mnds were pre-occupied with
greed for the heavy, nalleable yellow nmetal that you call gold, which in ny world is conmnon.
"They were thirty-two in nunber, half of them being soldiers who took up positions on the flanks
as the rest forned into an unruly, excited, and chattering body. Then they marched for the great
pass. Two of the soldiers rode noisy, wheeled engines that cut the darkness with beans of cold
white light; they went ahead to pick a route through the many boul ders that litter the area.
Keeping still and silent in the shadows, we |et them pass right through the various groups of our
di vided party.
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"Then it was that Malinari apprised us, "These nen are not |ike

Nat han. They are like infants, with little or no know edge of what they are
about! Those on the outside - the soldiers - they have weapons. Wen we strike,
we take themout first. Kill themw th dispatch. They barely outnunber us and
shouldn't be a problem this tine the advantage of surprise is on our side. As
for the central body: these are the m nds behind the nuscle ... puny things by
ny reckoning, and not a mentalist among them So be it; they are weaklings

and we nust take them alive for questioning. Now make ready - in the next

f ew seconds your destiny may change beyond all recognition!"”

"Which of course it did.

"l cannot descri be what next took place as "a battle", nor even a rout, for none of our victins

had time to fleel Surprise was indeed on our side, and add to this our flow ng, |ightning-strike
speed, and our vanpire strength, equal in each of us to that of four or five strong nen ... the
result was overwhel ning. Hell-landers they were, but they had never seen hell such as we delivered
that night.

' There was sone gunfire, soon silenced. W lost a lieutenant and three thralls. The Hell -1 anders

| ost everything - their so-called "fighting men", anyway. As for the two on their "notorcycles",
when they returned to see what was the trouble, and having seen it didn't stop but headed out onto
the barren boul der plains: W picked themoff |ater
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"The freshly dead were carried back to fuel our vats, the living

e were taken for questioning by Malinari. | can't honestly say which

group was |l east fortunate, the living or the dead ... the living,

| suspect. In the long run it would nake no difference; the one

group would join the other

"What ny nmaster |earned, however - ah, but that made a big difference! Sufficient to excite
Mal i nari and his Wanphyri col | eagues beyond neasure. And for ne, it was the beginning of the end

Korath had fallen silent for a while. Wen next he spoke it was sinmlar to a sigh in Jake Cutter's
sl eepi ng m nd, and deadspeak in the netaphysical Harry Keogh's:

The rest you know. In a while, when Malinari had extracted and assimlated all he could of

know edge fromthe ninds of the "scientists" and their nilitary leader, it was tine to take our

| eave of Starside

Bef ore doing so, The Mnd, Vavara, and Szwart made a great many

lieutenants; they took them down into undeath, and brought them up again as

bur geoni ng Vanphyri! And they divided between themall the remaining thralls,

flyers and waxing warriors, and all territorial holdings, provisions, and so forth.

It was done for spite, out of nmalice; if the three Great Vanpires could not have

Sunsi de/ St arsi defor their own, then neither could Nathan and the Lidescis, nor

the Szgany as a people - not without they Jightfor it for long and | ong, and pay

for it in blood. And so you nay be sure that even now there are new Lords in

Starside, while in Sunside the bl oodJl ows as of yore ...

Finally Korath was done, and Harry said, Fromall you have told us, your |ot was not a happy one
And your end was unfair, to say the least. | amglad you finally agree! said the dead vanpire
But: -From what you have told us, at least, said Harry. But | am nore concerned wi th what you
haven't toM us, which is probably nore inportant than all the rest put together. The Wanphyri have
been here in our world for some time, but it would seemthey' ve achieved very little. Wat are
they up to, Korath? Wat is their plan? You were one of theirs, and so you nust know.

Ahhhh! said the other slyly, in a tone that suggested the shake of an incorporeal head. And so to
the crux of the matter. But no, what you ask is for me to know and for you to discover, or to
guess at for a long, long tinme, unti

it istoo late. For after all, it is ny only renmaining bargaining point- the last trick up a poor
dead thing' s sleeve. And when you have that, | shall have nothing at al

' Bargai ning point? said Jake, just a little surprised by his own voice, after keeping so |ong
silent. '"But you're a dead thing! Wat can you possibly bargain for - what can we give you - apart
froma little conpanionship, alittle cold confort?
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Wl l, that might be a start..

But the ex-Necroscope intervened and said: You have already had that, conpanionship and cold
confort, and probably too nmuch of both. It isn't a healthy thing to spend too rmuch tine in the
conpany of vanpires. No, there's no bargain you can strike here, Korath Mndsthrall. Al so, | sense
that your will is strong. You are dead, but your tenacity is very much alive! Jake, it's time we
wer e havi ng.

"I thought you'd never get to it,' Jake answered.

/ only hope you remenber sonme of this, said Harry.

Tmstill not a hundred per cent sure | want to,' Jake vacill ated.

Well, get sure! said Harry, his fadi ng deadspeak voice frustrated and angry. Your entire world
depends upon it. And if you can't renenber anything else, do try to renenber this:

An incredible wall of nunbers - |ike a conmputer screen run riot- evolved in the eye of Jake's
nmnd, its synbols and equations marching and nutating until they reached a certain critica
point... and forned a door. A Mdbius door! And Jake knew wi t hout knowi ng how that all that

remai ned of Harry was passing through it, nmoving on to another place, perhaps another tine.

"I ... I"'msupposed to renmenber that?' he said, as the door collapsed and left himon his own in
the dank and gurgling sunp of the once-Refuge. On his own, but not quite alone. For

Do not concern yourself, Jake Cutter, Korath MrdsthraU s | eering deadspeak voice cane to hi m out
of the sudden inky darkness that envel oped himand the sunp and everything, a darkness that was
prelude to the light of the waking world. No, for | amsure that we'll be able to work sonething
out -

-Er, between us?

Jake made no reply, or if he did it was |left behind as he went spiralling up and up to the waiting
light...
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CHAPTER TVEENTY- FOUR

Synchronicity

Li z was | eani ng over him again. 'Renenber what?' she said.

'Eh?' Jake blinked sleep out of his eyes, groped to brush grit fromtheir corners.

"You were ranbling on about having to renmenber sonething,' she told him And while he was ordering
his thoughts to franme a reply, she quickly went on: 'And before you ask - no, | wasn't snooping on
you. | cane back here to give you a shake; you were nmunbling, and | thought you were speaking to
me.' Well, he hadn't been, but he had been speaking to soneone. Harry? Korath? But who the hel

was Korath? The nane, so faniliar one nminute, was already neaningless, slipping fromthe edge of
his mind. So that now, just a nonent |later, Jake wasn't sure it meant anything at all

Well, get surel... get sure!... get sure! (Like an echo, fading in his nmenory.) And nunbers - a
swirl of nunbers, equations, synbols, like a mathematician's nightmare - all collapsing to a big
Zero, nothing, where before they had neant sonething.

"Nunbers/' Jake croaked, forcing the word out of his dehydrated throat. Liz handed hima can of
Coke that she was drinking from and he sat up and swilled his nmouth out, then let the fizzing
liquid burn and cool and sting all the way down. 'Nunbers?' Liz repeated him 'Wat about then?’
Awake now, he frowned at her. 'Are you sure you weren't in

there with ne?" Then, seeing that |ook on her face: 'Ckay, okay! Just checking.' He took another

swig, clinbed unsteadily to his feet. 'l think | was dream ng about - hell, | don't know - al
sorts of stuff He | ooked at his boots, then stooped to touch the bottons of his jeans and wondered
why he thought they mght be wet. 'I can't remenber. A danmp pl ace? Voi ces? Nunbers?'

But Liz only shrugged. 'You tell ne,' she said, and turned away so that he wouldn't see the | ook
she flashed at the others up front. And over her shoul der she told him 'W're on our way down.

Bri sbane next stop.'

Ben Trask, Lardis, Goodly and the others were | ooking at Jake where he worked the stiffness from
his joints and followed Liz to her gunner's chair. As she strapped herself in, he indicated the
gun ports and asked: 'Is it okay to open one of these up? And which side is Brisbane?

One of the technicians answered him 'Sure - you can open the doors. But you better hook yourself
up first. Brisbane's to port.' There were safety straps dangling fromthe ceiling. Jake pulled one
down, hooked it to his belt, jerked on the port-side door's handle, and slid the door open. Air

bl asted in, the downdraught fromthe big fan, and i medi ately the whup, whup, whup of the rotors
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was a deafening throb

Li z hooked up, joined himat the door. 'Have you been here before?" she inquired, but her words
were whi pped away. It nade no difference; he 'heard her anyway. And answered:

No, | haven't. And you're getting good at that.

She only | ooked at himand said, But |'mnot a natural - not at sending, not yet anyway - so naybe
you're the one who's getting good at it.

No. He shook his head to give his thoughts enphasis. It's all you, Liz. It's your talent, getting
stronger all the time. And maybe sonme kind of rapport we seemto be devel opi ng. Wi ch was the

cl osest he had yet cone to adnmitting any kind of serious involvenent.

Their eyes net, |locked just for a nonent, and each of them knew that the sane thought was in the
other's mind: that out of the blue Jake was accepting telepathy that nuch easier - as if
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he'd been getting in sone practice. And they both knew where he had been getting it. It was as
he'd explained to Lardis: sleep, the subconscious nind, was a strange thing. And dreans coul d be
stranger yet. Sometinmes they could even be nore than dreans.

Then they | ooked down on a small airfield six hundred feet directly bel ow them and, two or three
mles to the east, central Brisbane.

Bri sbane was big and sprawing, but it didn't lack order. On the contrary, for if anything it was
too symetrical, ultra-nodern. Its streets were too broad, with too many parks, pools, green
areas. It should have | ooked as cool and fresh as an oasis, which in all this heat, when even the
downdr aught of the rotors felt as hot as hell, would have seened very wel coming. But the river

i nstead of being a fat, winding silver eel, was nmore a thin, snakelike whiplash. Mst of the pools
were enpty down to their liners, and all of the green places had yellow tints.

Jake frowned and mi ght have conmented, but the horizon was rapidly narrowi ng down. As they

wat ched, Brisbane cane up level, finally disappearing behind the airport buildings. And just a
monent or two |l ater they bunped down.

Wien the rotors went into braking node, their whine became unbearable. Ginacing, Jake slanmed the
door to shut it out..

The small airport - nore an airstrip, really - belonged to a private flying club for well-to-do
menbers of Brisbane society. The chopper's pilot had been directed to it by air traffic control
who in turn had taken their orders from higher authority. It mght seemodd if a paramlitary jet-
copter was seen to land at a nain international airport... especially carrying the E-Branch
contingent, whose nenbers were by now begi nning to | ook sonething | ess than reputable.

Trask had radi oed ahead before decanping on the other side of the continent; discreet arrangenments
had been made while the chopper was still in the air. Met by a pair of clean-cut,

i mracul ately-uni formed ' chauffeurs,' the drivers of Iinos with one-way-glass wi ndows, Trask and
his people were soon on their way into the city.

As they left the airport, heading for a main arterial road, they passed a small parking |ot.
Sitting on the hood of a battered blue-grey Range Rover-styled vehicle, a tall, angular nmale
figure in jeans, open-necked shirt and broad-bri mmed hat gazed intently into the sky over the
airport through a pair of binoculars. Wth his hat shading his face, his features were bl ankly
anonynous under the brilliance of the nid-afternoon sunlight.

Except to Liz, there seemed nothing special about him Liz had noticed him She'd seen how, at the
| ast minute, before the car threw up a screen of dust in their wake, the man had turned his

bi nocul ars on the two vehicles. Now, with a frown, she tapped Trask on the shoul der where he sat
in front of her.

' That man back there/ she said, hurriedly. They were negotiating a bend and the parking | ot was
al ready di sappearing in the driver's rearview. Trask turned his head, | ooked back where Liz was

i ndi cating; he saw nothing but a dust-plume and a distant shimmer of heat-haze.

"A man?' he said. 'Wat about hin®

The intercomwas on, and the chauffeur - a special agent - asked, 'Sonething suspicious, niss? A
man, did you say? Back there? What was he doi ng?

"Sitting on a car,' Liz answered. 'He was watching the sky through binoculars.'

"A plane-spotter? Through the plate-glass screen that divided them they saw the driver shrug. 'A
wannabe fly-boy menber of the club. Hull Some hope. Flying is for rich folks.'

But Liz leaned forward and quietly, right in Trask's ear, said, 'The last thing | saw, he was
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| ooki ng at us.'
They were turning onto the main road and picking up speed. 'Let it go,' Trask told her. "It may
have been nothing, and in any case it's too late now If we've been made we' ve been nmade. But
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if we've been made, then obviously sonmeone was sent to make us - sent by soneone. Now all we have
to do is find out who and where.'

Li z nodded, said: 'And ... he was wonderi ng about us.'
"That's all you got?
"Yes.'

Trask shrugged, but not negligently. 'Maybe he was sinply curious. But by the same token maybe
this wasn't as discreet as it mght have been. Two chauffeur-driven |linmps, doing reception at a
small, private airport? | nmean, turn the situation around and | m ght be curious nyself. Do you
thi nk you'd recogni ze hi m agai n?

"Probably,' she answered. 'There was sonethi ng unpl easant, spidery about him'

"Vell, if you do see himlet ne know,' said Trask. 'Once is coincidence. Twice ... this spider

nm ght need stepping on.' And the cars sped for the near-distant city ..

Back at the parking lot, the long thin man got into his car and called a nunber on his portaphone.
A disinterested fenal e voice said, 'Xanadu, reception?

"I want to speak to Mlan,' the thin man told her

There was a pause and she said, 'Your identification? Now she was a little nore ani nated.

"M nd your business/ the thin man replied, with the enphasis on 'nind , but with nothing of rebuke
or unpl easantness in his voice. It was sinply a code.

"Just a nonent, sir,' said the girl. And the phone played sone indifferent Misak

While he waited, the thin man coughed to clear his throat, nopped sweat fromhis brow, got his
thoughts in order. His enployer - M Mlan, to whom he was about to nmake report - had a liking for
ordered minds; he nuch preferred to hear and understand things clearly and precisely the first
time around. And in a little while:

"Ml an speaking/ a deep, accented, seenmingly cultured yet vaguely threatening nale voice replaced
the Musak. 'What do you want?

And the thin man told his enpl oyer what he had seen of the jet-copter, gave himbrief descriptions
of the people he'd seen getting into |inmps outside the flying club's main building, and cl osed by
saying: 'They drove off towards Brisbane.'

There was a brief pause before the other queried: 'And you didn't follow thent

"It was the chauffeurs/ the thin man answered. 'They were too good to be true. No one | ooks as
neat, tidy, and as cool as they looked - not in this weather - without they're trying real hard.
They | ooked |i ke governnent nmen. And if they were, they'd be on ne like flies on shit as soon as
they spotted me in their rearviews/

"l see/ said the foreign, Mediterranean-sounding voice of M Mlan. And in a nonent: 'Wuld you
know t hese peopl e agai n?

"Sure.’

"Good. | think this may be what |'ve been waiting for. You can call your other observers off, M
Santeson. Let themreport to you in Xanadu. Fromnow on | think you will find your duties nore to
your liking up here at the resort. Just be sure to cone and see ne as soon as you get in/

"I"'mon it/ the thin man said. And under his breath, when the phone went dead: 'Wat are you -
sonme ki nd of mnd-reader? But anyway, you're right - that's just exactly what | wanted to hear
after a day spent sweltering in all this heat, sweating ny balls off, watching, waiting, and
trying not to | ook suspicious. Shitty work, in weather like this. But up there at the Pl easure
Dome .. /

Up at the Pleasure Done, he thought, putting the car in first and turning out of the parking
lot, life is sheer luxury! The pools, the broads in their bikinis, the good food and drink - even
the casi no, huh! - where |I can spend ny nmoney al nost as fast, or faster, than M fucking M1 an
pays ne! And he grinned.
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But on the other hand, no one could call Mlan nean. Garth Santeson, a private investigator for
twenty years and then sonme, had never had it so good. What? M| an, nean? No way! Shady, definitely
- how el se woul d you describe a guy who only ever comes out at night? But never mean - hell, no!
The way Aristotle Mlan throws noney around, it's like ... like tomorrow there'll be no use for
it!

Never knowi ng just how cl ose he had come to the truth, and in nmore respects than one, Santeson
headed his battered vehicle for the ring road south around Brisbane. Then he woul d | ook for the
si gnpost for the town of Beaudesert, which would put himon a heading for the Macpherson Range
right on the border with New South Wal es. Eighty mles of good road, and he'd be up into the
nmount ai ns, yes. And finally Xanadu ..

On the way into town, Jake said, 'Now | renenber!

"What you were dream ng about?' said Lardis Lidesci

'Eh?' Jake | ooked at him

"On the plane, you were dreani ng about sonething. Wen Liz woke you up you couldn't renenber.'’

Jake shook his head. 'No, not that,' he said. 'I'mtal king about Brisbhane - |I'mrenenbering about
this place. Looking down on the city fromthe chopper, | thought it |ooked too neat, too new.
Well, that's because it is new.'

Jake and Lardis were travelling in the first lim with the teams top technicians, a pair of

young, whi zz-kid conmputer and communi cations types who were fully-fledged menbers of E-Branch but
not espers as such. One of these, Jimy Harvey - a conpact, prematurely bald nman of perhaps twenty-
six, with lush red sideburns and bushy eyebrows that together were trying hard to make up for his
bal dness, grey, watery eyes, and a genius for electronics - wanted to know 'Jake, where have you
been hiding out these |ast three or four years? | nean, on the Richter Scale of nationa

di sasters, Brisbane's Geat Fire of 2007 ranks several notches higher than the sinking of the
Titanic, and very nearly as

hi gh as Krakatoa!' There was little or nothing of sarcasmin Harvey's comrent, just surprise.
Jake sighed, shrugged apol ogetically, and said, 'Yes, that was what | renenbered. As for where

|'ve been: mainly |'ve been doing nmy own thing. My world has been - | don't know - kind of a smal
place, for a long tinme. |'ve only had room for personal problens, things that | need to get sorted
out.'

"Aye,' Lardis grunted. 'Your vow | can understand that.’

"My vow?' Jake frowned at him As usual, he found the old boy full of indecipherable statenents.
But now

"In Sunside,' Lardis deciphered, 'when a nan has sonething to do - a wong that needs righting -

he makes a vow, usually in public. And he holds to it until it's done. | made just such a vow one
time, and it still isn't done. But if | can't be killing the bl ood-sucki ng bastards there, at
least I'mhelping to kill them here.

Jimy Harvey, despite that he wasn't privy to Jake's past, believed he'd got the drift of it. 'So
how about you, Jake?' he said. 'You nmentioned things you "need" to get sorted out: present tense
So like Lardis, you're not finished yet, right?

"Not quite, no,' Jake shook his head. 'But there's plenty of tinme yet.' And to change the subject:
"Way don't you tell me about Brisbane, fill in whatever it is |I've mssed?

The other wasn't about to start prying; the one thing he'd learned in his tine with the Branch was
that these people hated to talk about their private lives al nost as nuch as about their weird
‘"talents'. And as far as their powers were concerned: the mpjority didn't see them as bonuses at
all, just extra baggage. Jake hadn't been around too |long and was a new one on Harvey. Still, he
was on the team and so nust be an esper. Well, no one can be expert in everything. But... the

G eat Fire of Brisbane? Something |like that had escaped his notice? Jake had to be pulling his
leg. But he didn't look Iike he was. And so:

"It was about this tine of year,' Harvey started out. 'And what do you know, 2007 was another E

Ni no year, just like this one -
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synchronicity, or sonething! Anyway, these freaky weather years have been com ng around far too
often. 1997-98, and again in 2002, and finally in 2007. And this current one, of course.

“In an EIl Nino the currents in the Pacific go all to hell. They circul ate the wong way, or
sonething like that. The water gets warmwhere it should be cold, and vice versa. Since everything
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is connected to ocean tenperatures - |like, you know, the ecosysten? - the weather goes to hell in
a bucket. Everywhere, everything, and everyone gets affected.

"Add to this the depletion of the rain forests, soil erosion, acid rains, holes in the ozone, the
not -so-gradual nelting of the ice caps, earthquakes, vol canoes blowing their tops left, right and
centre ... the whole thing seens synptomatic of planetary and clinatic upheaval. Or naybe | shoul d
say "seened", past tense, because these aren't just synptons |'mtal king about but the actua

di sease. In short, we're in it up to our necks! And finally people are beginning to sit up and pay
attention to the ecol ogi sts and environmentalists, the guys who used to get tagged as
sensationalists and doonsayers.

"Back around 1997-98 was when it becane really noticeable. Now, hey, we're only talking a time-
span of maybe twelve or thirteen years here, but the speed at which things have changed you really
woul dn't know it. Like, a thousand years worth of clinmatic danage packed into just a decade and a
hal f ?

"So, let's go back to the years |leading up to and including 1997 and ' 98

"The Antarctic pack ice had already started breaking into icebergs bigger than |arge English
counties. There were grasses and nosses and flowers where before there'd only ever been ice.
Simlarly, in the Arctic, the sea ice was getting thinner every year, the so-called "pernanent"
ice sinply wasn't pernmanent any nore, and the cap in general was shrinking. So, all that water had
to go somewhere, right? My guess: into the air, the atnmosphere, Jake. And as the ol d sayi ng goes,

what goes up nust cone down again - in precipitation. And brother, did we get rain!
"The Netherlands: flooded to hell... so badly that for a while it |ooked like all the nmajor dans
woul d go. Germany, and Pol and: all the rivers breaking their banks. Greece: unseasonal hail, with

hai | stones as big as ping-pong balls that flattened the crops. The USA: Jesus, the M ssissippi

Al'l that water trying to get out of there, and God hel p anything that got in its way! And in '97,
right here in Australia: first they had fires that scorched people out of their homes - destroying
t housands of acres of prairie, woodl ands, and national parks, and killing people, |ivestock
wildlife galore - and then nonsoon rains to match anything the rest of the world had suffered. It
was just crazy fucki ng weat her

"But the hell of it was, these were only warnings. The El Nirios are warnings; the nmelting iceis
a warning, and |ikew se the ozone |ayer. Like planet-wi de alarns that have been sounding for a
long, long tine, all in vain because no one has been listening. O rather, no one was listening to
the ones who were listening ..

"In the Far East, they wouldn't stop burning the rain forests. The Anericans took the hunp when
peopl e said their carbon di oxi de emi ssions were off the scale ... but they weren't half as snooty
in the sumer of '98 when Texas turned into a desert! Heat wave? They'd never seen anything like
it! As for the Russians: well as usual they hid or disguised or denied any and all w ongdoi ngs
what soever. Huh! What el se woul d you expect of the people who turned the Aral Sea into the Aral
Pond ... the folks with nore toxic nuclear and chenical garbage per acre than nobst countries have
per square mile! In E-Branch - during ny three years with the Branch, anyway - we've been
nmonitoring the hell out of the Russians. Ask Ben Trask about it some tine.'

And Jake cut in, 'Well, at least | know sonething about all that: the way they dunp their clapped-
out subs, et cetera.’

"That's part of it,' Harvey agreed, 'but the rest of it is just as bad. Anyway, all that's away
fromthe nmain subject, and in fact we were tal ki ng about-?
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'-The big fire,' Jake reminded him 'Until you went a bit off track.'

Harvey nodded. 'Yeah, the Geat Fire of Brisbane, 2007. It was around this tinme of year, and E
Nino was up to its unusual tricks. The weat her had been freakish everywhere, especially in the WK
Engl and. For fifteen years the various water boards had been npbani ng about declining water tables.
It could rain all it wanted during the winter, but given just three days of good ol d heartwarmn ng
sunshine in July and these jokers would start |eaping up and down, and tearing their hair, and
sticking in neters and standpi pes, and demandi ng that people should save water by cutting down on
their bathing and putting bricks in their water closet cisterns ... and so on, and so forth, ad
infinitum Wat a |load of crap, zfyou could afford to take one! It was Nature all those years,
warni ng us that the Big One was comni ng

"Well, in 2007 in England it came, and that year we didn't have a summer
"It was washed out?' Jake felt obliged to ask. "It was drowned out!' Harvey told him
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'l seemto renenber sonething about that,' Jake said. 'But | missed it. | was on the Continent.'
"But you rnust have read about it, seen it on TV?' 'I told you, | was doing nmy own thing. On the
Continent.' 'Yeah,' Harvey agreed. 'About the only place in the world where the weather was

noderately normal. You were lucky. But in England it rained, and rained, and rained! And as for
declining water tables: forget it. There's been no shortage of water ever since. Anywhere bel ow
sea level turned into a swanp. The Thames Barrier failed, and high tides conbined with a fl ooded
river to drown the city six feet deep. Through July, August, and Septenber - shit, there were
gondol as in Oxford Street! Okay, so |I'm exaggerating - maybe it wasn't quite as bad as all that,
but it was bad enough. And I could go on and on. Except ' He paused again.

' Except that was the UK, ' Jake hel ped himout. 'And the

peopl e had plenty of warning, and there was little or no loss of life. Yes, | renenber it now But
we were tal king about Brisbane, not quite so close to hone.'

"Not just Brisbane,' the other told him 'In 2007 it was Australia as a whole. Now, you' ve got to
renenber that in Australia the clinmte works backwards to how we'd expect back hone. It's way
hotter in January than in July: the difference between sumer and winter, right? Ch, really? Wll
in 2007 everything went wong. From February on the sumer weather held, there was no wi nter and
it didn't get any colder. Just like now, in fact exactly like now, they had the freakiest of freak
weat her .’

Turning his head, Harvey gazed out through the linp's one-way w ndows at suburbs becoming city. '
mean, just take a | ook out there.'

Jake | ooked, lifted an enquiring eyebrow. 'Well?

"Dry, brittle, parched. Those gardens that should be green are nore |like mniature deserts. The
grass is withered to straw and the | eaves are dead on the trees and bushes. Al nost all the

swi mm ng pools are enpty, and you won't see anyone watering any |lawns. It should be a maxi num of
sixty, sixty-five degrees Fahrenheit out there, but it's well over eighty, and this is late
afternoon. And naturally, it's an official drought. Perfect!’

"Perfect for what?' Now Jake was really puzzled ... not to nmention tired of this circuitous route
they were taking to the Great Fire.

"Earth Year!' said Harvey. 'The big conference that starts tonorrow right here in Brisbane, billed
as the ultimate ecol ogical sunmit neeting. Synchronicity at work again, or maybe not. Naturally
they chose this place, because of the fire.'

"Wll, you've lost ne again,' Jake told him 'And we still haven't got to the fire itself.’

The ot her shrugged apol ogetically. 'I"'msorry - it's this grasshopper mnd of nine. Start me on a
subject, it devours ne. Ckay, the fire:
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"I't was the weirdest thing ever - a one-of-a-kind sort of thing, or at |east everyone hopes so.
2007, and we thought we'd seen it all: the worst tornadoes the USA had ever suffered, the worst
floods, the strangest fluctuations and reversals of climte right across the world, with Australia
taking the brunt of it. But no, we hadn't seen it all

"Brisbane was |like a tinderbox. The whol e east coast from Rockhanpton to Canberra - nornmally a
green strip in the lee of the Great Dividing Range, with no water shortage and an excel |l ent annua
rainfall - was bone dry fromthis drought that had | asted for eighteen nonths. Ch, they'd had
rain, but all of it had fallen on the wong side of the Geat Divide! And daily the tenperature
was up in the hundreds.

"And it was then that it happened. It was like ... what, a tornado? An al m ghty tornado, a
whirlw nd, yes. But a whirlwind of fire! Ma Nature, Jake, getting all hot under the collar. It
started in the G dgeal pa and Moonba oil and gas fields, but how or why it started, no one knows.

There are various theories but, like | said, no one really knows. Though mles apart, suddenly the
oil wells and gas installations became the epicentre of an enornous fireball. That in itself was a
di saster, but nothing like what was to cone.

"Afireball, vast, hot, rushing up on its own thermals, and sucking in the air to fuel itself;

sucking the air into a self-perpetuating spiral, a superheated whirlwind. It swept east out of the
Sturt Desert, its base widening out as it came, a colum of fire five and then ten nmiles across.

At nore than a hundred niles an hour it hit a place called Dirranbandi and burned the entire town,
just took it out. And everything it burned fuelled the fire, that got hotter and hotter. And on it
cane. The thing noved |like a drunkard - never in a straight line but just exactly like a tornado -
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a pillar of fire reaching up through the clouds. 'OF course it was nonitored, thousands of people
reported seeing it. It came terrifyingly close to sone towns, scorching them but |eaving them
intact; then again it seened to swoop on

others, tossed theminto the sky in blazing rags. Firefighters tried to plot its course fromthe
air; sone airplanes flew too close and got sucked in, incinerated. And rotating ever faster, it
rushed east to refuel itself on the Alton oil field ..
"So it goes, and | can't renenber all of it. But who would want to? Anyway, the whole thing was on
every TV channel. Every Aussie there ever was watched it happening, couldn't do a thing about it.
The authorities thought the nountains would stop it - they were wong. It blazed across the
Di vide, leaving a smoking track twelve niles wide in its wake, with secondary fires still ranging
outwards. The latter would burn for weeks until torrential rains stopped them
"And with only an hour's warning to the people of Brisbane - an indefinite warning at that, for no
one could say for sure what this thing would do - finally it hit, this firestormfromhell, such
as the world had never before seen. Never before and never since, thank God!
"Everything that could burn burned. If it couldn't burn it calcined. And if it couldn't calcine it
nmelted. As for the Brisbhane River: forget it. It was running at a trickle and had been for a nine-
mont h. The firestormtook what was |left of the river water, turned it to steamin a couple of
seconds and kept right on going.
"And that was it: a one-hundred-m |l es-per-hour blast furnace had killed a city and everyone it it
who couldn't or hadn't tried to get out follow ng the warning. They hadn't all died by burning; a
great many people, gone underground or into cellars, suffocated because the fire needed their air.
Al of it. Then:
"The thing hit the sea and sucked up a waterspout into its raging funnel. The water put the fire
out, turned to steam and forned clouds. The clouds drifted inland and rained on the raging
inferno that had been Brisbane. Finally it was over. End of story ...'

And after a while:
"Christ!' Jake said, under his breath. And a nonent |ater
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"That is some encycl opedic nenory you' ve got there, Jimry. What are you, an authority on world

di sasters?

Harvey shrugged a little sel f-consciously - perhaps sheepishly? - and said, 'Me? No - but | know a
worman who is. Before we broke canmp, | had to talk to HQ about a couple of communications problens.
MIllicent Cleary was on Duty O ficer. She's our current affairs |ady; she has that kind of nenory,
keeps a mental record of just about everything that's going or gone down. As |an Goodly knows the
future, she knows the recent past; but of course she has a big advantage: like, it's already
happened. And unlike lan's her know edge cones in anmazing detail. So when | told her we'd be
setting up next in Brisbane, she clued me in on the city, the fire, the Earth Year Conference. And
there you have it: the fire's still fresh in ny mind fromny conversation with MIlicent Ceary.'
Harvey sat back and | ooked out of his wi ndow After a nmoment's silence he said, 'But actually,
wish it wasn't...'

In the other lino, the episode of the tall, thin plane-spotter (if that was what he had been) had
been forgotten by everyone except Liz Merrick. She, too, was trying to put it to the back of her

m nd, but knew she'd be able to recall it if or when it was required- -Hs silhouette etched on
her nmenory: his angul ar shape. And the tilt of his broad-brinmed hat, that kept the sun out of his
eyes. The way his binoculars were trained on ... trained on what, a mainly enpty sky? That was
what had been bothering her! That, and the way those gl asses had suddenly di pped., turning towards
the |ino.

That was when Liz's mnd had been closest to his, the

nmoment when she'd sensed his interest in the vehicle and its

occupants ..

'So how about it?" said Ben Trask, causing her to start as he

reached over her and switched off the intercomconnection to

their driver.

"Eh?' she said. And: '"Oh, I'msorry, Ben. | nust have been daydreani ng. How about what?

"Jake, on the chopper. Wat was going on? Did you get anything?
And now the inmage of the thin man with the bi nocul ars vani shed conpletely fromher mnd as the
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other question arose, the one Liz had known she would have difficulty answering.

At first it had seenmed sinple, even exciting in a strange and norbid sort of way. The answer to
not just one question but many. But after thinking it over she had seen the enornous hurt it m ght
cause, so that now she had to find a way around it. If Trask would |l et her.

"But | thought we had an understanding on that,' she said. 'l don't like spying on Jake, and-'
"What?' He cut her off. 'But on the chopper you seened to indicate that you' d got sonething. So
why are you hol di ng back, Liz? Wat the hell is going on here? The | ook on Trask's face was one

of incredulity; he'd been sure they'd hamered this out and fromnow on it would be plain sailing.
So what had happened to change her m nd?

"I ... I"'mnot sure what | got!' she blurted it out, lying so unconvincingly that even wi thout his
tal ent Trask woul d have known. And she saw in his eyes that he knew, and in the way his lips
tightened. 'But ... but he's ny partner!' She quickly went on the defensive. '"He's got to be able
to trust ne. He saved ny life, and-'

"Oh, for Christ's sake spare ne!' Trask barked. But before he could say anything el se:

"Damm you!' Liz snapped. And then nore quietly, even desperately: 'Can't you see? |I'mtrying to
spare you, Ben!'

Whi ch set himback a little, because he saw that that was the truth, too. And despite that Trask
was still frowning, his tone was | ess severe when he said: "All right, so don't try so hard."'

And after a nonent, when she renained silent, he went on, 'Look, whatever this is, there's only
you, ne, and lan here to share it. So let's have it out in the open here and now, while we can
still deal with it in private. For if it has to do with me - and if it's got
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anything at all to do with the Branch or the job in hand - then obviously | have to know.'

"But it's so very little,' she answered. 'And his shields were up, like a blanket covering his

m nd, and-'

"Liz, I have to know' Trask insisted. 'It doesn't matter how snmall a thing it m ght seemto you,
it could be all-inportant to everyone el se."'

"Inits way, I'msure it is/ Liz said. '"It's just that | would have liked to find a way to tel
you - | mean a different way to tell you - without this.'

"This what?' said Trask. 'And Liz, if youlie to me again I'Il know.'

She | ooked at him | ooked at |an Goodly, sighed and shook her head. 'l didn't want to lie, but I
didn't want to hurt you either. You see, it's .where Jake was - in his dream | mean - and it's

who he was speaking to.'

"Go on,' Trask nodded.

"He was down in the wecked sunp of the Romani an Refuge,' she blurted it out. 'But Ben, it had to
be much nore than just a dream because fromwhat | saw of it - despite that it was so dark and
shrouded - it was all so very real.’

"The Refuge?' Trask repeated her. 'Jake dreanmed he was in the wrecked sunp? And he was ...
speaki ng to soneone?’

"To nore than one,' Liz corrected him And now that she'd got started, she quickly went on, 'But
you know how dreans are supposed to happen in the |ast few m nutes before you wake up? Well, not
this one. It started the nonent he fell asleep, went on until he woke up. And it was nore than
just a dream Ben.'

The other's face was grey now, gaunt with the sudden, sure know edge of what Liz was about to tel
him He knew, but asked her anyway. 'Wio was Jake tal king to?

"To Harry Keogh,' she answered, 'and to soneone else who I didn't know and don't want to know,
ever. | couldn't read him- he was a conplete blank - but | could sense his presence like a sick
taste in ny throat. And just the opposite to him a little

earlier there'd been a third presence like ... like a breath of fresh air. She was soneone |'d
never known, who | wish | had.'

"It was Zek!' Trask groaned. 'He was talking to Zek. Jake was talking to Zek, through Harry.' And
clasping Liz's hands in his: 'Liz, what was she saying? Wat did Zek say?

"I don't know,' she shook her head, wanted to put her arms round himbut couldn't for fear it
woul d crack hi mup. And anyway, they wouldn't be Zek's arms. '| got sonething of what Jake was
saying - though very little, because he didn't say nuch - but nothing of what the others actually
said. That was a void.'
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lan Goodly said, 'OF course it was. You heard Jake because he's alive. That was your telepathy
wor ki ng, Liz. But Harry and the others ... they're a different category, and they were in a

di fferent node.’

' Deadspeak, yes,' Trask nmurnured, gaunt and visibly shaken where he let his head flop back agai nst

the seat's headrest and closed his eyes. 'And whether | like it or not, it looks like |I now have
to accept it. Jake is our new Necroscope, and Harry is introducing himto ... to people who'll be
able to help him As for this nunbers thing that Jake was tal ki ng about when he woke up - the
difficulty he seemed to be having - | think that can nean only one thing.

Trask | ooked at the precog and CGoodly nodded his confirmation. 'Despite that Jake's future is
beyond ne, uncertain now,' he said, 'still |I can only go along with you. It was the Necroscope's

sidereal maths, his nunbers, that gave himthe edge. And now it |looks |like the old nmaster is
trying to teach his apprentice the tricks of the trade ...'
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CHAPTER TVEENTY- FI VE

Synchronicity Again

The safe house set aside for E-Branch use was in the New Marchant Park district, north of the
city. An ugly two-storey affair, it had al um nium cl addi ng desi gned and painted in a rather poor
imtation of tinber; Brisbane no | onger favoured wooden structures of any kind.

The house was set back fromthe road up a short palmlined drive; its gate was renote-controll ed
frominside the lead |Iinpo and opened into a featurel ess garden. Two nedi um si zed, innocuous-

| ooki ng sal oon cars stood on a gravel drive in front of the house. In fact they were fitted with
bul I et - proof wi ndows, heavily-plated bodywork, hidden roll-bars and other anti-crash/anti -
terforist devices. Short of a bomb-blast or a head-on collision at speed, no one was going to come
to harmdriving one of these vehicles. They were for the use of Trask and his people.

Laid to | awn and encl osed within high stone walls, the garden was on a | evel and surrounded the
house on all sides; every inch of grass (or straw as it was now) was clearly visible fromthe

wi ndows of both storeys. OF the house itself: it had bullet-proof, heavily curtained w ndows, and
a security/intruder warning systemsecond to none. In plan, the ground floor consisted of four

| ong roons, one on each side, each furnished and decorated in a slightly out-of-date style, with
little or nothing to show that the place was anything other than a fairly expensive private
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dwel | i ng house. The central room however, which wasn't visible fromthe gardens, was an
operational and conmuni cati ons nerve centre of screens and conputerized equi prment.

The sl eeping quarters (in fact a pair of cranped dornmitories with beds for up to fourteen people,
or maybe ei ghteen at a push, and a handful of curtained-off, cell-like units for VIPS) were
upstairs. And overhead on the roof, a bank of 'solar-heating panels' (tinted wi ndows) conceal ed an
array of hi-tech comunications aerials and dishes.

The agent -chauf feurs showed Trask and his crew of six over the house, asked how they could help
themsettle in or if there was anything el se they needed. Trask checked with Ji my Harvey and Paul
Arenson - in their elenent as they switched on and got acquainted with the gadgets in the ops room
- and Arenson told him

"We're fully conpatible throughout. Gve us ten nminutes to hook our stuff up to this lot, and
we'll have the HQDuty Officer up there on that big screen so clear you'll think you' re in London.
"Scranbl ed?” Trask wasn't that easily satisfied.

"As per SOPs, yes,' said the other

At which Trask thanked the ASI nmen (Australian Special Intelligence), who headed back to the
airstrip to connect with incom ng Chopper Two's military commanders and three nore nenbers of
Branch ground staff. Once they were in, and until the slower back-up squads of Australian SAS
types had arrived and taken up their tactical |ocations, the advance party was on its own..

In fact, it took the technicians half an hour to conplete their hook-up. Meanwhile an
uncharacteristically subdued Liz had brewed a pot of Earl Gey for Trask and herself, coffee for
Jake and the others. Goodly had taken his coffee through into ops. Trask was enjoying his tea in
one of the living roons while poring over a small-scale map of the Queensl and/ New Sout h Wl es
border areas. It was sonmewhere there, in the vicinity of the border, that the |ocator Chung had
det ected m ndsnog, probably due to the
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mental activity of a master vanpire, Wanphyri! Probably, but not definitely, not with one hundred
per cent certainty; the Branch had | ong since discovered psychic 'hotspots' where a proliferation
of lesser, human ESP talents could produce the same result. It had been David Chung's 'hunch',
however, that this tine it was the real thing, which the synchronous 'coincidence' of vanpire
Iieutenant Bruce Trennier's death had seened to confirm

Jake took his coffee over to where Trask worked, watched himuse a red highlighter to plot a
dotted line along the border from Stanthorpe to Cool angatta, then circle the whole area in a ring
of pale red ink. As Trask | ooked up fromwhat he was doing, Jake lifted an enquiring eyebrow.

"If our target is here/ Trask explained, 'and if he has established hinmself, then he's sonewhere
inside this ring. Personally, | fancy he is. |'ve known David Chung for a long tine and he doesn't
make too many mistakes. It was Chung who di scovered Trennier. Once we had an approximte | ocation
we checked with the local police and picked up on a handful of disappearances - Trennier's
recruits, those creatures we killed at the Od Mne gas station. That one was fairly easy; in a
region as thinly populated as the G bson Desert, people are wont to take notice when their kith
and kin cease to exist! But here in the east, on the coastal strip ...' He paused, glanced again
at the nmap, shook his head.

‘Densely popul ated,' Jake nodded. 'And that circle you' ve drawn covers, what - naybe five, six

t housand square mles?

"Closer to eight,' Trask corrected himglumy. 'And fol ks di sappear around here every other half-
hour, about the sane as they do in simlar areas of population all over the world."'

Lardis Lidesci had been talking to Liz. Now he cane over, put a gnarled finger on the map and
grow ed, 'These?' 'Mountains,' Trask answered.

"Huh!' Lardis grunted. 'Thought so. And the border follows the nountains, right?

"In part,' Trask nodded. 'A natural boundary, yes.

"An wnnatural boundary, in Sunside/Starsidef Lardis said. 'But

there again, the Barrier Muntains are different entirely, and they never knew sunlight such as

t hese nount ai ns have seen. But beggars, and even the Wanphyri, can't be choosers. Not in a world
like this. So there you are. And now maybe you can narrow it down.'

Concentrating on the map, Trask was only half-listening to what Lardis was saying. But in another
monent he | ooked up fromwhere he sat at the table. 'Eh?

"Mountains,' Lardis said. 1 understand 'em And so do the Wanphyri. If this one's a Lord, where do
you think he'll be?

"Where do | think-?" Trask frowned, |ooked again at the map, then cane erect and snapped his
fingers.

"In the nountains, aye,' Lardis anticipated him scowing in his fashion. 'In his aerie, of
course. That's a logical con- er, conclusion? - wouldn't you say? And here's another: if it is one
of them it isn't Szwart. Wat, in all this heat and light? No way - not a chance. It's too nuch
for me, let alone for Lord Szwart. Huh! Darkness hinself, that one!’

And: 'Dam! You're probably right!' Trask husked.

At which point lan Goodly returned fromthe ops room 'Up and running,' he said. 'And Ben, David
Chung's on-screen, wanting to speak to you ...'

"l have sone hot-of f-the-press news for you,' Chung told Trask as he seated hinself within the
screen's viewing arc.

"Big deal,' Trask answered wearily, with a touch of sarcasmbut no real malice. 'Just about any
news fits that description! W' ve been busy, air-nobile, and only just got settled in here. So,
what's goi ng down in your neck of the woods that's such hot stuff?

Chung shrugged. 'In my neck of the woods? Not a lot. But in yours: an opportunity to speak to an
old pal of ours, maybe, if that's of any interest? And then, nore seriously: 'It's Qustav
Turchin. He's going to be there at the Earth Year Conference in Brisbane. The tine in the Cty is
now' he glanced off-screen '-a little after eight a.m But just an hour ago Turchin hinmsel f was
on-screen, unscranbled, from Moscow. He was interested to
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know i f you'd be attending the conference. He was very careful, oh-so-polite, and diplomatic as
usual , but John Grieve was doing Duty Oficer and read himlike a book. Prem er Turchin is eager
to see you, Ben. It was a last-minute call, probably nonitored, before he boarded an Aeroflot VTOL
At nozki mto Brisbane. And John says Turchin stressed the fact that he woul d be acconpani ed by
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"several menbers of his staff '
"That's very interesting,' Trask answered. 'Hi s bodyguards will be special police, KGB |ookalikes -
wat chdogs for the real leaders, all the nmilitary types Iike MKkhail Suvorov - who wll be making
sure he doesn't step out of line. So maybe Turchin is on his way out, his days of power at an end.

But of course I'Il see him | have a few questions for him and while he still has sonme pul

there's a favour | need to ask of him...' Trask glanced at Jake, perhaps nusingly, then turned
back to the screen.

'"So thanks for the information, David,' he continued, 'and you can be sure |I'll act on it. But now

I'"d like you to tell me something about our main problem How is the search going? Have you picked
up anything new to corroborate your original |ead?

Chung pulled a wy face. 'There's sonmething there, | would swear to that. But it's too distant,
too shielded, literally on the other side of the world! Your side of the world, Ben. Wiich is
where | have to be if you want any kind of accuracy. | nean, how can | be expected to |ocate

sonmeone or sonething through ei ght thousand nmiles of solid rock and white-hot magma?' ' You want in
on this? Trask's face was a bl ank. 'Absol utely!

"And you wouldn't be playing on your talent sinply so you can conme swarmnm ng around out here?
Chung's face showed his confusion. For the truth was that he would dearly love to go 'swarm ng
around’ in Australia with his E-Branch colleagues - and if he denied it Trask woul d know he was
lying! So after letting his face work its way through a nunber of nmutually contradictory
expressions, finally he said, 'But isn't that the wong question? Wat you shoul d have asked is,
do |
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think 1"l be better placed to find what we're searching for if I"mout there with you?... To
which I woul d have to answer, yes.'

At which Trask's stony expression broke and he grinned. 'l know,' he said. 'I'm good at asking

awkwar d questions, right?
"Too true!' Chung rubbed his chin and | ooked hurt - until a nmonment |ater, when Trask said:

' Ckay, so how soon can you be out here? The fact is you'll cone in useful apprising Premer
Turchin first-hand of all that you've discovered about the Russian navy's illegal pollution of the
world's oceans ... and in Earth Year at that! Wiich in turn will afford ne a little nore | everage

on what | would Iike fromhim That's if leverage is required, which | doubt. For, in fact, Custav
Turchin isn't a bad sort of bloke.'

Wat chi ng Chung's face cone alive with anticipation on the wall screen, Jake thought: Synchronicity
agai n! Li ke sone kind of weird word~associati on. E-Branch: Qustav Turchin: the down-at-hee

Russian mlitary's systematic pollution of the oceans: the Earth Year eco~summit. And all of it
comi ng together right here and now, in Brisbane - along with a whole hunch of other shit,

possi hly.

And nmeanwhile, with a snile as broad as his face, the | ocator was saying, 'I, er, already
mentioned the possibility that I m ghtbe needed to John Grieve. He's happy to take over here, and
there'll be no shortage of staff in support. So ... when is the next flight out?

Trask nodded, knowingly. 'I'msure you'll be able to check that out for yourself,' he said. 'FEr
if you haven't already.'

And Chung | aughed and said, 'l have an hour and forty minutes to make Heat hrow '

"l thought so,' Trask said. 'Very well, lan Goodly can get his head down now and pick you up in
the wee small hours at the airport. You'll travel under an assuned identity, of course.

"OfF course.' And Chung was still grinning his delight when Trask broke the connection..

Chung wasn't the only one who was net at the airport in the wee snmall hours. Prem er QGustav
Turchin was there first,
385

along with his mnder entourage. No one paid them nuch attention

Russia was no longer a world superpower - in fact, she was rapidly crunbling, held under siege not
by the world comunity but fromw thin her own borders by political and ideol ogica

intractability, corruption, organized crine, and desperate poverty

- but still Turchin was recognized as a world | eader of sorts, if only a figurehead w thout any
real power. In any case the Earth Year Conference wasn't dipl omacy-conscious; it wasn't that kind
of venue: the eco-summt's organizers were not so nuch standing on cerenpny as requiring action
Australia, now a republic and a very powerful nation in its own right, was still viewed as a
‘clean' country and was determined to stay that way. Wiile the all too frequent El N nos and other
ecol ogi cal disasters were not caused by Australians, Australians were suffering their
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consequences. Now they and other |ike-ninded - indeed right-minded - countries were considering
real action, political, |egal, and econom c, against nations with bad-to-crimnal ecol ogica
records. Since Russia was reckoned nore than nerely 'suspect' in this regard, and since Prenier
Turchin's attendance had been an el event h-hour decision, no red-carpet arrangenents had been nmde
for himand his party.

A lim and driver had been arranged - which was literally the | east that the organi zers could do
wi t hout being seen to be rude

- but Trask had seen to it that these had been called off. This hadn't been the easiest thing in
the world to arrange, but Trask's connections were second to none.

D plomatic inmmunity saw the Russian Prenier and his poker-faced party of four clone-like ninders
through the international airport's red-tape entry procedures w thout too nuch fuss, each nman
carrying his own spartan to nodest |uggage, until they were nmet in the arrivals |ounge by a pair
of ' chauffeurs' who introduced thenselves as 'M Snith' and "M Brown'.

Swiftly escorted to the carport by Smith and Brown, Turchin was bundl ed into the back of the first
linp... the doors of which

i medi ately clicked shut and | ocked, all except the driver's door, which stood open. And before

the jet-1lagged, travel -disorientated quartet of grey-suits could even begin to object, M Smith

slid into the driver's seat and drove away.

As the mnders got into the second |lino, one of themgrowl ed a concerned, heavily accented: 'Wo
was that nan sitting in the front of the first car?

"Er, that was M Smith,' said M Brown. 'l believe he's an inportant convention official. It
seermed only right that a person of stature should wel come your Premier personally.'
"Ch, indeed, yes!' said the other, gruffly. And then, with a frowm: 'But, er ... wasn't the driver

also M Smith?
"That's correct,’' said Brown, quickly recovering fromhis gaffe. 'W have an awful |ot of Smths,
you know - and Browns, too, for that matter. Wiy, we even had a Prine Mnister called Smth once

over! And anyway, what's wong with that? | inmagine it's much the same with Ivans and |vanovs in
your country.

"Yes, certainly. | understand. Pardon ne. Ahenl' To cover his enbarrassnment, the minder coughed
i nto a handker chi ef.

Over the intercom M Brown chuckled and said, 'Let's face it, this is Australia! |I mean, who did
you think would be nmeeting you - Marx and Engel s?

"Ch, ha ha ha ha!' The minders | aughed woodenly, alnmost in unison. 'No, not at all. |ndeed, no!’
But when they'd qui etened down, their head man cautiously enquired, 'Er, howlong will it be
before we get to the hotel ?'

"Eh?' said M Brown, grinning. 'Well, | don't really know, mate. Al | knowis | have orders to
tail the car in front, and that's it. About an hour, at a guess - naybe nore, naybe |ess. But now,
if you'll excuse ne, | have to concentrate on ny driving.'

"Yes, of course. Just as long as you stay right behind the car in front.' But the car in front was
al ready out of sight.

"Ch, don't worry, | won't lose him No fear of that. But | do understand your concern. It nust be
very daunting, having to keep an eye on soneone |ike Gustav Turchin. \Wat, dodgy is he?
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But now M Brown's familiarity was getting to be too nuch. 'Wat's that?' the |eading grey-suit
said stiffly. 'Did you say dodgy? Sonet hi ng about keeping an eye on hin? Now you listen to me, M

... Well, that's what you are, aren't you?" Brown cut himoff. 'I mean, just how | ong have you

| ot been special policenen anyway - or KGB as was - or whatever you call yourselves now?

But suddenly the four were very tight-1lipped, scowWing at each other. And with his nouth tw tching
in one corner, and his eyes like black marbles, their |eader slowy answered, 'W have been -ah
shal |l we say, specialists? - a lot longer, | fancy, than you have been a chauffeur, M Brown!'

At whi ch Brown | ooked back, grinned, and then switched off the intercom..

Qut on the airport service road, Trask got out of the front of the linb and into the back with
Turchin. Then they shook hands, and Turchin hugged himin a typically Russian greeting. 'Funny,

but we've never net person to person/ Turchin said then. 'Yet it seens | know you.'

"A neeting of minds, perhaps? said Trask. And, 'Listen, | apologize for the subterfuge back
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there, but your friends-

"No friends of mine!" Turchin cut himshort. 'Indeed, they are only here to make sure | don't talk
out of turn. But before you ask ... yes, | do know about the despicable and destructive activities
of our arned forces. They are |ike dogs fouling soneone el se's garden. But Trask, understand this:
I am not the one who let those dogs off the |eash. In today's Russia, nmy friend, they roamwi | d.

I ndeed, |'ve been lucky to hold on to what snall degree of power still remains to ne. But if |
were to tell this conference everything |I know, then even that would be |lost, and our currently
uneasy east-west relationship would slip alittle bit farther downhill.'

Trask nodded. 'l understand, and it's nuch as | suspected. But Prenier, you don't have to explain
to ne, not about that, at least. And | know that you won't be able - won't be all owed

- to explain it to the conference. So, why are you here?" He fell silent, wanting to let the other
do the tal king. Maybe he would | earn nore that way.

"How | ong do we have?' Turchin inquired.

"The drivers are taking the scenic route,' Trask told him |'ve asked for half an hour at |east,
an hour at nost. In fact we could be at your hotel in twenty minutes, but | wasn't quite sure what
degree of privacy you' d have later.'’

"Hal f an hour?' Turchin nodded. 'Good. |I'msure it's going to be enough, but we'll need to get on.
As for privacy later - huh!'

"My fault,' said Trask. 'l should have been nore subtle. | didn't want to conprom se you, but
sinmply didn't have tine to nmake any other arrangenents.'

"No,"' Turchin shook his head. 'It's just how things are. | have nade nysel f unpopular with certain
people. If a country is rich and strong and its people are well fed, then naybe the man in charge
can afford to be unpopular and do things his own way. Me, | can't afford to do anything nmy own

way! The only reason | hold on is in the hope that things will change. But change is a long tine
com ng.'

Trask had been studying him The Russian Prem er wasn't by any nmeans the sane nan he'd known
previously. Even though Trask had only ever seen himin tel evision broadcasts or on-screen at E-
Branch HQ still he had radiated a | ot nore power than he did now. And Trask's mind took himback
to atime all of five years ago, when he had negotiated a course of action on the Perchorsk Gate
with this selfsanme man:

Then, Gustav Turchin had seened unshakeabl e. He had been a rock of a man. Blockily built, square
of face and short in the neck

- with a shock of black hair, bushy black eyebrows, dark, glinting eyes over a blunt nose, and an
unenoti onal nouth - he had been a veritable bulldog. But even then the Prenier had had probl ens.
Coinciding with Trask's, they had served to bring the two together in a nutually benefici al
under st andi ng.

Now ... there had been changes. Turchin was a | ot thinner, grey-streaked where his hair was
brushed back from his tenples,
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| ess bright and sharp of eye; even his voice had |ost something of its former authority. The

intellect was still there - still lethal, Trask supposed - but the drive was failing. Seven years
of political power, and nothing to show for it, had taken their toll of him
But the way the Russian Prem er was studying Trask ... the head of E-Branch couldn't suppress a

snort of self-derision. If he found Turchin changed, what must Turchin think of hin? As if reading
his mnd, the other said:

'The years haven't been kind to us.

And Trask smiled wily and answered, 'It's not so nuch the years as the mleage.' Then he stopped
smling and said, 'W've not |ong had definite evidence about what your navy is doing. | certainly
won't be saying anything about it here in Brisbane. | wouldn't enmbarrass you like that. In fact,
I'"'mnot here on Earth Year business at all, and | doubt if I'Il attend a single session. But you
shoul d know that sooner or |ater - probably sooner-I'lIl have to bring it to the attention of our

M ni ster Responsible, and that he has obligations, too.'

"l appreciate that, er, Benjam n?' 'Ben.'

"Then by all neans call ne Gustav. But you are not the only one whose purpose here is other than
it seens. Indeed, | amhere sinply because you are here! Ch, they have been badgering nme to attend
these things all over the world, but so far I've managed to hold them off. The adnirals, generals,
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despoilers, et cetera, requiring me to lie for them- huh! Well, and nowthat I'mhere | shall lie
for them telling Brisbane and all the world of the marvellous efforts Russia is naking to clean
up her act. But you and I, we know the truth. And, as you have pointed out, so will everyone el se

in the not too distant future. Unfortunately, that is the least of my worries - or if not the
least, it is not my major concern. No, for that is sonething else entirely.

Trask nodded. He renmmined silent and thoughtful for a few nonments, then said, 'Perhaps | can
anticipate you? | think it's only fair to tell you that 1'malso aware that M khai

Suvorov has led an all eged "expeditionary" party of soldiers and scientists through the Perchorsk
Gate into Sunside/ Starside, Nathan Keogh's world.

Now it was Gustav Turchin's turn to smile wily. "Ah!' he said. 'The Cpposition! And sharp as
ever. Yes, and you are correct: that is ny problem But, alas, it's also yours.'

"Probably nore than you suspect,' said Trask. 'But perhaps | should hear your side of the story
first.'

"My side is sinple,'" said the other. 'Five years ago, when Turkur Tzonov escaped justice in
Perchorsk by fleeing into Starside, some of his dupes were taken prisoner. That was a mistake on
my part; | should have had them shot for nutiny, conspiracy, desertion of duty, sabotage ... oh
hal f a dozen charges. But | didn't, and one of themtalked to Mkhail Suvorov. Not the best
possi bl e nove, for fehad them shot! O rather, he saw to their disposal. There were several very
unfortunate accidents.'

Trask understood, and said, 'Wich left General Suvorov as the sole heir to whatever he could
steal from Sunside/ Starside. He knew that the Gate would lead himinto an alien world, knew about
the gold, and wanted it for hinself

' The gol d and whatever else he could find there,' Turchin answered. 'A whole new world, which he
woul d annex and rape for its riches. And he would have control of the Gate. Wiy, in retrospect it
seens perfectly obvious: if Suvorov had wanted these things for the good of his country, for
Russia - which was what he told me - then surely he would have expl ai ned his purpose to everyone;
to his mlitary coll eagues and the whole country, and not just... not just to ne.' He turned his
face away.

"He told you he was going through the Gate? And you didn't try to stop hin?' Trask believed he
under st ood sonet hi ng of the predi canent Turchin nmust have faced, but wanted to hear it fromthe
horse's nout h.

"How could | stop hin?'" Turchin threw up his hands. 'After the Perchorsk Conplex was fl ooded, a
task force of military engineers was sent in to strip and salvage |ead from
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the shielding in the ravine. That was what | was led to believe, though later it turned out that
wasn't all they were there for. Anyway, nmany of these nmen were long-termcrininals fromthe

puni shrent garri sons at Beresov and Ukhta. Hand-picked by M khail Suvorov, they had been given the
choi ce of serving out their sentences or serving him his first step towards securing Perchorsk.
In return, and after the job was done and everyone el se had noved out, Suvorov let them stay on
and turn the dry upper levels into living quarters serviced by hydroel ectric power fromthe dam
They had vehicl es, and docunentation that allowed themto resupply thenselves from Beresov. From
then on they were the "official" team of engineers, responsible for servicing and running the dam
As for the dami s continued existence: that was easily justified in that the bulk of its electrica
power had been re-routed to the service of l[ocal |ogging canps and other communities...

"And you were in the dark about all this? Despite Trask's respect for the other - and the fact

that so far the Premer's every word had been the truth - still he was relentless in his pusuit of
all the answers.
"I was kept in the dark about it!' Turchin told him 'Ben, |I don't control the arned forces and |

never have. |f they want ne to know sonething, then they tell nme. And if | require their services,
| tell them And that's it.'

"Bringing a denocracy to life isn't easy,' Trask said. '"Neither is killing Comrunism' said the
other, then went on to explain: '"Oh, they are still there, the hard-liners. And so we're - how do
you say it - between a rock and a hard place? The old guard on the one hand, and all the greedy
opportuni sts, like Suvorov, on the other. Do you know what happens to a Russian bank if it runs

out of noney?
Trask shrugged. 'It goes bankrupt?
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"No, they turn it into a pizza house! Huh! Ampbng the Muscovites, that is currently a "joke."
Here's another that's not so funny: what does a General do when there's no noney

to fund his parades or pay his troops, and his pension's only good for cheap vodka and cabbage
soup?'

And Trask nodded. 'He goes gol d-prospecting. But you know, no one lives forever. Not nme and not
you. Somewhere there must be documentation on the Perchorsk Project, the Gate, the conplex, and
everything that happened there. Wile we're alive, of course we'll do our best to protect such

records, such secrets. But when we're dead or no longer in office - what then? If not Suvorov,

sooner or |ater someone el se would have tried it.

"l thought of that a long time ago,' said Turchin. "Also, | liked Nathan and I"'msure | would |ike
hi s people. There was sonething about himthat was very Russian, you know? And in ny way, well,
I'"'ma humanitarian, too ... you'll just have to take my word for that. So, | took what precautions
| could."’

" Precautions?

"Long before Mkhail Suvorov found out about Perchorsk, | was destroying everything | could find

on that place. Every bit of docunentation, records, reports, you nane it. Not the experinment, you
understand, not the Projekt itself - for it's better that men should learn fromtheir nistakes -
but the horror that came after it, the very know edge of a vanmpire world. And | was quite
successful, perhaps even too successful. For now ... why, even the so-called Opposition knows a

| ot nmore about it than | do, and certainly nore than anyone el se!"’

"W always did,' said Trask

"Of course you did, yes - and of course you do - for you have even been there, to Nathan Keogh's
world in an alien parallel dinmension. But isn't that a peculiar circunstance in itself, since
Perchorsk and the Gate lie deep inside ny honeland? And if you were nme, wouldn't you feel... left
out ?'

"Not really,' Trask shook his head. 'No one who saw what | saw, experienced what | experienced,
woul d ever want to go back there. Believe ne, you nust consider yourself fortunate. And as for
General M khail Suvorov: well, you can consider himunfortunate. He's dead, Custav.'
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"Ch?' And Turchin lifted a great bush of an eyebrow. 'Does that explain it, then? The accident or
vandal i sm or whatever it was at the Romani an Refuge? Was that Suvorov?

"You know about the Refuge?

"l have ny sources.' Turchin shrugged.

For the nonment at |east Trask let that one slide and said, 'No, it wasn't M khail Suvorov-but it
was as a direct result of his "invasion" of Sunside/Starside. That was what brought it about' And
he quickly told the Russian Premier everything that had happened, including the fact that three
G eat Vanpires were now at large in the world, and that he and E-Branch were trying to hunt them
down.

"And that is why you' re here?

"W believe that one of themis here in Australia, yes.'

And Turchin said, 'Ah! Then that would explain why initially you were on the other side of the
continent, and not here in Brisbane. And so it's a pure coincidence that the trail has |led you
here: you think that he - your "man," shall we say? - is close by.'

"He's not far away, that's for sure,' said Trask. 'And now | have a question for you.

"G ahead.'

"I'f you knew we were in the west, in the G bson Desert on the other side of Australia, why did you
ask ny headquarters if I'd be attending the conference? Al so, how did you know we were in Western
Australia in the first place?

"That's two questions,' Turchin smled.

Trask nodded. 'Yes, but please don't spoil things by lying to ne on either one of them

"To you?' Turchin raised that eyebrow again. 'Do you think that's |ikely, Ben?

"No, because | know it isn't possible,' said the other. 'l was reninding you of that fact, that's
all.'

‘I don't need reninding,' the Premer told him '"And | say again, |I'mnot here to lie to you but
to ask for your help. And now you ask how | know so much. Very well, then listen

"When our Russian equival ent of your E-Branch failed -
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and failed so very spectacularly at the hands of Harry Keogh - then ESP as a weapon was largely

di scredited and the Russian organi zation dishanded. O at least it was "officially" disbanded. For
our mlitary comanders, down-to-earth fellows who would rather put their faith in conventiona
spyi ng techni ques, wanted nothing nmore to do with it. Wich made it an ideal tool for a Prenier
who-'

"-Who was pretty nmuch powerl ess but desperate to keep an eye on things,' Trask finished it for
him 'You yourself, Gustav. You are now in charge of the Cpposition!'

"Covertly, yes. What's left of it,' Turchin nodded.

"And you' ve been using your mnind-spies to watch us?

"Don't | ook so hurt, Ben! Haven't you been watching me and nine?

Trask thought about it and grinned ... and was serious again in a nonment. 'But you still haven't
told me why you asked ny HQif | was attending the conference?

The other smiled. "It was ny way of telling you that I was attending, w thout spelling out a
request to nmeet with you.

"Still sharp as a tack,' Trask said. And: 'COkay. So, as you now know, | too have a problem...
shit, | mean the whole world has a problem Three of them and big ones. But yours has to be
urgent, too, and probably personal, else you wouldn't be taking chances talking to me. Cbviously
we need to make a deal, and we will, a nutually beneficial arrangenment. But | can't do or prom se
anything until | know what your problemis.'

"Urgent, yes, definitely,' said Turchin. 'But personal? Not any |longer, not after what you have
told me. For it seems to ne our problens nmesh, becom ng one and the sane. Very well, | know one of

yours - or ours, as it now appears - and the worst of themat that: that there are vanpires in our
worl d. But sonmehow | think there's a lot nore than that to it. AmI| right?

"A tangl ed skein, yes,' Trask nodded. 'But synchronous, all coming together at the sane tine. And
meanwhil e our time is flying. So okay, you first Just what is your problem conrade?
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CHAPTER TVEENTY- SI X

D | emmas, Dreans, And Deadspeak

"My problens, plural, are not so sinple,' said Gustav Turchin. 'Suvorov told a handful of his
mlitary cronies that he was onto sonmething big,' also that he'd probably be i ncomunicado for a
while, but in the event he was gone for too long they should cone to nme for answers. Wll, some
ei ghteen nonths ago they started to ask questions, not too nmany, for with Suvorov out of the way
they had been playing their own hands. These are people with small arm es of their own, funded by

the drugs trade, | suspect, for they certainly can't be getting it through official channels. Wy
not ? Because the bank is broke.' Anyway, sooner or later they'|ll beconme nore insistent, and I'm
the one whomthey' Il squeeze for information. Cbviously | don't want to tell them anything about

Perchorsk, so what can | tell then?
" Next probl em

" The Perchorsk complex is still dry, the Gate stands open, and the Wanphyri are back in
Sunsi de/ St ar si de. Wi ch neans, of course, that the Gate has to be closed. But how, since M khai
Suvorov's gang of crimnal "engineers" are still in control up there, standing guard on the place

and waiting for his return? \Wich brings up another question: how | ong before sone of them decide
to follow himthrough the Gate?

"Wl l, despite that the conplex is isolated, rempte, still | can't attack it. Even if | had the
mlitary muscle | wouldn't dare use it for

fear of attracting the rest of Suvorov's "coll eagues" to Perchorsk. There you have it: it's a
vicious circle, and frankly I can't see any easy way to break out of it.'

"Me neither,' said Trask, frowning. 'But that doesn't nean it's hopeless. In E-Branch | have a
good nmany first-class problemsolvers, and | promise I'll do what | can. But first let nme get it
straight. No one el se knows about Sunside/Starside's mineral riches?

"Now that Suvorov is dead, no. Not that |'maware of.'

"And there are no docunments to | ead anyone in that direction?

"None that | know of.' Turchin shook his head.

' Then what it boils down to is this: you ve got to find a way to tell Mkhail Suvorov's cronies
he's dead, while sinultaneously ensuring that they don't go | ooking for him'

"What ?' Turchin was at once alarned. 'And without telling them how or where he died, surely - that
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is, if you would save Nathan's world fromutternost destruction! For if you think for a nonent
they woul dn't go searching for Suvorov, you're wong. They would. And they would see what they
woul d see, and having seen it... then they would turn a whole world into a nuclear, chenical, and
bi ol ogi cal wast el and!"

"Zfthey managed to get back here to tell about it," said Trask. '"But in any case you're right:
eventually we'll have to get into Perchorsk and close the Gate, for good this tine.'

"Precisely. Until which time the problens remain ...'

Trask was silent for a nonent, then said, 'As for the one we've just fornulated, howto get into
Perchorsk and close the Gate: | may soon have the answer to that one at |east. But not right now.
It's something I'mworking on.'

"Harry Keogh could have done it,"' said Turchin know ngly, perhaps w stfully.

"Harry's dead,' said Trask

"But Nathan isn't/ said Turchin. 'And he owes ne.'

Trask shook his head. 'No, Nathan can't help us. Not right
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now. He has problens of his own, in Sunside/Starside. And there isn't any way we can contact him'
But didn't you say you were working on sonething?
' Somret hi ng, someone, yes. Don't ask me any nore about it.

Turchin nodded. 'l see ...

"But don't |ose hope,' Trask told him 'Like I said, we'll do what we can. Meanwhile you'll have
to sit tight, play dunb.’

"Play dunb?' Turchin snorted. '|I may be the Premer, but |I can't hold these people off forever

Suvorov and a good nmany nen, scientist and sol dier both, have gone missing and they believe | have
the answers. And when | won't supply them then they' Il think I'minvol ved.

' Then keep out of their way for as |long as you can.'

"I intend to,' said Turchin. 'That is the other reason I'mhere in Brisbane. Because it keeps mne
out of Russia. And that's why those "friends" of mne in the other car, those-'

' Those goons?

"-Wiy those goons are here, yes.' Turchin tried to snle but it was a futile effort. 'To make sure
I"1l find my way back home again. Hub!

"You coul d seek political asylum'

"Which m ght solve ny problem but it wouldn't solve ours, yours, Russia's, or the world's.'

"So what will you do?

' These conferences ook |ike they'll go on forever. Certainly for the rest of this year. Here, and
in London, Brussels, Rio de Janeiro, Calcutta, you nane it. | shall attend themall, one after the
other if that's at all feasible. And of course | shall sweat and worry, and wait for you to cone
up with an answer.'

"And at the same tinme do sonething for me,' said Trask. 'Ah, yes! Your problens/ said Turchin. "I
had al nost forgotten that this isn't a one-sided affair. So then, what can | do for you?

"It's all part of the sane problem' Trask told him 'Renenber that and it might give you an
incentive. First, call off your mndspies. If we're to work together - or at |east on the sane

398

wavel ength - you don't need to be watching ne. But on the other hand I do need themto be watching
out for me. O rather, for vanpires. But there's nore than one kind of bloodsucker involved here
You nentioned the illicit drugs trade. It's no big secret how the so-called Russian Mafia are
flushi ng your people and your country down the toilet. But in another way, a different way,
they're also connected with our problemin general. So here's what | want you to do ...

And he qui ckly expl ai ned what he wanted: information from Turchin's side on the Moscow Mafia's
connection with Marseille, with specific reference to Luigi Castellano's organization and its
operation in the northern Mediterranean. And:

"This man Castellano is of particular interest to us,' he finished up. 'He's a dark horse indeed.
My people in the Branch haven't so far been able to pin himdown, and Interpol has next to nothing

on him | nean, it's not unusual for a drugs boss to keep a low profile, but this one's near-
invisible. And frankly, | want his backside in a sling."'
Turchin | ooked doubtful. 'But doesn't this smack of conmon or garden police work? How does it fit

into the big picture?
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"I"'mtrying to hel p someone who nmay soon be in a very good position to help me - or us,' Trask

answered. 'If | scratch his back, with a bit of luck he'll scratch ours.'
And Turchin nodded. Til see what | can do. |Is there anything el se?
"You can try to find out just exactly what we'll be going up against if or when we do try to take

Per chorsk,' Trask said.

The Russian Prenier |ooked at him indeed, his dark, glinting eyes bored into himas he inquired,
"Wth a British force, do you nean? In which case you mght require a route of access. Not to
nmention one of egress, an escape route.'

'Good idea,' said Trask. 'You can look into that, too, by all nmeans. And you can think how to give
us cover in the event of political flak, that is if we were seen to be involved. But at the
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monent | don't see it as a problem It's |ike you said: Perchorsk is renote, isolated.

"Ch? And you can cone and go into foreign lands and alien places at will, can you?" And now
Turchin's gaze was even nore intense

But Trask only said, 'W've tal ked enough, and our tinme's up.' Then he switched on the intercom
and said: "M Snith, the hotel, if you please.'

Inalittle while, Turchin said. '"Well, it seens our business is done for now But if that's al
you want, and if things eventually work out, it would appear | get the best of the bargain.’

Trask | ooked at himand shook his head. '| understand what you' re saying, QGustav, but |I think it's
a very narrow viewpoint. The way | see it, the whole world gets the best of the bargain. Wiichis
to say, we all cone out of it alive ... and as nen.'

Turchin shrugged and answered, 'Yes, yes, of course you're right. Still, on a noment-to-nonent

basis, one's own skin is oddly precious.'
But Trask only said, 'How about one's soul ?
And a little later, while Turchin thought about that - if he thought about it - the lino arrived
at his hotel ...

And Trask was | ong gone before the second |inmo drew up where Turchin stanped 'angrily' to and
fro, waiting for his mnders.
Tfw*He grunted as they got out of the car. 'Couldn't at |east one of you have nade an effort to
stay with ne?
"But Premier-' the senior man began to protest.
"No buts.'' Turchin snapped. 'I| shall report your inefficiency back in Moscow And I'lIl also be
maki ng a strong conpl ai nt here.'
"A conplaint? The other's jaw dropped.
"Of course, fool! No, no, not about you, but nmy driver and this bloody conference official, this
M, er-'

"Smith?

"l ndeed, yes!

"Both the driver and the official were Smths? 'Eh? Yes, | know that, you idiot! Please try not
to informnme of what | already know. But, damm! You'd think that at |east one of them would know
the way to the hotel, wouldn't you ... ?'

By the time the precog | an Goodly picked up the locator David Chung from Bri sbane's international
airport, Trask was in bed asleep. But he had |l eft a nessage not to be disturbed, with a note that
sai d:

Davi d, wel cone-

But I"'mafraid you will have to start 'swarming in the norning. Right noww're all badly in need
of a few hours' sleep. | imagine it nust be pretty nuch the sane for you, what with jetlag and
all.

I an: make sure the D.O knows to wake ne if anything inmportant conmes in during the night. O her
than that, give me a shake when the sun's up and there's a pot of coffee on the go. Thanks ..

Jake Cutter had had his fill of sleep en route; so he thought. He sat up downstairs and played a
qui et game of poker with the Warrant O ficer commuanders of the military contingent fromthe second
jet-copter. By three in the norning, however, they were all yawning; then, deciding to call it a

night (or a new day), each of themwent off to his cranped sleeping quarters.

Jake didn't know it, but on the other side of his bunk's thin plasterboard panelling Liz Mrrick
had taken the cubicle next to his. Acting on Trask's instructions, she was intent on getting into
his mnd and followi ng his progress through whatever esoteric activities mght take place in his -
and whoever else's - head or heads. Still not keen on what she was doing, Liz had neverthel ess
come to realize its inportance
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Frustrated when Jake stayed up, she had tried to wait him out
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and failed. But as finally he went to his bunk, and tossed and turned a while before settling
down, she was disturbed and came awake. Followi ng which it becanme a matter of establishing
tel epathic rapport. As Jake grew still and his breathing deepened, so Liz concentrated on
strengthening her now instinctive connection with his subconscious nmnd, inviting his 'detached
thoughts to mngle with her own.
Then for a while there was nothing, just a vague uneasi ness of psyche as Jake's shields rel axed
and his thoughts automatically sought to rearrange thenselves into typical dream patterns, or
perhaps into sonething else. And before too long Liz found herself nodding again ..

Until she canme starting awake to an unnatural psychic stillness or pent awareness which had
its origin in Jake. Next door, he was notionless and physically asleep; but psychically his mnd

was sonething else. It, too, was still - breathlessly still - like a cat watching a nouse energe
nervously fromits hole; or nore probably (Liz decided), |ike soneone in an enpty house, suddenly
awar e of an unusual sound in the night.

He was listening to sonething - but so intently! - and for a noment Liz thought he had detected

her presence. But no, while Jake's attention was definitely rapt upon a subconsci ous sonething, it
wasn't focussed on Liz at all. On what, then?

And so for an hour Liz 'listened' to Jake as attentively as he was |istening to sonme sensed but
unheard other or others, but with little or no result. On occasion he would conme alive and ask,
"Who are you?' O he would say: 'I know you are there - | hear you whispering - so why not talk to

me instead of about nme?

But even though Liz was given to understand sonmething of this, she sensed rather than 'heard what
he said, because (a) Jake wasn't speaking to her directly, and (b) his recently discovered
shields, while they weren't fully engaged, were neverthl ess shroudi ng his thoughts.

Until unable to bear the not-knowi ng any |onger, she tried to break in on himand ask, "W is it,
Jake? Do you know t henf?

What are they tal king about?" At which the doors of Jake's mnd at once slanmed shut and she found
hersel f | ocked out entirely. For a while, at |east.

But |ying there on her bed, Liz believed she knew who he had been trying to talk to. And that was
know edge that sent a shudder down her spine, so that even in the oppressive heat of this EIl Nifio
night, still she felt cold. And she al so knew how he had detected her and shut her out. It was the
di fference.

For the precog lan Goodly had had it right when he'd said: 'Wen you heard Jake speaking, or

t hi nki ng, that was your tel epathy working. You heard himbecause he's alive. But the others ...
they were in a different category, using a different node.'

Deadspeak, yes. The difference between a |live conversation and a dead one ..

They were tal king - arguing anmong t hensel ves - about him Jake Cutter. And Jake knew it. Mre than
that, he knew or suspected who or what they were, which was sonething he had yet to renenber and
admt in his waking hours, perhaps because no sane nan would ever want to admit such a thing.

Well, with the possible exception of a handful of dubious psychic nedi uns.

The dead in their graves were tal king about him and Jake could hear themlike the buzzing of bees
in a clover field, or nore properly the rustle of dry |leaves on a wintry garden path. For bees and
flowering clover are redolent of burgeoning life, while the rustle of fallen leaves ... isn't.

Al'l of the voices belonged to strangers; he didn't know - or hadn't known - a single one of them
And while it was quite obvious that they heard him no one bothered to answer Jake on the few
occasi ons when he felt gal vanized to break in on their conversation; but his brief bursts of eager
questioning invariably found | ong-drawn-out silences following in their wake.

And the worst of it was that these voices seened afraid to talk out |oud: they whispered, so that
he found it difficult to foll ow
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what they were saying. But they seened to be arguing the pros and cons, Jake's nerits against his
drawbacks, to what end he couldn't rightly say.
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W don't - we daren't - let themin anmong us! one of the voices said quite clearly. Wile another
munbl ed:

But he isn't one of them See, his light hums |ike a lantern in the dark, and we feel its warmth.
Only the Necroscope - only Harry Keogh and his sons were ever like this - beacons in our
everlasting night, or places to warmourselves in the presence of the living;, our only contact
with the world and all the |oved ones we |eft hehind.

And anot her voice said, But in the end even the Necroscope succunbed. |s that what you woul d have
us doP Befriend this one and give him access to the deadPAndifhe, too, were seduced - what then? A
vanpire in our mdst, and. one who knows our every thought and secret? But the difference between
a Necroscope and a necromancer ... 15 vast.

Andnonstrous! said yet another, whose voice shuddered. W can't risk giving such a gift to anyone
who woul d mi suse it

But he already has the gift! said the voice, or its owner, who spoke in Jake's defence. And given
to himby Harry hinmself, if we can believe what she has said.

Ah, but she's not long cold. Naive in the ways of the |ong night, what can she know?

She knew Harry,

And what good did that do herp Like so nmany others before her, and |ike Harry hinself, she too
becanme a victim No, she's no guarantee. And as for Harry: don't speak of him The teening dead
know all about him

But Harry never harned us! He was our friend and chanpion, right to ... to the end. But here the
def endi ng voice grew very quiet and uncertain

And what an end, said another small voice, when the Necroscope nmust Jlee his own world in order to
keep faith!

She was the last of the living who Harry spoke to, the one who was unafraid cane back. She says he
made prom ses - and he kept them

True, said another, nore doleful voice. But Harry isolated hinself for the sake of the living, not
for the dead.

| say we should trust the woman, the other insisted.

No, said the doleful one. For in the end she brought down a DOOM upon hersel f. Wiy, she was
fortunate that she only died! And now if we trust this one on her word - perhaps she will bring a
DOOM on all of us.

At which point:

' Zek?' Jake tried again to cut in. 'Is it Zek you're tal king about? Zek Foener?

And again a long, cold silence. Until out of nowhere:

| presented your case, Jake, and now we nust let themtalk it through. (Zek's voice, which he
recogni zed at once.)

"Tal k what through? I'mnot with you.

If the Great Majority, the teem ng dead, decide that they don't want you to have or to use
deadspeak, Zek explained, then you can talk all you like and they won't listen. They'|ll sinply
ignore you. Ch, they're drawn to you - we're all drawn to your warnth, Jake - but at the sane time
they're afraid of you. They were afraid of Nathan, too, once upon a time, but Nathan proved

hi nsel f, showed themthey were mistaken. If he was here now... well, he could far better plead
your case than | can.

"And what about Harry?' Jake said. 'Wiere is he? Couldn't the Necroscope, er, "plead ny case"

what ever that's supposed to nean - even better?

Nof any | onger, Zek answered.

"He did sonething to upset then?

Sonething ... happened to him she answered carefully.

"So/ Jake tried to reason it out, "Harry is dead, but the Great Majority won't have any truck with
him Yet you get along okay with him and that thing in the sunp was positively clinging to him
Al very weird.'

| f E-Branch, or Harry hinsel f, had wanted you to know certain things, then I'm sure they woul d have
told you, said Zek.

But Jake was still puzzling it out. 'Trask, lan Goodly and Lardis - yes, and Liz, too - they've
all had a go at hinting at sonething w thout being specific. They seem concerned that once | know
the whole thing, or when | can see the big picture, then I'Il run fromit. But surely it would

have to be sonething terrible to
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scare the Great Majority, who have absolutely nothing to | ose! Yet even the dead won't spit it out
up front. They speak in whispers, as if afraid to even talk about it. Not only that but Harry
Keogh, a once-powerful metaphysical mnd, is now an outcast anong his own kind. So what in hel

did he do ... ?

Jake sensed that he must be close now But so did Zek, who was anxious to divert him And:

Jake, she cut in, you'll have an explanation. Al of this will be explained eventually - or you'l
work it out for yourself- but for nowlet it go, and let the teem ng dead deliberate. The w sdom
of the ages is down in the earth, Jake. | can't see that they' Il nmake a m stake on your account,
[know they'll let you in ... eventually.

"Huh!' he snorted. 'In a way they're just like Trask; even |like you, Zek! Everyone seens to think
I should want to be "in" - that | should consider it a privilege - but all of these E-Branch types
will tell you their talents are a curse. So why is it different for me? Wiy should | accept a
curse? And just what sort of a curse is it, anyway? | nean, that is what this is all about, isn't
it? The stuff that Trask isn't telling me? The bottom|ine? The downsi de?

Then for a while there was silence in the psychic aether, until Zek said, | can't ask you to trust
me, can't prom se you anything, for the dangers are enornous. But one thing is certain: you can be
the new Necroscope. You are the Necroscope, if only you'll accept it.

"I would accept it,' he told her then. 'l have accepted it in a way. For how can | deny what is?
But if there's a short cut to ny-well, to nmy being - then why can't | take it now? And as for the
drawbacks ... surely it's nmy right to know what they are? | mean, what's the big nystery?

Jake, Zek answered, Harry Keogh was born with his skills, or with some of them at |east, but

you' ve had themthrust upon you. What cane naturally to Harry is coming unnaturally to you. But
sonme things are so unnatural - and the very possibility of others is so frightening - as to nmke
deadspeak and the Mobi us Conti nuum seem mundane by conpari son

"Now, if that was intended to give ne confidence-' Jake started to say, only to be cut off as Zek
br oke in:

Personal | y, you woul dn't have been ny choice. (He sensed the sad, reluctant shake of an

i ncorporeal head.) But you were Harry Keogh's choice, which has to be good enough, for he nust
have had good reasons. And now there are others | have to talk to, others to convince - on your
behal f, yes - on the far side of the world. Before | go, however, it seenms only fair to tell you
you're not meking it easy, Jake ..

'That seens to be one of my big problens-' he started to say, then realized that she was gone.
But | am here, Jake, always, said another voice, phlegny, lustful and darkly sinister, close and
even too close to hand. The voice of Korath Mndsthrall, fading to a distant, bubbling chuckle.
And in alittle while, conming to Jake as if fromfar, far away, the whispering of the teening dead
started up again. But it was now nore fearful than ever

Morni ng found Jake in an introspective nood. But before he was up and about Liz took the
opportunity to have a word in private with Trask about her experience of the previous night.

They were out in the grounds, wal king under the high wall, breathing easy while still the sun hung
lowin the east. It was early, and the dawn chorus of various parrot species was clattering in the
still air. Another hour or two, the air would be dry and 'subtropical' Brisbane baking in furnace
heat .

Trask heard Liz out, was silent a while, thinking it over. Then he asked her: 'He was definitely
usi ng deadspeak?

"I don't think so ... but does it matter? | nean, the way | understand it, as a Necroscope - or
the Necroscope - his very thoughts are deadspeak. Unless he's shielding his thoughts, the dead
will hear himthinking. And they will always know where he is. It's like an extra sense, their

only sense. They can't see, hear, feel, taste or snmell, but they' Il know when he's near.'
Trask shook his head defeatedly. 'I probably know as nuch about deadspeak as anyone el se,' he
sighed. 'Indeed, nore than anyone else. But | still don't know about it. | talk about it, yes - I

know it exists - but sonmetines it's hard to believe init. So
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don't ask nme about it, because | don't know. Hell, Liz! You're the tel epath!’

"It was deadspeak,' she said. 'O at least, he was listening to deadspeak. Listening to - ny God! -
to dead people, conversing in their graves. And they were tal king about him That was all | got:
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the fact that he could hear themand was trying to join in their conversation, but they woul dn't
let him'

"Huh!' Trask grunted. 'Wo can blame then? Neither would | "let himin® if |I could helpit. H's
bl oody attitude ...'

"But to mature, to be the Necroscope, he has to be able to talk to them right?

"That's part of it, yes. Well, let's just hope it conmes to him as everything else will have to
cone to him- the good and the bad. And nmeanwhil e you keep an eye, or an ear, on him'

"You're still hot sure of Jake, are you?' Liz said.

Trask shrugged. 'I'mnot sure he's sure of us! And despite what he has said, | know he still has
his own agenda. Anyway, | spoke to Prenmier Turchin about that, and |'m hoping he can cone up with
sonme answers. |If we can just find a way to lay that one ghost - kill off the one thing that's
burning a hole in Jake's brain, this revenge thing, this course he's set on-maybe it will |eave

himwi th an open mind.'

"You nean with Castellano out of the way, Jake would nore easily be able to concentrate on the job
i n hand?'

"Right. So Turchin will try to dig sonme dirt on this fellow, see if he can get something solid on

him If we could lock himaway it would be a start. But |an doesn't think that woul d be enough

not for Jake. And the hell of it is | understand: | know how Jake feels. Think yourself |ucky,

Li z, that you don't know the kind of hatred we're all capable of. Wat if | should tell you that |
woul d gladly give my right armat the shoulder just to see Nephran Malinari withing, burning on a
cross, and to revel in the stink of his snmoke? Well, now |l'mtelling you. And I nean it.'

"And Jake's no different,' she said, with a small shiver

'Nei ther was the Necroscope Harry Keogh,' Trask told her

"And neither aml. Few nen are, when the crinme and the pain it brings are nasty enough. An eye for
an eye, Liz.

"But in fact, Jake hardly knew that girl.'

'He knows that she was raped and tornmented and died horribly, because of him He knows it was

fixed so that he'd take the blane, and that Castellano tried to have himkilled in the jail in
Turin. That's enough. It would be enough for ne, too.'
"Yet you're still hard on him You think hard on him'

But the other shook his head. 'He's hard on hinself. Anyway, let it go now And let's hope Turchin
comes up with sonet hing.

Hearing footsteps on the gravel drive, they |ook'ed toward the house.

It was the precog, |an Goodly. He cane in his accustoned, |ong-legged |lope - with a |long face, too
- for all the world a cadaverous nortician. 'Fresh coffee's on the go,' he said in his piping
fashion. And: 'Did | hear soneone nention Turchin?

"What about hin?' said Trask

"It was on the early news,' the precog answered. 'He'll be attending a couple of conference
sessions this norning, but tonight or tonorrow he's out of here and back to Moscow.'

"What ?' Trask frowned. 'Moscow is the last place he'd want to be right now What happened?

"Afist fight, apparently,' Coodly answered. 'In Turchin's hotel bar last night. An Australian

del egate got drunk, accused the Prenier point-blank of |ying about Russia's soft ecol ogica

policy, went on to call hima puppet nouthpiece for his industrial and mlitary masters back
hore. '

"Which right nowis true as far as it goes,' Trask nodded. 'Miinly because he has no other choice.
So what el se?

"Turchin got a drink thrown in his face before his nminders stepped in and started throwing their
wei ght around. The upshot is that he'll speak today - state Russia's case, protest about his
treatnment and what have you - and take the first plane out tonorrow. Tonight, if he can get one.'
Turning it over in his mnd, Trask stroked his chin. 'That
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doesn't sound like Gustav Turchin to ne/ he said. 'Long before he made Prem er he was a dipl omat,
could talk his way through a mnefield. Sonmething like this happens ... | just can't see him
letting it happen.' He shook his head. 'Not unless he wanted it to happen. In which case ... it
has to be a ploy.'

"A ploy?" Goodly | ooked surprised.
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"An excuse to get himout of here,' Trask said. 'He has a couple of things to organize in Mdscow.
I made a deal with him gave himone or two problens to solve on our behalf. It's possible that
the only place he could work on it is back in Russia. And isn't there another Earth Year
Conference starting in Gslo in just a few days tine? Acid rain or sone such? I'll give you odds
that's his next stop. He's sonething of a fox, Qustav Turchin. |'mbetting he'll go hone, set a
few wheel s turning, then head for GCslo. And of course, with the rest of the world baying at his
heels, it will make him sonething of a hero with his own people. A tenporary thing, but it ought
to distract his enemies a while. Anyway, and whatever's going on, wi sh himluck. Gustav has cone
through for us in the past and he probably will again. 1'Il brief you on our conversation |ater."'
"Qustav?' said Goodly. 'First-nane terns?

"Right,' said Trask. 'It's called detente, ny friend. And with the Qpposition, as it happens.
Vll, it won't be the first tinme.'

"Tell me nore,' said Goodly, wide-eyed.

"Later,' Trask said again, as they headed back towards the house..

CHAPTER TWENTY- SEVEN

M ndsnog!

In general, Trask's briefing would be the very sinplest thing. As yet he wasn't speaking to a ful
team - and he wasn't about to nmention his private arrangement with Premi er Qustav Turchin to any
others than core nenbers of E-Branch - but in the current lull he knew that he needed to keep his
peopl e sharp, keep themin the picture and give them sonme sort of incentive. Thus, while he
intended to stick to a | oose broad-screen scenario or overview, still he would rem nd them of what
they were dealing with here, enphasizing the extrene dangers of the job in hand.

H s audi ence included everyone avail able, which left only the technician Ji nmy Harvey doing Duty
O ficer in the Ops Room but in fact Trask's words were directed mainly at the Australian Mlitary
contingent. Dressed in casual, |ightweight sumrer 'civvies/ and while for the nonent they didn't
much ook like soldiers, in fact these young special-forces officers were the best that their vast
country had to offer. Wiich was to say (in their own down-to-earth terns, and as nenbers of an
elite Australian reginent) they were 'bloody useful in a scrap, mate'.

"I know we've been over sonme of this before/ Trask began, 'but | just want to make it plain what
we're dealing with. That job we did in the G bson Desert - Bruce Trennier and his creatures - it
wasn't big stuff. Trennier was a lieutenant, a righthand man, but he wasn't the boss by any neans.
Just what he and those others
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were doing out there in the mddle of nowhere, we still aren't sure. Maybe that entire set-up was
just a bolthole, somewhere that the big chief could run to if things went wong. But as for the
boss hinsel f- who incidentally could as easily be herself - he or she is here, not far away from
us even as | speak. At least that's our belief. It's what our experts are telling us.

"Now, that night when we canped out in the G bson Desert. After the fireworks were over, one of
you - no nanmes, no pack dril

- asked nme a question. Normally it would be a perfectly reasonable question: why couldn't we take
a |l esser creature, a thrall, captive in order to talk to him study him and try to see what nakes
himtick? Wiich as |'ve said would seemreasonable ... if we were dealing with an entirely hunan
enemy. But circunstances bei ng what they are, and our eneny being what he is, your question told
me that you were either poorly informed, or you hadn't understood your original briefing, or you
really didn't appreciate what you' d been dealing with that night. And for all | know, it mghtn't
be just one man |I'm speaki ng about here, but all of you could have the sane probl em

'So, despite that |I've had experience of these things in the past

- or maybe because | have - and you people are newconers to the gane, | tried to put nyself in
your shoes. Maybe it had seened too easy. Unpl easant, yes, but not really difficult. And | began
to see what the problemwas. You've probably seen yourselves as men with a nasty job to do ... but
sonmeone has to do it, right? I mean, maybe it seenmed to you that these people you were killing

were |like, what - escapees froman isolation ward sonewhere? - and you were putting them down
sinmply to ensure they didn't pass on the infection. A pretty effective preventative neasure,

certainly, but perhaps a bit drastic to your way of thinking.

"So, let's go back to that perfectly reasonable question: why don't we just inmobilize these
things, lock them away, and study then? And wouldn't that be a far less drastic solution?
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"Vell, let me tell you again - let me renmind you - about vanpires:

'Ch, they can be downed. Shoot at themw th bullets, especially silver bullets, and you can knock
themdown ... even if they don't always stay down. Burn them- burn thementirely - and they die.
Lock themup in silver cages, and keep their systens topped up with garlic so that they can't work
up a head of steam and you might even manage to confine them- for a little while. But as for
studying them. ..

"Only make a mistake - your first mstake, just one - and you becone the prisoner. And you don't
get a second chance.

"Think of it this way. Men have devi sed chem cal and biol ogi cal weapons, toxins and |iving
viruses, that could wipe us all out - destroy Mankind itself- if they were to get |oose. W keep
these things in secure |aboratories where we study and even develop them Well, when | say "we," |
mean nen: "scientists,” in outlawed | ands mainly, dabbling in a mainly outl awed sci ence. For
happily a mgjority of governments have | ong since banned all such agents; they deemthem sinply
too terrible for study or devel opnent, and they're right.

"But the unpleasant fact is that because sone people continue to experinent with this stuff, our
people are obliged to follow suit in order to find vaccines and antidotes. They don't want us to
be caught with our imune systens down, as it were. So yes, these terrible poisons still exist in
just about every country that's capable of handling them But by God, you'd better believe they
take damn good care not to spill this stuff!

"So then, why am| bothering to tell you what you probably al ready know, and what does it have to
do with vanpires and the Wanphyri? Well, it's this sinple:

"If you think of the Wanphyri and their works in just such terms of reference you won't go far
wong. That is, you have to think of them as sonething that nmust be destroyed. But whatever you do
don't think of themon the sane scale of danger! | nean, we all know that the Richter scale is a
yardstick for the power of earthquakes. But if it was a scale for all potential disasters, then to
cover man-nmade bi ol ogi cal weapons it would have to stretch from
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the current nine to ninety, and to cover the Wanphyri it would need to carry on fromninety to
infinity! That's by nmy personal scale of reckoning, and | am not w ong.

"And renenber: our man-nmade toxins and viruses aren't bent on escaping; they can't think!Rut only
i mprison a vanpire, and fromthat noment on he's thinking of ways to get free. He wants to be
free, like you, and wants you to be a prisoner, like him The prisoner of sonething grow ng inside
you, that will gradually nmake you soneone - sonething - else. Sonething other

"So then, now maybe you can see why we can't suffer a vampire to live. The point being, we really
won't suffer a vanpire to live. Be sure of this: if you get infected, there's no cure. Wich neans

we'll kill you. Onh, it'll be clean, but it will happen
'So renmenber, a noment or so after one of us - | include nyself- shows up positive, he also shows
up dead ... 'And on that point, enough said ... 'Now let's nove on

"W think it's likely that our quarry has a hi deout sonewhere in the mountains. Were they cone
from the Wanphyri are very fond of their aeries - the places where they live - and the higher the
better. Unfortunately that doesn't tell us very nmuch, doesn't narrow down his or her |ocation. For
as you know as well or better than | do, there are nountains gal ore around here. But there's al so
a paradox in that the Wanphyri don't go nuch on sunlight. And right now we've rather a surfeit of
that, too! Weird, wouldn't you say, that our alien friend has chosen to set up shop here? Well,
maybe not .

"You see, he's not dunb. He knows that we know his habits, and that we've known about his
"invasion" from square one. That neans he also knows that normally this would be one of the | ast
pl aces we'd expect to find him So where better to hide hinself away and do his thing, whatever
that thing is? The only problemis, he might also know that we found and dealt with Bruce

Trenni er, and by now he could well be expecting us to conme |ooking for himhere.

I ndeed, he could already know that we've arrived. And if so he'll be doubly dangerous, because
there'Il be little or no el enent of surprise.

' kay, we have a couple of days before our back-up squads and the big ops vehicle are in situ. And
that has to be one of our first priorities: to find suitable and preferably non-obtrusive sites,
with access to principal nmountain approach roads, where we can harbour these nmen and vehicles as
they arrive. So as of noon today we'll be air-nobile again, but not in the jet-copters that you've
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grown used to. They may have been great in the desert, but to Brisbane's civilian population - not
to nention our quarry - aircraft that look |like they do are bound to attract attention. So for the
time being they'lIl be on standby in hangars at the airfield where we cane in.

"So, there's a firmin town that does aerial sightseeing trips by helicopter, north along the
Coastal Range to d adstone, and south over the Macphersons and along the Ri chnond Range as far as
Gafton. Wiich is ideal for our purposes in that it covers the ground we're interested in, and the
pilots know all the routes by heart and have first-class |ocal know edge. Alas that we can't
sinply commandeer this firm its nen and nachi nes; but no, that would be to give the show away,

and so we'll be paying our way. But | will try to get us a bit nore clout than the average
tourist. Cbviously we have to have the final say on where we fly and what we |l ook at. So later
this nmorning 1'Il speak to Prine Mnister Lance Bl acknore and see if he can sort something out for
us.

"Very well, so assunming we're airborne again, what will we be looking for? MIlitary commuanders,
you'll be | ooking for naturally conceal ed canpsites for your contingents, harbour areas, and
access routes. And you'll also be checking your nmaps, doing an aerial reconnai ssance of the entire
area. As for ny people:

"W'| | be scanning the nountain heights for our quarry. In truth, we don't really know what we're
| ooking for; we can only hope we'll know it when we see it. But it isn't all blind luck. Two of ny

men, Lardis Lidesci and David Chung,
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are specialists in this regard. One of themw Il travel in each chopper

'Ckay, that's it. From m dday or soon after we should have these planes at our disposal. Get your
maps, caneras, and whatever else you'll need sorted out now. As for nyself: well, nuch as I'd |ike
to be going with you, ny duty for the time being is right here. Someone has to watch the shop
"Afinal remnder. This is a covert operation. Try not to give anything away to these civilian
pilots. Have a set of answers ready to hand. For instance, you could be fire chiefs carrying out
prelimnary aerial surveys, ensuring there won't be a second Great Fire of Brisbane. Sonething
along those lines. |'msure you'll think of something.

"That's it, and | hope | didn't bore you too much. Gentlenen, thanks for your time and attention

Bri sbhane's Skytours helicopters were snmall, conventional pleasure nachines custombuilt for the

j ob. Capabl e of carrying four passengers, they had w aparound plexiglass side w ndows which

al l owed for superb view ng, but would prove a shade vertiginous for people with height problens.
As the Od Lidesci would |ater describe it, it was like flying in a bubble!' - and he didn't much
like it. The only other problemwas their range. Two hundred and eighty niles was their safety
limt without refuelling; which neant that a chopper on the northern route nust |land at a smnal
airport in G adstone, and on the southern route in Grafton. The good side of that was that it gave
the passengers tine to take on food and water to see themthrough the return trip.

The pilots were isolated up front behind see-through bul kheads, and they comuni cated with their
passengers on headsets. But since in the nain their comentaries consisted of nonol ogues | earned
parrot-fashion over years of flying the sanme routes, pretty soon the drone of their voices becane
one with the whirring of rotors and ceased to have neaning. |If passengers didn't want to listen
they renmoved their headsets; when they

wi shed to converse or ask questions, they replaced them A sinple system

In the early afternoon, Jake flew south toward the Macpherson Range with |lan Goodly, the Ad

Li desci, and an Australian Mjor whose rank was never on display or used to unfair advantage; he
had his job to do and was sinply another nenber of the team But truth be told, it was a strange
team The precog was there in the uncertain hope that should they fly over an 'aerie' - in

what ever shape or form- he mght catch a glinpse of some significant future event and recogni ze
it for what it was. The SAS Major had his own tasks to perform he understood that Jake, CGoodly,
and the old man were 'specialists' in their own right, but in what specific areas he neither knew
nor cared.

As for Jake: ostensibly he had been sent along so that he could 'get a good |look at the lie of the
land,’ but he assumed that in fact it was to keep himout of Trask's way. And he was partly right:
Trask hadn't wanted himaround cluttering up the place, asking awkward questions, generally
getting in the way. But that wasn't the whole story. Miinly Jake had been sent out with Lardis and
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lan Goodly in the hope that sonething of their teamspirit mght rub off on him

And truth to tell, Jake was actually devel oping a strong feeling of kinship with the Ad Lidesci
and he already acknow edged a grow ng neasure of respect for Goodly ... this despite that the
precog seened as enigmatic as ever. As for the Australian Major: Jake wasn't about to nention (or
invite questions about) his own brief 'career' as a nenber of the original British Special Air

Service. For, after all, he had been 'required to leave' in rather short order, and conpared to
this professional would seemthe veriest amateur. But at |east he had remenbered sone of his
training ... the useful, nore deadly bits, anyway.

And there they sat, scanning the beautiful, sun-bleached coastal strip far below, the valleys and
hills, but especially the rearing nountains, as the Skytours helicopter whirled them south,
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and their pilot/tour-guide' s nonol ogue droned on and on in their headsets ..

Flying north along the Coastal Range, the | ocator David Chung shared a second Skytours helicopter
with two SAS Warrant Officers and Liz Merrick. It said a lot for their personal discipline and
commitment that these fit young Australians were able to concentrate on their work with Liz al ong.
For her part, she was aware of the occasional appreciative glance at her curvaceous figure in
tight-fitting jeans and | oose shirt. But while the SAS men found this British 'Sheila easy to
talk to, frank and friendly, they also knew that she was a nmenber of E-Branch and so nust be
special in ways other than the purely physical. And she was treated accordingly, with the utnost
courtesy.

Liz was part of this second teamin her capacity as a telepath. Not that her talent was in any way
specific to vanpires, but if David Chung were to detect mindsnog, that might provide her with a
target area, a 'direction' in which to cast her nmental net if only to corroborate the locator's
find. Before letting her go, however, Ben Trask had cautioned her that that was as much as she
could do, and had warned her:

"Liz, you'd better know what you could be up against. That stuff with Bruce Trennier? Child's play
by conparison with what you could expect froma "real" Lord of the Wanphyri! | renmenber once over -
oh, it seenms like a mllion years ago - how Harry Keogh wouldn't hear of Zek using her tal ent
anywhere near Janos Ferenczy. Janos was a powerful nentalist, too, but according to what Lardis
has said about Malinari, Janos couldn't have held a candle to him And it mght well turn out that
Nephran Malinari is our man, that he's the one we're dealing with here. It's unlikely to be
Szwart, we're fairly certain of that, so it has to be either Vavara or Malinari. But if it's the
latter, and if he really is better than Janos ..

"Listen, twenty-odd years ago | had a friend called Trevor Jordan. He was E-Branch, and a

tel epath. Janos Ferenczy caught

Trevor spying on himand got into his head - | nmean literally! And later, at a distance of sone
seven hundred miles, Janos was able to invade and even inhabit Jordan's mind. And just to show us
how good he was, he made Jordan put a gun to his own ear and pull the trigger! Nowthat... is
mental i sm

&0

"But this Nephran Malinari isn't just another telepath. In his owm world, in Starside four hundred
years ago, his own kind, the Wanphyri, called himMlinari the Mnd. Doesn't that say it all?
Anyway, we've |earned the I egends fromLardis, and the Od Lidesci's word i s good enough for ne.

And even if it wasn't... well, | know I'll never forget the things that Zek showed me on the night
she died. That bastard vanpire thing, trying its best to | eech on her m nd

"So |I'm asking you, Liz. Please be careful. You... you're very special, and in ny time |I've |ost
too many special people. | just need to be sure you fully appreciate the danger. | don't want you

| ocking on to sonething - and perhaps receiving sonething - that you don't want and can't get rid
of .'
That had been sone three hours ago, but now. ..

Trask's words were still echoing in Liz's mind when the pilot's voice clinbed a notch in her
headset to declare: 'W're going down now, folks. d adstone next stop. So if yer'll excuse ne,
I"I'l just radio a pal o' nine on the ground, tell himto get the beer out o' the cooler, and slice
up a fresh batch o' sarnies. By the tine yer've all freshened up, 1'll be done refuelling and
we'll start back. A slightly different route this tinme, if yer'd like. W can stick nore closely

to the coast and-'
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"No," Liz interrupted him Tmsorry, but we're especially interested in nmountains. On the way
back, it would suit us just fine if you'd show us sone nmountains that we haven't seen yet.' And
then, perhaps a little self-consciously, '"Er, sorry to be a nuisance.'

The pilot glanced back though his w ndow, |ooked fromface to face, shrugged his shoul ders and
said, 'Suit yerself, Mss, fellers. |'mto accormbdate yer as best | can, so whatever yer say is
okay with ne.'
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At which Liz craned her neck and | ooked for confirmation from David Chung where he sat behind her
only to find that the locator's attention, indeed his concentration, seened rapt on sonething

that no one else could see. Wth his jaw hanging sl ack, he gazed as if transfixed eastward, out

across the open sea. It lasted for a single nmonment only, then Chung started as he becane aware of

Liz's eyes upon him the unspoken question that was witten in them

Hi s gaze met hers and he hal f-nodded, hal f-shrugged, then said, 'I... | don't know. | can't be

sure. It was so faint.

They were settling fast towards a small airport. The |ocator snapped out of it, put his headset

on, and asked the pilot, 'Wat's out there? | nmean east, er, the sea?

"Exactly, mate,' the other's tinny voice cane back, seeming to vibrate as the pitch of the rotor

vanes changed to | andi ng node. 'The sea, a handful o' little rocks, and stretching a thousand

mles to the north, the Great Barrier Reef And then a laugh. 'Sorry, but all that's way out o' our

itinerary...'

They freshened up, drank ice-cold beer out of glasses dripping with condensation, ate prawn

sandwi ches and barbecued chi cken, and talked while they waited for their pilot to call for them

They were in a private Skytours suite that overl ooked the small airport through a soundproof

panoram ¢ wi ndow. Wil e eating they had watched a handful of planes com ng and going, not said too

much, been glad of the overhead fan that struggled

o] 0o
to waft a stream of warm sluggish air around the room
oo

But eventually curiosity had got the better of the nmlitary men. Liz was aware of it but didn't
find it intrusive, and anyway they were all nenbers of a | oose-knit team

And the fact was that apart from Trask's briefings - and that these nen had been ordered to accept
all Branch nenbers as voices of authority here - there hadn't been and coul d never be a great dea
of understanding of E-Branch's role. Not to disparage the military, but it would have proved
extremely difficult for entirely

mlitary mnds to grasp the concepts, notivations, and operating practices of an ESP-oriented
intelligence agency. And, indeed, they weren't required to. But now, here in the intinmacy of a
much smal | er grouping, these young sol diers had been presented with an opportunity to dig just a
little deeper.

On the other hand and on behal f of E-Branch, both Liz and Chung were sworn to a nodified version
of the Oficial Secrets Act, and so had to be be circunmspect in what they reveal ed.

"You're a psychic, right?' one of the Warrant Officers, a slim well-nuscled, crewcut redhead in
his early thirties asked of David Chung. '| mean, don't take offence, but isn't it a bit strange,
using - what do you call it? Parapsychol ogy? - agai nst bl oody awful things such as that nest we
burned out in the desert?

'"No offence taken,' said Chung. 'But you'd do well to remenber that |I'mthe one who found those
bl oody things out in the desert! And |I've been dealing with such things on and off- but mercifully
nore off than on - for some twenty years. Currently, however, we're definitely on again, and
Iike,nost of the others in E-Branch |I'mgetting past ny sell-by date. Ch, we're recruiting young
bl ood all right, such as Liz here, but the years take their toll. So on a job like this we're
obliged to call in different kinds of "experts". W like to be sure there's plenty of nuscle

behi nd the mnd."'

"Li ke us?'" said the other

And Chung nodded, smiled, raised an eyebrow and said, 'No offence?

"But a psychic? | mean, how can you sinply think the |location of these creatures? Like, you read
their thoughts or sonething?

And though he was polite up front in his talking to Chung, Liz couldn't help reading that he was
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nmore than a little sceptical. She read one or two other things, too, such as: Never kid a kidder
M Chinaman. O d Red isn't buying it! Red: a nicknanme no one had used since his teens, and one
whi ch he woul dn't accept from anyone
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el se despite that it fitted himso well and was how he continued to think of hinself.

So before Chung could answer Liz told herself to hell with the rules and said: 'Wether you're
buying it or not, ny friend M Chung here - who is in fact a fourth-generation Brit, despite that
his roots are oriental - isn't kidding, Red!'

The young soldier jerked in his seat, instinctively touched a hand to his crew cut, and stuttered:
"Er, ny hair, right?

But Liz shook her head. 'Your thoughts/ she replied. 'And Red, the next tine | walk into a place
ahead of you, please try to renmenber | can't help how | walk, and find sonmewhere el se to | ook..
okay?'

Fuck ne!!! thought the other

And Liz said, 'No, thanks. |I'm spoken for.'

"J-Jesus, I'ms-s-sorry!' the other gasped.

"It's okay/ Liz told him 'But maybe we shoul d change the subject now? And yes, you're safe: |
prom se not to peek.’

"What's going on?' asked the other soldier, genuinely puzzl ed.

"Nothing much/ Liz told him 'l was reading your friend s thoughts, that's all. Yours, too, if you
like.'

"Oh, really? The second WO was older and less inquisitive. But he did have something on his

m nd.

‘“In the chopper/ Liz said, 'just as we were |anding. You were wonderi ng what was wong with David.
Li ke ne, you noticed the way he was | ooking out over the sea, his expression.'

"You saw that?' the WO said.

"No/ said Liz, 'l overheard it, "Joe" - in your head/

And Joe accepted that she had, because they had only ever been introduced as Warrant O ficers
Bygraves and Davi s!

"Let ne have one of your maps/ Chung said, deciding that Liz had gone far enough. 'This area, and
smal | -scal e. Covering as much ground as possi bl e/

'Red' Bygraves spread a nmap on the table, and Chung began poring over it. Wile he searched he
expl ai ned:

"I'"ma kind of bloodhound. It's nothing weird/ (though in

fact it was) 'just a knack, sort of instinctive. But sometines | can sense where these things are

hanging out. In the helicopter, | got a feeling that there just nmight be sonething ... out there!
He stabbed his index finger at the map, their current location, then drewit in a straight |ine
east and a little north. 'In that direction, anyway. And you know, it's still there, but so very
faint ' Chung shook his head, narrowed his eyes in a frown. 'Wat we could use, really, is a

little triangul ation/

"Now t hat | understand/ said Red. 'Let ne see the nap/

They let himjostle into position, watched himpoint out a |ocation: Sandy Cape on the northern
tip of Fraser Island. And: 'We can't ask the pilot to fly us east and out to sea/ he went on
"because that will add air niles and run himlow on fuel to get us back to Brisbane. But there's
no reason why he can't fly us over Fraser Island, which lies south of here. He did suggest a
coastal route, right?

'Good!' said Chung. 'And as soon as we get over the northern tip of the island, | can - well, do
ny thing, take a bearing north - and see if we come up with something/

Red | ooked at Liz. 'And you'll do what? O does this part include you out?

Now Liz saw the error of saying anything at all. But since it was too | ate now

"If David senses anything, I'll try to, well, hitch a ride on his probe/ she said. '"But since this
|l ooks like a long-distance thing, | really can't be sure 111 get a readi ng/

And Joe asked Chung: 'Did this talent of yours really |lead your people to that G bson Desert nest?
I mean, we haven't seen you around until today - and you weren't out there - so ... ?

"Bruce Trennier had a very powerful aura/ Chung answered. 'But as a conparative newconer anong
these creatures - even as a lieutenant - he wasn't too good at hiding hinself away. Wen he
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sli pped up, nyself and sonme ot her E-Branch people, we picked himup from London. Since when the
rest of themseemto be nasking their presence - a kind of nmental canouflage, you know?
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So | cane out here to get a little closer to the action. Well, and now we m ght have found sone.'
"You picked Trennier up from London?' Joe said.

The | ocator nodded, and thought, Yes, |ike a dense bank of jog on a sunny day. Fog that's there

one mnute, gone the next. M nasnobg! But out loud he only said, 'Yes, we did.'

To which there was no answer, and the two WQO.s could only | ook at each other and shake their
heads in wonder

In the other helicopter an hour |ater, Jake Cutter was lost in his own thoughts, sonewhat noodily
enj oyi ng the nmountain scenery, when Lardis Lidesci reached across the narrow ai sle, jogged his

el bow and sai d sonet hi ng.

"Un?' Jake murnured a response: He had |long since renoved his headset, and so had Lardis.

"l said, what's that?' the A d Lidesci said again, pointing out of the wi ndow on his own side of
the aircraft.

"Why not ask the pilot? Jake grunbled. 'How am | to know what sonething is? But, |oosening his
belt, he stood up, |eaned across and | ooked anyway.

|l an Goodly was seated in front of Lardis. Feeling the novenments, he | ooked back, saw where the
others were | ooking.

They were on the return trip, covering different nountains than on the outward-bound leg. A

t housand feet bel ow, a nassive geological 'winkle" in the Macpherson Range had left a tightly
angl ed dog-leg fold. In the west-facing lee of the fold, a saddle or roughly obl ong-shaped fal se
pl at eau maybe two and a half by four acres in extent stood out in stark contrast to the
surroundi ng heights. For it wasn't naked rock. Anything but.

At an el evation of alnost three thousand feet, soneone had built ... a small town? No, not a town
but a conplex of sorts: with gardens, pools, fountains, a nmonorail, tennis courts, bow ing greens,
even a small ski-slope up against the nmountainside, and terraced chalets to house the guests. The
wal kways bet ween concentric rows of red-tiled chal et accommpdations radi ated out

froma roughly central location: a circular garden surrounding a great, silver-shining bubble of a
structure, with windows on three levels and a smaller dome on top

Lardis was lost for words; he found it too fantastic. But Jake only grunted and said, 'You should
see Las Vegasf Wiile in his own nmind he wondered: A holiday canpp A fantastic hotel conplex for
the jet-setters and beautiful people? O maybe-

"An aerie!' sighed Lardis. 'Now wouldn't that make a wonderful aerie? Er, without all this
sunlight, of course.’

The precog was still wearing his headset, and he had been conversing with the pilot. Now he put a
hand over the mi ke and said, 'Xanadu, and the centrepiece there ... why, that can only be Kubla
Kahn's pl easure dome! Put on your headsets. The pilot knows sone stuff

Jake and Lardis complied, heard the pilot tail off:

' There were sone private hones here, hence the road up the nountain. But after the fire sone
ki nd of tycoon bought up the land and built this place. He's a philanthropist, uses the noney from
this for other "good works", allegedly. Huh! A typical tax gimrck, if you ask nme. Al of these
fat-cat rich bastards are the same. Xanadu, yeah, that's what it's called. The done's a casi no,
all three floors of it.'

"The fire?" said Goodly. 'You nean the Brisbane Fire?

"Nah, not the Great Fire,' said the other. 'This was back in '97, an earlier El N no. The pl ace
was a tinderbox, and the fire nmust have started in one of the weekend hones. They were sinple

ti mber cabins, holiday honmes, you know? Went up |ike so much kindling.'

' Take her |ower, can you?' The precog was plainly interested.

"So what's on your nind, boss?" Wth a chuckle, the pilot |eaned his nachine into a descending
spiral. 'You want to wave at the girlies around those pool s?

"Er, sonething like that,' said Goodly.

And certainly the girlies were there, and sun-bronzed fellows, too. There were three pools
situated equidistant fromthe centra
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dome; they glittered Iike dazzling blue jewels in Mediterranean settings, and were surrounded by

| ow wi ndbreak walls and npsai c- paved sundecks. The sundecks were dotted with chairs and sunbeds.
And sure enough, as the chopper circled lower, the girls were sitting up, tilting their mrror-
shades at the furnace sky, waving lazy arns at their inagined aerial 'admirers’

"That's | ow enough/ Lardis nuttered, nervously. 'The next thing you know, I'll be sw nming!'

And the Major said, '"Mghtn't we attract a little too nuch attention?" He was on the headset and
the pilot heard him

'"So what's the problen?" he inquired. 'Are you worried the people who run the place will conplain?
Nah! 1t's good free advertising, and we do this all the time. Tourists who can afford it sonetines
take time out after they' ve seen it to come up for a few days' relaxation - though how anyone with
red blood in his veins could relax up here is beyond ne!’

Then the precog said, 'That ... that's enough. W'd better get on our way now.' And there was a
certain edge to his piping voice that had Jake | ooking at him across the aisle.

He saw that Goodly's face was suddenly drawn, and noticed how his hands gripped the arnrests of
his seat...

PART FOUR
The Hell O It
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CHAPTER TVEENTY- ElI GHT

Here Be Vanpires

That evening at the safe house, when Trask's people had eaten, he got themtogether in the Ops
Room to debrief themand start them working on the correlation of their findings. For he knew by
then that they had been partially successful - or at least that they' d detected sonething out of
the ordinary - and that a I ot mght soon depend on their observations.

For instance, the mlitary contingent: it was nost likely that the siting of the SAS back-up teans
woul d be based on the as yet unproven suspicions or 'hunches' of Trask's espers. And in just two
days' tinme those men and vehicles would start arriving and noving i nto harbour areas whose

| ocations were as yet undecided. Tine was of the essence.

After Trask had settled his people down, David Chung described his tenporary contact with
sonet hi ng during the Ianding at d adstone, and went on to tal k about the system of triangulation
that they had devi sed.

' Taki ng A adstone as the centre of a clock face,' the locator said, 'the first reading would see
the m nute hand at sone thirteen mnutes past the hour, or a few degrees north of east. As for the
second readi ng, over Sandy Cape, that would be about twelve and a half mnutes before the hour, or
nort h-west."'

Chung stood before an illuminated wall map of the area and used his index finger to point out the
coordi nates, then traced
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the directional lines to their junction sone sixty miles out in the open sea. 'Wich puts it -

whatever it is - right there/ he said. But staring at the map, he could only offer a baffled
shrug. 'The last place on Earth that we'd expect to find a vanpire or vanpires. R ght in the

m ddl e of an ocean, with nothing but water and lots, | nean lots of sunlight, for mles around!’
"But you got readings,' said Trask. 'You got mindsnog. So, how do you explain it?

The | ocator |ooked at him frowned and said. 'Explain it? But if it wasn't for Liz here I'd
probably sinmply ignore it! A glitch, something out of kilter in nmy head ... a headache? The

evi dence of the map, the location, it's all against us. | mean, what would a vanpire be doing out
there? Also, we know that in the past we've puzzled over simlar effects fromother espers, from
tal ents outside E-Branch giving off vibes they don't even know they've got! So but for Liz I'd
probably settle for someone on a ship out there - nmaybe a cruise liner? - using precognition to
pl ace bets in the casino, or maybe telekinesis to drop the ball on his nunmbers at roulette.
Soneone who's extraordinarily "lucky," who doesn't even know he has a skill - who thinks he has a
"system - but who's neverthel ess been banned from half a dozen mainl and casinos. That's what |'d
be tenpted to think, except .'" He paused and | ooked at Liz. 'Liz doesn't think so. But there
again, no matter what anyone thinks, nothing can change the fact that it's sixty mles out to
sea.'
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Trask said, 'But so were those Russian nuclear subnarines, and you haven't been w ong about those.
And | remenber the time when a certain Jianni Lazarides had just such a ship, The Lazarus, out on
the Mediterranean. Yes, but his real name was Janos Ferenczy! He was Wanphyri, too, one of the
very worst. And remenber: just because there's a lot of sunlight, it doesn't mean our man has to
go out init.

He turned to Liz. 'David says it m ght be nothing. But he al so says you don't think so. So what do
you t hi nk?'

Li z | ooked anxiously fromface to face, bit her lip, and said,

"Ben, are we right to place this nuch faith in ny talent right now? I mean, at that kind of range,

riding David's probe ... | could easily be mstaken. I'"'mnot really sure that-'

"No, no, no!' Trask cut in, waving his hand dismssively, inpatiently. 'Just tell us what you got

and let us try to figure it out. It isn't the first time we've done this, Liz. And it isn't as if

we're vying with one another to see who will be first to find these dammed things! But while no

shame attaches to being in error, still we do have to find them Wich nmeans anything is better

then nothing. So whatever it was you sensed out there, let's have it.'

Li z, Trask and Chung were on their feet; the rest of the teamwere seated. And now Liz sat down,

too, and thought about it for a nmonent. Casting her mnd back, she asked herself exactly what it

was that she had experienced when the |ocator took his second reading fromthe helicopter as it

circled high over Sandy Cape.

Chung sjace - Us slightly danp skin gleanming a pale yellow, his nostrils pinched, eyes slanted

nmore than usual in deep concentration -gazing out of his wi ndow, north-west at the distant curve

of the world, the horizon, the sea's w de expanse.

Then his gaze beconmi ng a vacant stare, and his eyes al nbst glazing over as his mnd ... as his

m nd went out!

No, not his mind but a probe. And Liz Merrick a part of it - riding it like a carrier wave -

sharing telepathically in the enptiness of the locator's search, his far-flung probing of the

psychic void ... or what should be a void!

But there was sonething there -faint, so very faint, but definitely there - and she felt it Iike
i ke an enotion as opposed to a conversation. Like something spiritual, or lacking in spirit.

For it was shivery cold, this thing, where it wal ked on her spine with icy feet. And now she knew

its name.

"Wl l?'" Trask was | eaning over her. And:

"Fear!' Liz blurted it out. 'I felt fear!'

The | ook on her face; her great green eyes w de in sudden know edge where they stared into his ..

and Trask took a pace back fromher. 'You were afraid?

'Not ne, no,' Liz shook her head. 'He, they - whoever they
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were - were afraid. That's what it was, Ben: terror, gnawing at them eating their hearts out.'
' Then®?'

"More than one, |1'msure.

"Uncertain a nonent ago, and now you're sure?' She shook her head. 'I just wasn't willing to
believe that there could ever be such hopel essness, such utterly black despair. | suppose

thought it was the enptiness, the psychic void before David's probe found - well, whoever they are
- and that the fear was in fact mne. But now..."' 'Yes?

Agai n she shook her head, searched for words. 'l know that |, personally, have never been that

afraid - that | couldn't be that afraid - unless sonething happened to cause ne to | ose all hope,
all faith/

Trask nodded grimy. 'In short, unless you'd been vanpirizedf '"I... | don't know. | inmagine so.'
But now Trask took a different tack. 'Or could it possibly have been fear of discovery? Had
sonmeone detected David' s probe and reacted to it?

Li z shook her head. "No, | don't think so. It was sinply -or not so sinply - an aura of
overwhel m ng doom

'Good!" Trask grunted. 'And on both counts. One, that you weren't detected. And two, that

t heref ore whoever it was couldn't have been afraid of you. But they were afraid, and | think we
can all imagine of what.

He | ooked up fromlLiz, fromface to face around the room and paused at Lardis Lidesci
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And Lardis said, "Thralls. These were thralls, and fairly recent. Thralls who don't have nuch
contact with their master, but who know he's there neverthel ess. Aye, and they have every right to
fear him'

" Anot her nest,' Trask nodded. 'Wiy not? It's entirely possible. Then he frowned. 'But out at sea?
"My point exactly/ said Chung ..

"Maps/ Trask said, turning to Jimy Harvey where he sat at a keyboard. 'Jimy, see if the conputer
has an even snaller-scale map of that area, and blow it up on the wall there/

"I've been working on it/ said the other, tapping a key. 'Consider it done/

The wall screen turned blue, if not entirely blue. For in the specified area there were the dotted
outlines of reefs and other irregular shapes: islands or islets, and a | egend identifying them as
Heron Island and the Bunker and Capricorn groups, the latter because they lay on or close to the
Tropic of Capricorn. Oher lettering at the top of the map said that this was The Capricornia
Section of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park

And very quietly, Trask said, 'So, not necessarily a ship after all/

But, |ooking sick, the | ocator David Chung could only shake his head and remark, 'What a fool he
is who has no faith in his own God-given skills!

Trask m ght have denied it, but lan Goodly beat himto it. 'Not at all/ the precog said. 'Wen we
use talents like these, it's against nature. | nean, even we appreciate that what we're doing
isn't, well, nundane. Is it any wonder we're sceptical of our results? O that we occasionally
fail to see their significance?

And then Trask said, 'You're right, lan, and I was on the point of making nmuch the same remark

But as |'ve already said, this isn't a skills contest. How we get there doesn't matter a damn,
only that we get there. Were these nonsters are concerned, the end always justifies the nmeans.
Any neans/

"Huh!' said Lardis. "And in Starside, whenever a man ascends to a vanpire Lord and becones
Wanphyri, they have nuch the sane saying - it's not the route but the getting there. In that
respect, and except that their evil has been nmade ten tinmes as great, these nonsters are nmuch |ike
men, you know

' Because they were nmen/ said Trask. 'And God knows we're none of us pure. Very well, now let's get
on - but as soon as we're done here | want the Duty Oficer to contact our aide in Prinme
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M ni ster Blacknore's office. W need authority for liaison with soneone high in the adnmi nistration
of the reef marine park. W need to know who or what is out there on those islets in the Bunker
and Capricorn groups ...' A nonment's pause and he turned to CGoodly:

| an, you and Lardis were in the other chopper party. And just like David here | know you, too,
have a problem Time nowto have it out in the open, get it cleared up.'

The precog stood up, tossed a panphlet attached to a tourist nap onto the table. 'l picked this up
at the Skytours helipad,' he said. It's a freebie: a give-away route map into the Macpherson
Mount ai ns, and a col our brochure describing the wonders and benefits of the Xanadu health and

pl easure resort. But that's not all | picked up. There was - or | should say there nay have been -
sonet hing el se, when we flew over the place.'

Sitting at the table (feeling nore than a little useless, and wondering what he was doing here),
Jake remenbered the odd, strained ook on the precog's face - the way his hands gripped his seat's
arntests - after they'd descended to have a closer ook at the resort. And now his interest
focussed nore definitely on Goodly as he saw once again the same nervous tension in the man's face
and attitude.

"The thing is,' Goodly went on, 'I have precisely the same problem as David. The |location: al

t hat unhanpered sunlight. | just can't see how the kind of creature we're | ooking for could exist
up there ... if that's what it was about.' Seeing Trask's face, he held up a hand pl acatingly.
"Yes, all right, | promise | will get on with it. But there are conplications ..

"First: as we were descending toward the place, so that we could get a better look at it, our
pilot/tour-guide nentioned a fire that occurred during the EIl Nino back in 1997. And I found sone
of his descriptions vivid and perhaps evocative: the place was like a tinderbox ... it went up
like so much kindling, et cetera.

"Also, while we've been here I've heard quite a lot of talk

about the G eat Fire of Brisbane, and what with this awful heat and all-"'
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"You saw a fire?" Trask cut in.

Goodly nodded. 'But | didn't see its cause, and | couldn't tell when it was happening. | mean, it
coul d have been a nental response to what the pilot had said. For exanple, when soneone says "do
you renenber" this or that other thing, you are made automatically to see it, relive it, in your
mnd' s eye. Do you see? It could be that our pilot had evoked just such a response in nme. And Ben
if this was one of ny things, then it was only the very briefest glinpse. Snoke, and | eaping
flanes ... gouts of yellow fire roiling up to a night sky, and a full npon hanging there ... and
someone shouting, "To nme, to ne!™’

Listening to him Trask displayed a kind of amazement, as if he'd only just realized sonething

that shoul d have been obvious for a long time. 'How |l ong have | known you?' he said. 'It sonetines
seens that 1've known you forever. And yet |'ve never thought to ask you - do you sonetines see

t he past ?'

The precog rai sed an eyebrow, said, '|I renmenber the past, just |like anyone else.' And then a wy
chuckle. "It's just that | sonetines renmenber the future, too!' But he was serious again in a

monent. ' That's what we have to consider, Ben. The future. And we know just how devi ous that can
be - or is it perhaps nmy talent that's devious? |'ve never been able to figure it out.

"Ckay,' said the other, 'so you don't know whether it was the past or the future. It's just one of
those tines when your talent |eaves you in doubt. But there's one clue, at least.’

"Ch?' Again Goodly's eyebrow

"You said it was night-tine when Xanadu went up in flames, and-'

"Not Xanadu,' Goodly stopped him 'Just a handful of weekend or holiday hones, on the false

pl at eau where Xanadu stands now.'

"VWhat ever,' Trask waved a hand. 'But you did say there was a full noon?

435

434

"Yes.'

"Well, that ... is one hell of a clue!' He turned to Harvey where he sat at the conputer keyboard.
"Jinmmy, can you get into the local libraries on that thing?

Harvey | ooked up from where he was working and sniled. But before he could say anything Trask
said, 'l know, don't say it: you're way ahead of me. The newspapers? For the fires of'97?

Harvey nodded towards the wall screen. 'On the screen, just about any time ... now'

And: Gadgets and ghosts! thought Jake, as headlines sprang into life on the big screen, and Harvey
brought the small print into focus. The |location, date, and tine, everything was there, witten
into the report. And Trask said:

' Good! Now then, Jinmy, can you cross-reference that date with phases of the nobon?

It took but a nonent, but then Trask's shoul ders sagged as he slunped into a seat and said, 'Damm
it all to hell! The last thing | wanted. A bloody full nmoon!' And | ooking at the precog: 'So naybe
you can see the past, and not just remenber it, after all...’

' And maybe he can't/ said Jake. It was the first tinme he had spoken, and now everyone | ooked at
him And after a while:

"Wll, go on then,' said Trask

"Shouldn't we take the next step?' Jake said. 'The sane as we did with David Chung? | seemto have
been hearing about synchronicity, coincidence, and what have you ever since | collided with this
outfit. So couldn't this be exactly the same thing? | nean, just because there was a full noon on
the night in question back in '97, that doesn't nean the precog wasn't seeing the future up there
at Xanadu. Or aren't there going to be any nore full npons? Me, |'mwondering when the next one is
due.'

Trask frowned, stared at Jake, then turned again to Jinmmy Harvey. 'Do it,' he said.

And in a very short tine the answer was up on the screen

"Three days' tinme!' Trask husked then, open-nouthed, staring at the date and full-noon synbol. And
Goodl y cauti oned:
"But does it nean what we're thinking? Are we going to do it, or is it our old friend El N no

again? WIIl it result fromus attacking the place and burning out a nest, or froma freak of
nature, a terrible disaster? |I still can't see howit's possible for our quarry to exist up
there.’

And Jake said, 'Neither could the |ocator see how a vanpire could live out on the ocean. And maybe
I"mstupid, or a lot less bright than you people, but | can't see there being a fire up at Xanadu
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without we're the cause. Surely the first thing we do if Xanadu isn't what we're |ooking for,
we' |l warn whoever's responsible about the fire. And we'll be able to tell himwhen, so there'l
be no loss of life.'

The precog shook his head. 'You're not at all stupid, Jake. In the dark it's always the blind who

see best. But believe ne, you don't understand the future. | don't understand the future! And
say again: it's not knowing what will happen that counts, but howit's going to happen. The only
sure thing is once it's foreseen, then it will happen. As for loss of life: |I did hear that voice

calling, "To ne!l To me!"'

"Rescuers?' said Liz.

"Or one of us, pulling the teans out,' said Trask. 'Didn't you recogni ze the voice?

Goodl y shook his head. 'Not over the roaring of the flanes, the shattering of glass.'

"G ass? said Jake. 'Did | miss sonething, or is that sonething you didn't nention before?

"l just this mnute renenbered it!' said the precog.

"There was plenty of glass in that topnost dome,' Jake said 'In the pleasure done itself. Black
glass, fromthe look of it, covering everything but the w ndows.'

"No/ said the precog. 'Not black glass but solar panels - a sort of glass, | suppose. The upper
donme was covered in them a very startling effect. But the wi ndows thensel ves,
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they were gl ass, certainly, and they circled all three |lower floors.'

Trask was | ooking at the colour brochure. 'You think that the casino's going to burn?

But Goodly could only shrug his defeat. '"It's all speculation. Don't ask nme what | think. | still

don't know for sure if the fire was in the past or the future. And I'mdamed if | can see how any
ki nd of vanpire could live up there!

"But | can,' said Jake, watching Harvey searching for Xanadu, and finally putting that area of the
Macpher son Range onto the screen. And, as before, Jake was suddenly the centre of attention. 'It
was sonething Lardis said that got ne thinking about it,' he expl ai ned.

"Me?' said Lardis, |ooking surprised

"When you said, "Now wouldn't this make a wonderful aerie, without all this sunlight, of course.™’
"That's right/ said Lardis. 'l said that.'

"Look at the map,' Jake told them 'That dog-leg fold and the false plateau sitting in the nmddle.
The nountains are nmuch higher, and steep-sided. The fold goes north to south, and then backtracks.
Certainly Xanadu gets plenty of sunlight, from say 9:30 a.m to 4:30 in the evening. But the rest
of the tine it's in the shade, and during the night the darkness nust be utter - except for
electric lighting, of course.'

"Artificial lighting can't harmthem said Trask. 'Szwart doesn't like it but it can't kill him
Only natural light, sunlight itself, can do that.

"Not quite true/ Lardis barked. 'The Dweller, Harry Hell -l ander's changeling son, used artif- er
artificial light, yes - in the formof ultra, er, ultraviolet |anps, when he battled the Wanphyri
in his garden in the nountains west of Starside.

"But that's sunlight, Lardis/ Trask told him 'Artifical, I'll grant you, but sunlight

neverthel ess.' And to Jake: 'Maybe you're right. For sixteen or nore hours a day, the sun isn't in
fact shining

directly onto that place. Wien it is shining, however, it's doing it very brightly/

And Jake answered, 'But don't they sleep during the day?

And again Lardis: 'In Starside, when the sun's rimcane up over the barrier nmountains, the Lords
and Ladies usually ran to their northernost apartnents. And there they slept - but even there with
drapes at their windows! But if they were caught out in the open Sunside of the nountains, as
occasi onal | y happened, then they had to find caves or deep holes in the earth "til nightfall/
Jake nodded, and said to Trask, 'So, do you think there are no "deep holes in the earth" in
Xanadu? But that brochure says it all. Fancy fountains, sw nmmng pools, saunas and gymasi uns. An
aerial nonorail, and a casino. | mean, do you think that all of that stuff is above ground? No, a
conplex like that is |ike an iceberg: you only see its tip. Al the cellars and conduits; the

pi pel i nes, tunnels, sewerage, and water systens; the reservoirs, punp-, boiler- and storage-roons,
and refrigerators - they're all underground - or rather, they're on the old bed of the pl ateau,
while the resort has been built above them That's why the place | ooks so clean and uncluttered ..
/
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Trask blinked, shook his head as if to clear it, and said, 'Do you know, | believe you could be
right? This creature we're looking for could be right there, in or under Xanadu!' He tossed the
brochure onto the table. 'A place like that, where we would | east expect to find hinml' Then once
nore he said, 'Three days, and we have a lot to do ... not least to prove our point, clear the way
before we can take any real action/

"Prove our point? Liz |ooked at him

' Make sure we're on the right track/ Trask nodded. 'So we can be certain when we go in that what
we want is there. And as for clearing the way: well, the G bson Desert job was one thing but
Xanadu is quite another. Al of those people; we'll have to find a way to get themout of there
before we go in - and wi thout arousing anyone's suspicion.. / Then, offering another curt nod:
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"Right, so let's get toit. This night is still young, but there may be only three of themleft.’
Headi ng for a door |eading to an outer room where the SAS Conmanders were poring over their maps,
Trask's heart was a little lighter; for now at |east he had sonething to tell them But before

| eavi ng, he turned and said, lan, David, Liz - and you, too, Jake - I'mvery grateful. You' ve all
worked well, despite initial doubts. But today was only your first time out and you're not
finished yet. I want you all back in those Skytours choppers again tonorrow. So, maybe we have

struck it lucky this first tine, but who knows what el se could be hiding out there?" Then he

| ooked at his technicians: the gnom sh Harvey, and the gangling Paul Arenson

"But there are nore skills than this freaky stuff that we espers use - or that uses us,

whi chever,' he said. 'Qur ghost-talents may serve us well, but w thout your gadgets for back-up
they wouldn't be nearly as effective. So well done, all of you. And now get your thinking caps on
and try to | ook ahead. Jimy: dig up sonme plans of Xanadu, its subsurface systens, et cetera, |an:
pl ease draft a conprehensive record of this nmeeting. Paul: it's late now, but first thing tonorrow
ensure | have access to Prine Mnister Blacknore's office so that | can organize a liaison with
sonmeone on this marine park thing.'

Turning away, he offered one of his rare smles and said: 'And that, | think, is that. Now | have
to speak to our Australian friends. I'lIl see you all in the norning ...'

The next day, a Saturday, they split the teams up. Lardis, Jake and Liz were together on the
northern routes (Trask didn't want Liz anywhere near Xanadu); Goodly and Chung fl ew south, each of
them hoping to conplenent the other's strange talent.

The trips were mainly uneventful; the precog's mnd was a frustrating blank - at |east where the
future was concerned - and the locator daren't get too close to Xanadu in case soneone, or
sonet hi ng, should locate him But in any case and as per Trask's

orders, they were looking at different nmountains this tine out. As for Trask hinself:

He had a very satisfying day, and when the teans returned to the safe house he was waiting to
speak to them This time he brought the SASin on it - at least for the first stage of his
briefing. For while it wasn't his intention to explain his findings in their entirety (the way E-
Branch had used its conbi ned paranormal talents to discover their targets) still he did have to
di splay those targets, and advise these nen as best possible on what they would be up against.
This was done with the aid of the wall screen; Trask supplied the narrative:

"This island in the Capricorn Goup - its grid reference is shown alongside - is our secondary
target. Now, |'ve called it an island, but in fact it's little nmore than a rock or coral reef. It
has a few trees, sone other tough vegetation; nothing nuch to nention. It was a marine park
conservation station sone years ago but that noved to Heron Island, forty mles away. Al that's
there nowis the reef, a shallow |lagoon, a private villa on the island, and, we presune, our
enem es. But | have to enphasize that they are probably | esser enenies, which is to say we don't
think they're of the order of unpleasantness that we were obliged to deal with in the G bson
Desert. However, and having said that, you should renenber that they will be vanpires.

"How many of then? No nore than five or six, which is six too many. But with a chopper, a hired
vessel, and half a dozen or so of your nen - along with Jake Cutter here and Lardis Lidesci from
our side - that should be sufficient. You, which is to say the mlitary, will have command; but
you'll listen very carefully to Lardis, and you'll take his advice in the ... the handling of
what ever you find on that island. Take ny word for it, Lardis is the forenobst authority in these
matters.

Very well, what can you expect to find in the villa? The naster of the house for one, a nan of
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sonme fifty-eight years of age. Easy? But he'll be a vanpire, and as strong as any four or

440

441

five of your nmen! Then there'll be his married daughter and her husband, also his son and possibly
a wonan friend. The worst of themwll be a fourth nan, not famly, who we think will be acting in
the role of their keeper. And he will be dangerous, much nore so than the others.

"Now, the problemis this: sone if not all of these people will |ook and act perfectly normal. A

bit edgy, perhaps. But if you were to strand your boat on the beach there, they'd probably help
out; they might even call the coastguard for assistance. That's because they want to appear
normal , because they daren't be discovered for what they really are - not until their master
decides they're no | onger of any use to him or her. So, assuming it's a "hinl' for the tinme being,
what use are they to hinP

"Well, for one, the island is a bolthole: it's a place for the Vanpire Lord to hide in the event
he gets driven out of his aerie. So in fact it's nuch simlar to the Od Mne Gas Station in the
desert. You nust plan to take it out accordingly and, if necessary, in exactly the same way. Wth
an air strike, yes, if it cones down to that - though of course we'd vastly prefer the kind of hit
at whi ch you people so excel: seek and destroy, and as quickly and quietly as possible.

"And that's about it, all you need to know about this secondary target for the time being. But
would like to take this opportunity to rem nd you: you won't be taking any prisoners ..

"Wiich leads ne to your nmain target. Xanadu, the so-called "health and pl easure resort” high in

t he Macphersons. And so it is a resort, but only as a front for the ugly Thing that's runing the
show.

"And here's another problem this time we don't know - we have no idea - how many nen he's
vanpirized. The only thing we can say for sure is that when they know they're being hit, then
they'Il protect their master with all that's left of their mserable lives.

"Ch yes, and one other thing. Wen the Wanphyri came into our world, they brought thralls or
"l'ieutenants” with them Now, an original |ieutenant out of Starside is a very dangerous creature,
much nore so than our old friend Bruce Trennier, and you know what he was like. So I'mjust

rem nding you, it's possible that one of these things is up there, too.'

The map on the big wall screen had changed. Trask pointed to it again, said, 'Here's Xanadu; you
know where it is, for of course you' ve all flown over it and seen it for yourselves. And anyway
the bl oody place is signposted! A resort, as we've seen. The perfect cover, yes. Wich al so makes

it difficult for us to deal with the creature or creatures that we'll find there. Wy? Because
this time the master vanpire is hiding in a crowd!
"That's my next job: finding a way to get the people - |I nean the ordinary people - out of there

bef ore Monday ni ght.

"And so, gentlenen, that's it for now. Now you can go work out your harbour areas, decide where
you'll | ocate your nen and vehicles as they start to come in. The one good thing about it: they
won't have nmuch spare tinme on their hands, won't |lose their edge or get bored. They'll no sooner
be in situ than they' Il be in a firefight. And | think I can prom se you that where Xanadu is
concerned, that last is guaranteed. Take it as a foregone - or at |least a foreseen - conclusion.’
The SAS Conmanders |left the ops room and Trask was alone with his own peopl e.

'So, as you can see,' he said, 'the techs and | have had a busy day. But fruitful ? Judge for
your sel ves.'

He gave Jimy Harvey the nod, and the big wall screen displayed the group of islets again. And
Trask conti nued:

"This island in the Capricorn Group - it's such a rock it doesn't even have a nanme - is the hone
of wealthy philanthropist Jethro Manchester. Like many another rich do-gooder before him he's
sonmet hing of a recluse. Five years ago, in return for his patronage and a whole | ot of noney, the
Barrier Reefs Marine
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Par k Conmi ssion gave himthe island to live on. He owns it, or as good as. But that's not all he
owns .. .'
Trask paused and gl anced at Harvey, whose fingers tapped at his keyboard. And now the big wall

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (189 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

screen was divided centrally between the islands and a map of the dog-leg fold in the Macpherson
Range. Trask glanced at the screen, and nodded his curt nod. 'Hands up who knows what |'mtal king
about .’

And Liz said, 'He owns Xanadu, too?

Trask | ooked at her. 'Used to,' he said. 'But now he has a partner. N ne nonths ago Manchester
signed docunents that transferred fifty per cent of Xanadu to one Aristotle MIlan, an all eged
"shi ppi ng magnate" of mnixed Greek and Italian descent. We might perhaps assune - or rather,
bel i eve we're supposed to assune - that his surnane derives fromthe city of his origins in the
old Italian fashion. But | don't think so. The coincidence is just too great, not to nention the
rest of the story.

"First: there is no record of any Aristotle Ml an as being the ower of any ships! Ergo: the nan
isn't a tycoon - though |I can easily understand how t he i dea of being one would appeal to such as
him- and as for his nanme ...'

... Not Mlan but Malin,' Jake came in. 'lInstead of using "ari" as a suffix, to denote "son of,k"
he's using it as a prefix, denoting "first of. Meaning that on this world, he's the first or

hi ghest of his kind. And so for Aristotle Mlan, read Malin-ari. Malinari the Mnd!'

"Exactly,' said Trask. 'Wat's in a nane, eh? So, how did Malinari nmake his connection with Jethro
Manchester? Ah, well, here's another nane for you: Martin Trennier. Bruce Trennier's brother, a
mari ne bi ol ogi st enpl oyed by the Marine Park Conmission until Manchester - our philanthropist,
conservationist, recluse, and latter-day Jacques Cousteau - stole himaway fromthemto be his
very wel |l -paid odd-jobs man, skin-diving conmpani on, and general dogsbody. This happened about the
sanme tine that Manchester and his famly got away fromit all and retired to the island. Bruce
Trenni er woul d have known all of

this when Malinari vampirized himat the Romani an Refuge, the said know edge goi ng second-hand to
The M nd hinsel f. Wich begs the same question we've all worried about before: what else did
Malinari learn on that... on that terrible night?

Trask's face was grey now, and all of his people knew why: that his concern wasn't just for Zek -
who was gone now - but also for them For Zek Foener had known as nuch as anyone about E-Branch
and its workings.

And Malinari?

|l an Goodly determined to change the subject, take Trask's mind away fromit. 'Wiat if we're wong
and it's all coincidental, circunstantial ? This pseudonynous-nanes busi ness, our various hunches
and observations, and everything el se we've conme up with?

"A hell of a lot of coincidences, |I'd say!' Trask frowned at him
"But what if)'
Trask shuffled notes he'd made earlier, and said, 'Wll, there is one nore thing. In Xanadu, the

pl easure done or casino has a snaller, uppernost done like a blister on top of the nmain structure.
It sits on a spindle and revolves |like certain fancy restaurants on their high towers. But in the
nine nonths since M Mlan noved in half of its wi ndows have been painted black, both inside and
out. Onh, and incidentally, the done's rotation was originally designed to track the sun, letting
in the light that the higher solar-panelled surfaces necessarily exclude. So it woul d appear that
our M Mlan has an aversion to strong sunlight...' Pausing, Trask |ooked at Goodly.

The precog was qui et now, saying nothing, but his alleged 'concerns' hadn't fooled Trask one hit.
For inits way Goodly's subterfuge had been a lie, a diversion to take Trask's mnd off his |ost
Zek and get it back on track, and of course Trask knew it. Alie, yes, but a white one. And

'So thanks, anyway,' he finally continued, looking directly into the precog's eyes, 'but | think
we can safely conclude that
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here ..."' he pointed a steady, resolute finger at the |locations displayed on the wall screen
that here be vampires!'

When no one had anything further to say, Trask finished up with: 'Very well, and now we have pl ans
to make ...’

Later that evening, Jake was sitting on a bench in the cool of the garden, lost in his own
strange, neditative thoughts, when Lardis found himand sat down beside him After he had sniffed
at the air for a while, the old man said, 'Carypsu?

Qddl 'y enough, Jake understood. 'Eucal yptus?' he answered. 'It's a tree, grow ng outside the wall.
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"Yes,' Lardis nodded. 'Carypsu. W have them on Sunside.' And, after a nonent or two's thought:
"May | ask a question?'

"What's on your mnd?" said Jake.

At which Lardis smled. 'But I might ask you the selfsanme thing! Wiat's on, or what's in, your
nm nd?'

Jake frowned. 'Sone kind of word gane?

"No,' Lardis shook his head. 'No word game. But | have to admit, |'mcurious.'

" About what ?'

" About you. About how you knew that in Starside in the old days a Lord of the Wanphyri m ght
occasionally add "ari" to his father's nane, denoting that he was his father's son.'

"You nmean like Lord Malin was Malinari's father?

"I ndeed. And now that you mention it ... how you knew that, too?

Jake frowned again, deeper this tinme. But then he relaxed, and shrugged. 'You nmust have told ne,’
he said. 'O nmaybe 1've read of it somewhere. In Ben Trask's files, perhaps?' But:

"No,"' Lardis shook his head, smling in that knowing way of his. '"No, | haven't told you. |I've had
no reason to nention it to anyone. And as far as | know it isn't witten anywhere.'

Then, creaking to his feet, the old man yawned and said, 'WlIl, goodnight, Jake. And pl easant
dreans ...'

CHAPTER TVEENTY- NI NE

A Dream And A Wr d- Gane

But in fact Jake's dreans were anything but pleasant

It wasn't so much what had happened, though that was bad enough, but that he had been nade to

wat ch it happening. More than anything el se, that was what had preyed on his mind... until he'd
made it up to put things right. Perhaps he'd hoped that by killing the cause he nmight kill the
menories, too.

(@) O

But such a lot of nenories, burning,like acid in his head, until he'd thought they would burn his
brain out.

Menories, yes.

That fat, pallid, slimy-1ooking bastard - the second one of those pigs that Jake had got back at -
the way he had taken Natasha in the classical or orthodox position, but scarcely an act of |ove.
Rape, yes, and his long, slender grey dick in her rectumaccording to his taste.

Menories, those Cod-awful nenories ..

They' d piled pillows under her, raising her hips, and two of the others had held her |egs under
her knees, to allow this fat slug standing at the side of the bed to get into her. That had nade
it easy for him because unconsci ous as she was - or between bouts of consci ousness and

unconsci ousness - she'd been likely to flop and eject him But holding her |like that, Natasha had
been a | ot nore accessible; accessible to viewing, too, for Jake had been tied to a chair where he
could see all of the action. O course, he could have closed his eyes, and fromtine to tine he
did just that, but he could still hear it even if he couldn't see it.
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That grunting pig! His dick like a long finger poking into her, in and out with the heaving and
clenching of his fat backside. And this sweaty, grunting, slug-like slob - this giggling queer -
oh, it was obvious why he liked it like this. Wth any normal wonman in any natural act of
intercourse he'd be lucky if that pencil penis of his touched the sides. But this way ... at |east
he woul d get sone satisfaction, however mnimal At |east he would know he'd had it into something.
And Jake had to watch, he had to, because |ong before that too-long night was over he'd known that
if it was the very last thing he did he woul d avenge her

But the worst thing was when it was over, and the fat bastard zipped his fly and waddl ed over to
Jake, saying, 'A shame she wasn't awake, eh, English? It would have been so sweet to know she'd
felt that last big bang, and to feel her guts spasmas | greased her dirt chute! Ah well, there's
tinme yet. Ch, ha, ha, ha?

He had a strong German accent. And when he | aughed he put his face close enough to Jake's to cause
himto recoil fromthe stench of cigar snoke and senf, hot German nustard ..

But Jake didn't even know the pig's name - didn't know any of their nanes - except Castellano's
and Jean Dani el 's.
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Well, Jean Dani el was dead now, of an unequal argunent between his soft guts and the alloy core of
a pl astique-propell ed steering colum.

And the fat faggot had been nunber two ...

Jake knew the route the fat man took from Castellano's place on the northern outskirts of
Marseille to a gay bar on the Rue de Carpiagne which he visited regularly on Friday nights. He
knew, too, that the fat swine was a little shy to adnit openly of his predilections (that it
didn't sit too well with himthat he was both a hoodl um and a pervert), which was why he

i nvari ably approached Le Jockey C ub down a narrow side street.

It was raining on the night in question, and Jake had parked his car so as to block off one side
of the rain-slick cobbled alley on the fat nan's approach route. The other side was liberally

sprinkled with inch-and-a-half spikes which Jake had laid down with nmalice aforethought and in
great deliberation

Jake was waiting in a recessed doorway when the fat nan's fat tyres blew, and he was quickly into
the alley as the expensive Fiat slewed to a halt and its cursing driver slanmmed open his door, got
out, and creased his belly as he bent to hear the front nearside's |ast gasp. A noment nore and
Jake was standing over him

The fat man was suddenly aware of him he had tinme to say, 'Uh? Bitte? Was istP before Jake
sapped hi m behind the ear

In a deserted copse on a wooded hillside over the nbtorway near St Antoine, Jake wafted a smal
bottle of snmelling salts under his victims nose until he twitched, npaned, and cane out of it
with a series of useless, spastic jerks. Usel ess because he was tied up - literally tied up - and
spasti c because he was tied by his ankles and wists, so that all he could do was shake and shiver
like a great, globular white spider in its web.

Jake had woken hi mup because in his position, upside down, the fat Kraut mght easily die wthout
ever regaining consciousness of his own accord. And that was the last thing Jake wanted ... that
he shoul d die easily.

The man's | egs were spread wide; at a height of about seven feet, his ankles were roped to a pair
of springy saplings which were just strong enough to hold himin position. Hs wists were
likewise tied to the bases of the twin trees, which forned his body into a fat, totally naked 'X
He was gagged with his own underpants, tied off at the back of his neck, and the rest of his
clothing lay in a neat pile close by.

At first the fat nan struggled a little, but since that was pointless he quickly gave up and hung
still, watching Jake pour a hip flask of fiery Asbach Uralt brandy over his heaped cl ot hi ng.

"A waste of good German |iquor, eh?" Jake said. 'But that's not the only German thing I'll be
wasting tonight.' Then, stepping closer: 'You don't renmenber ne, do you?

The fat white spider had begun to shake its web again,
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however hopel essly, but nowit paused to say, " Unph? Uh-unph?'

"But 1'll bet you renmenber the girl. That night at Castellano's place? The Russian girl, Natasha?

Hearing that nanme, and finally recognizing his tornentor, the fat nman conmenced yanki ng on his
ropes with a vengeance, his eyes blinking rapidly in a face as round as the noon, all bloated with
pool i ng bl ood.

"Oh, sure, you renenber her,' Jake said, as he got to work.

Though it had stopped raining, he was still wearing a |ightweight raincoat. From one side pocket
he took out a small paper parcel, and fromthe other several indeterminate itenms. The fat man
bei ng inverted, couldn't nake out what they were; but perhaps he recogni zed a certain marzi pan
snel | when Jake unwrapped the stai ned paper parcel and wei ghed a bl ob of grey, dough-like stuff in
his hand. At any rate he began shaking the trees furiously, and did a | ot nore serious unph-

unphi ng.

But Jake wasn't listening; he wasn't the least bit interested in his victims conplaints.
Stretching a pair of thin surgical gloves onto his hands, he stepped cl oser and began nol di ng

pl astic explosive into the fat man's anal cavity. And:

"I mght have expected it,' he said, finishing the job just as quickly as possible, 'that a fat,
ugly thing like you woul d have a hole like a horse's collar. You've done your fair share of tine
in the barrel, right? But this tinme -1 nmean this last tinme - it's alittle different, eh?

He showed the fat man a small brass cylinder the size of a pencil-slimtorch battery, w th copper
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wires protruding fromone end, said, 'Detonator,' and rammed it hone. And connecting the wires to
a mniature timer, he said, 'Wich gives you maybe, oh, fifty seconds? As of right ... now' And
he pressed a tiny button

Then, in no special hurry, he stepped to the neatly piled clothing, stooped and applied the flane
of his cigarette lighter. The pile caught with a snmall whoosh! and blue flanmes flickered on the
hi Il side.

And starting to count, 'Five, six, seven ...' Jake set off through the danp undergrowth, down the
uneven, wooded slope to where his car was parked on a rutted farmtrack

"Twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two ...' He | ooked back up the slope. Thirty or thirty-five yards
away, the fat white spider-thing vibrated in its web, [ooking |um nous in the darkness of the
wooded hillside. And Jake - who had fairly danced down the slope, his face fixed in a nad grin as
he counted off the seconds through clenched teeth - suddenly Jake felt nauseous.

But at a count of thirty-two he realized he was probably too close and couldn't afford to be sick
It had been his intention to stand there and shout back up the slope, rem nd that poor fat sod of
what he'd said that night: something about Natasha feeling the |ast big bang? And her guts going
into spasn? But there wasn't enough tine left - and naybe not enough hatred left - for any of that

now. O could it be sinply that he didn't want his car covered with ... wth whatever.

Feeling his gorge rising, but still counting, he started up the car and nosed off down the track
"Thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty ..." And when he was on the | evel, heading for the notorway, he
applied the brakes and | ooked back - felt obliged to | ook back - |ike the night when he had | ooked

wi t hout wanting to at sonething el se. Looked back because this was what he thought was needed to
burn that menory out of him
"Forty-six, forty-seven, forty-..
just alittle too slowy.

Jake saw the ball of fire leap up and out fromthe trees on the hillside, pictured in his nmnd s
eye a hideous rending, and then heard the bang. The only nercy was that the fat queer hinself
couldn't possibly have heard it, and there had been no tine at all for a spasm...

Then for a tinme Jake just sat there in his car, until the sweat began to turn cold on him But
damm it to hell, the horror and the hatred were already creeping back, sated for a while but by no
means done with. And Jake knew that they always woul d be there,

But that was as far as he got. Obviously he'd been counting
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until he tracked down the rest of those bastards and finished what they had started.

He gave hinsel f a shake, put the car back in gear and made for the notorway. But-

-sonet hi ng was obscuring his interior mrror, something that had got itself stuck to the rear

wi ndow.

Sonet hi ng round, that once was fat but now was flat, dripping scarlet fromits ripped rim And its

eyes hanging out, and its nouth still stuffed with its own underpants!

A face. But just a face!

Jesus God!

Jesus-

- God!"

Jake came "awake with a small cry and a nassive start, the sweat still dripping, and that mask of
a face still printed on the darkness, but fading as he realized it was only that awful nightmare

again, and that while the rest of it was all too horrifyingly real, the last part had never
happened except in the dream It always happened in the dream Every tine.

But then, while he sat there trenbling, his heart hamrering in his chest, utterly alone in the
dar kness of his cubicle, someone very close quite clearly said:

Ahhhhh! What stuff you are nade of, Jake! And what a host you woul d make! But together we'll nake
a very fine pair, you and I...

Jake recogni zed the voice at once - only this tinme he was awake, had been shocked awake - and the
know edge saw him funbling for his bedside light switch with rubbery fingers, as the danp short
hairs at the back of his neck stiffened into spikes.

But as the light cane on, so that evil, chuckling deadspeak voi ce was al ready recedi ng, was being
driven away. Because acting instinctively - alnpst without knowi ng he had done it, and certainly
wi t hout knowi ng how - Jake had erected nental shields against intruders, blocking themfromhis
m nd. For as well
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as Korath M ndsthrall, he had sensed soneone el se there, and possibly nmany soneones, listening to
hi s thoughts.

O was it all a bad dreanf? For now that they were gone, he couldn't even be sure that his

i ntruders had ever been there in the first place. And Jake flopped, panting, back onto his pillow,
wondering if perhaps it had only been a part of his dreamafter all. One of those dreans that
crashes the barrier of consciousness, however nonentarily, to cross over into the waking world.

He wondered about it, but was by no neans certain ..

While just a few feet away, trying desperately hard to keep still as a nouse, Liz Merrick
crouched shivering and shuddering on her bed, in the farthest corner of her cubicle, with a sheet
drawn up under her chin. She hung on tightly to that sheet, and even nore so to her thoughts (so
as to keep themto herself, but in any case as far away from Jake as possible), and tried to
forget what she had seen. But much |ike Jake hinself that night at Castellano's place, gripped by
sonme kind of norbid fascination, voyeurismof a sort, she'd found herself unable to | ook away'
until now.

Damm Ben Trask that he had ordered this surveillance! But it wasn't only Trask, for Liz, too, had
"had'" to know

Well, and now she knew. She had seen - she'd even 'experienced Jake's passion, his hatred, and
the resultant nightmare - and knew how far he would go in his vendetta, and just exactly what he
was capable of (literally anything), in his craving for justice. O for a kind of justice, at

| east.

But such justicel

On the other hand, perhaps that was why Harry had chosen him because an eye for an eye had al ways
been the Necroscope's nmotto. The eye, yes: that nost vital and vul nerable part of the body. An eye
for an eye. Wy, the thought itself was horrific! But now, as Liz was witness - and as it had been
brought forcefully hone to her - she realized that other parts of the body could be just as

vul nerabl e, and their use or m suse even nore horrific ..
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Jake hadn't thought he would sleep again, but after tossing and turning for an hour - and
|istening, though for what he wasn't quite sure - he did in fact sleep

And as he relaxed his shields - a natural, necessary relaxation born of mental fatigue, from
listening so intently for an unidentified sonething - so Korath Mndsthrall was alert and waiting
for him Jake felt the ex-vanpire's gradual insinuation like a slimy, creeping mst, or a danp
shroud settling over his mind. But at the sanme time he al so sensed sonething of urgency, a desire
to speak, to communicate with him And if for no other reason than his own curiosity, he allowed
it.

"I know you're there,' Jake said, as the other's hesitancy, his too-cautious approach began to
irritate him 'So why do you hold back? If you' ve got sonmething to say, get it said.’

For answer there cane a sensed 'sigh' of relief, and: But | thought that you would shut ne out,
send me away. | thought you would reject nme, Korath said.

"That didn't stop you the last tine/ Jake said. 'Wen you spoke to ne after ny nightmare? You
seermed to have enjoyed spying on ne, as if you approved of what you had seen, of what |'d done. O
per haps you got carried away and broke your silence in error, when | wasn't supposed to know you
were there?

/ was in fact... well., speaking to nyself, said the other, defensively. W night even say that
you eavesdropped on ne!

' Speaking to yoursel f?' Jake answered. 'Deadspeak? In which case you're as newto it as | am For
a thought is just as good as the spoken word, Korath, to such as you and I.

And to all of the teenming dead, said the other. Wich nakes you the odd nan out.

"But as for eavesdropping ...' Jake continued, 'it sonetines has its uses. Wiat was it you said?
That together we woul d nake a very fine pair? Wat exactly did you nean by that? That we're alike
in certain ways? No, | don't think so. O did you perhaps mean that you'd like to teamup with

me?'
But that is precisely what | neant! Korath answered, just a little

too eagerly. For after all, if you're intent on tracking down and destroying the treacherous
Mal i nari, who could possibly be of greater assistance than one who was as close to himas Korath
M ndst hral | P
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"So close that he killed you?' Jake's sarcasm dri pped.

Exactly! And | know what you are thinking: that the Necroscope Harry Keogh found it peculiar that
The M nd should nmurder his first lieutenant out of hand, as if it were nothing to him But it was
in fact... sonething.

'He had good reason? Is that what you' re sayi ng?

Wel |, he thought he had! said Korath. He was concerned that one day | would usurp him that |

m ght have the nmeans to usurp hin

"Yet when Harry questioned you, you said it was just Malinari's nature. You were there to be used,
and so he used you.'

And so it was his evil nature, which caused himto so use and abuse his right-hand nan, aye,
Korath answered. But in addition, there was this other thing. Sonething of his own making, which
given tinme he feared would turn on him And it mght yet.

'So why do you nention it to ne - this thing, whatever it is - when you withheld it fromHarry?
Because it was mnmy secret, said Korath. And even a dead man shoul d have sonet hing he can call his
own - something private? - which mght even be of value to the living, and with which he m ght
seek to bargai n? Ah, but Harry Keogh is one thing, while you are something el se entirely, Jake.
And it was never ny intention to keep anything secret fromyou. Not if you require it, and if it
shoul d prove ... useful to you?

' Sonet hi ng you have,' Jake nused, 'Wich night benefit ne, but not Harry ...' And in a while, when
Korath remained silent: 'So what's the difference? Wiy woul d you hel p ne and not hin?'

The difference? But isn't it obvious? The Necroscope Harry Keogh can

do nothing for ne. And even if he could he woul dn't - you have seen that

for yourself! He is obstinate: despite that |I never harned himand he never

knew ne, still he hates nme! But the greatest difference is this: that he is dead!
Whi | e you-

"Wiile I"'malive,' said Jake.

454

455

And you wal k anong the living. My only possible instrunment of revenge agai nst himwho put ne here,
and the others who have gone out into your world with him aye.

"And that's all you' d expect out of it? All you' d want for yourself?

All? But it is everything! said the other. Through you, | would live again - er, netaphorically,
of course. Through you, | would strike back frombeyond the grave - or in ny case fromthis dank
and dreary pipe, in the bowels of a strange place, in a foreign land far from Starside. What nore
could I, poor dead thing that | am ask of you? And. what nore could you give?

"What nore, indeed/ said Jake, who hadn't forgotten Harry Keogh's warning, that even dead vanpires
are dangerous. And:

Well, and perhaps there is ... something, said Korath.

"And now we get to it,' said Jake.

Hear me out! said the other. Is it too nmuch to ask that in return for ny gift to you, you shal
gi ve nme your conpani onship - albeit rarely, however infrequently - when little else intrudes upon
your tinme?

"A word-gane?' said Jake. 'Is that what this is? The devious nature of vanpires? For here |I find
mysel f bargaining - all caught up init, beginning to go with it - when as yet | don't even know
what's on offer!’

Then let me tell you! Korath was eager, barely able to contain hinself. But in the next nonent he
sl owed down, paused and said, And yet... how best to explain? Now listen

Do you remenber | told you, that in our |celands bani shnent when food was short and Malinari
thirsted, he supped on ne? But it was no nmere sip! He drank deeply, so deep indeed that | was
weakened ni gh unto death. Aye, that was how much ny nmaster took fromnme. But in taking, he also
gave!

Now, Malinari is special even anmong the Wanphyri. His bite is virulent; well, so are they all, but
his even nore so. Under nornal conditions a man is recruited, becones infected, in the space of a
single Starside night - or two or three days of your tinme - following which he is his naster's
thrall, in thrall to whichever Lord or Lady seduced his blood. But when Malinari bit deep it was a
matter of hours! He could turn a man in hours!

It was in his essence, his strong Wanphyri essence. And it was the sane with the naking.
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' The making?' This was a new one on Jake.

The maki ng of creatures, Korath explained. Mnsters! Wy, things waxed in The Mnd's vats of

met anor phosi s i n days rather than weeks and nonths! | have seen flyers Jlop fromtheir stone wonbs
in the space of a single day and a night- a Starside day and ni ght, you understand - and even an
ugly warrior wax newing in its vat, its arnoured scales hardening to chitinin little nore than
four sunups. So efficacious is Malinari's essence of netanorphism And all of his nmen and
creatures alike stanmped with sonething of The Mnd hinself, inmbued of his arts, nmade in their
master's |ikeness. Do you see?

"Imbued of his arts? Jake repeated the other's words, and tried to fathomhis neaning. 'Are you
saying you got Malinari's skills?

Sonet hi ng of them aye, said Korath. And, after a nonent's pause

And you will also recall the reason why nmy master found it so easy to talk to ne: because as you
have inherited the Necroscope Harry Keogh's mi nd~shields, so | had inherited ny bestial father's.
Malinari found little to fault in my thinking because | was able to keep himout. Which suited
both our purposes: The M nd' s because while by nature he's suspicious, still he needed a strong
first lieutenant; m ne because even the nost |oyal and obedient of thralls may on occasi on harbour
this or that small grievance agai nst his master

"Or, on occasion, a not-so-snmall grievance?' said Jake.

He sensed Korath's shrug. In nmy case, not so much a grievance as an anbition. That was it: |

har boured an ambition, and | ooked for an opportunity. For that tinme in the Icelands, Mlinari had

gone too far. Ch, he had glutted on nme ... but what he had given back - albeit involuntarily, for
in his hunger he was nmade carel ess - would soon be nuch stronger than what he took! From which
time forward | knew that | was different. |I felt the germof a leech growing in nme, but daren't
disclose it. | could not adnmit that soon | would be ... Vanmphyyyrrriii!

The pain - the terrible longing - of Korath's cry shocked Jake to his very soul. Like a shovel in
cold ashes, or chalk on a new bl ackboard, it grated on his nerve-endings, set his
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scalp tingling. And it brought hima new awareness, the certain know edge that what he was dealing
with here was far froma sinple, unconplicated creature. Dead it was, yes, but it hadn't by any
means accepted that fact; it resisted death with every fibre of its |Iong-since sloughed-away body,
and would cling to life - to any life, to his life - with that sane tenacity! And:

"I think ... | think it's tinme you were out of here!' Jake said, his voice shuddering as the
echoes of Korath's cry of anguish did a drumroll in his near-metaphysical mind. 'You or ne, but
one of us has to go.'

Aye, go if you will, said the other. But best that you go bravely to your death, Jake, not

whi nperi ng as you whi nper now. Go on, face Malinari the Mnd, for you may be sure it is himin the
nmount ai ns! Go against himwi th nothing but your puny human nuscles, nothing but your puling,
childlike mnd - which even | can enter, as stealthy as a thief in the night. Ch? On really? And

how do you think you'll fare against such as Malinari, eh? And. this woman who you keep in your
m nd, this Liz of whomyou sonetinmes dream- what, a nmentalist, you say? But how unfortunate! For
how wi Il she fare against such as hin? As for Vavara ... ah, but she has her ways with pretty

wonen, aye. Vavaaara! Ch, ha ha ha haaaaaaa!

Korat h' s deadspeak |augh reverberated into a throbbing silence, but Jake knew that he was there,
wai ting. And Korath knew that Jake was hooked. To a point, at |least. And he was right.

"How can you be sure that it's Malinari in the nmountains?' Jake said, inalittle while. 'Wat can
you know of that ?'

Ah, no! Too late! the other cried. / was the fair one and told you a secret. Now you woul d have
more. But what is nmy get out of all this?

"But you still haven't told nme what you want!' Jake answered. 'Not everything that you want. And
until you do, |I'mnot going to be signing any bl ank cheques, Korath.'

And because deadspeak conveys nore or other than is actually said, because it translates nuch as
tel epathy transl ates, Korath understood himwell enough

You are afraid that | would take advantage? But how may | take advantage? |'monly a dead thing
drowned in a pipe! Korath M ndsthral

is no nore except he acts through you. Ah, but Jake ... the acts we can acconplish, and the things
| have to offer!
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"Such as?'

Everything | know about Malinari, Vavara, Szwart.

"You've already told ne those things, both ne and the Necroscope, Harry Keogh.'

But can you renenber thenf? When you're awake? | think not. For | have crept into your waking mnd
too, Jake, and found it blank of all such know edge, of everything | told you. Now tell ne: who do
you suppose it was remi nded you of how Malinari cane by his name? Did you really think you were so
clever as to work it out all by yourself that the nanme Aristotle MIlan was a disguise, a

pseudonynf

"But it ... it was obvious,' said Jake, caught nonentarily off guard.

As it nust also be obvious that | was there with you! Korath pounced. El se how would | know it
ever happened? And when we flew together, you and |, in that aerial machine, that helicopter with

its twirling wings: did you once suspect that | was there with you? No, never, not for a nonent.
But | was ..

Jake was shaken, but he was al so Jake. 'So you're a sneaky bastard!' he said. 'Wat does that
prove - except | can't trust you?

It proves that | can help you - as | helped you with Malinari's nane. And then, grudgingly: Al so,
it proves that you are no slouch, no easy adversary, when it cones to word-ganes. Mre of the
Necroscope's inheritance, | should think

And Jake wondered, could Korath help hin? What harmcould it do to call on the vanmpire for advice
inatight spot? Surely it wouldn't be that much different fromcalling on Harry, whose hel p was
uncertai n anyway? And these thoughts, too - unguarded as they were - were deadspeak

Exactly! said Korath. And at all tinmes | would be on hand to ... to advise you, aye.

"Not at all tinmes!' said Jake, hearing warning bells. 'For when we started this conversation you
were happy with "rarely," or
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"infrequently," when little else was "intruding on ny tine". So how cone you now arrive at being
on hand "at all times? "

A figure of speech! Korath protested. / neant whenever you called for me, of course.

"And how would | do that? | nean, call for you?'

Why, by thinking of nme, of my situation down there in that cruel conduit, and by calling for nme by
name, Kor at h.

But the dead vanpire was getting ahead of hinself; believing that he was w nning Jake over, his
deep Voi ce' had becone seni-hypnotic, nore phlegny, glutinous and sly than ever. Jake gave hinself
a shake and 'woke up' to that fact.

"What, like rubbing a lanp to call out the genie? he said. 'And what happenes when |'ve had ny
three wi shes, eh?

He sensed the sad shake of an incorporeal head. Jake, Jake! Wre you always this ungrateful, this
m sgi vi ng?

"No,' Jake answered. 'Not msgiving, not yet. Just cautious. But let's get on. Wat else is on
offer? For after all, you did say "things," in the plural.’

So, said the other, esoteric know edge is not enough. It is too ethereal - too immundane -for a

cl od- hopper such as you. You woul d have somnethi ng nore physi cal

"No smal |l feat/ said Jake, feeling stung and retaliating, 'for soneone as far rempoved from

physi cal things as you are.'

Hurtful! said the other. Hah! And you accuse ne of taking advantage! But argunent gets us nowhere,
whi l e what |' m proposing woul d be of nmutual benefit. Very well, you ask what else is on offer

what other 'thing' | have in mnd. And that is exactly where it is: in my nmind. Now say, do you
renenber the Necroscope asking you about your nunerical skills?

"I n connection with the Mbius Continuunf? Yes,' said Jake.

50 then. And how are your nunbers, Jake?

"I"'mnot innunerate, if that's what you nean.'

Qdd, said the other, for I was. In ny world, Jake, nathematics went no further than the count of a
man's thralls or the beasts in his pens. Nunbers? | had no use for them nor have | even now,
though I may have shortly. But in

Starside, addition was a recruitingforay into Sunside. And division was what happened to the
spoi | s.
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"What are you getting at?

We conme to it, said Korath. Do you remenber those numbers that the Necroscope showed you before he
took his | eave of us? And do you know what they were?

"They were a fornula,' Jake answered. 'They were the nunbers that govern all space and tine,
Harry's gateway to the Mobius Conti nuum But do | renenber thenf

He t hought back on it:

That incredible wall of nunbers - like a conmputer screen run riot, evolving in the eye of his m nd
- its synmbols, calculi, and incredible equations marching and nutating until they achieved sone
sort of nunerical critical mass ... and forned a door. A Mdbi us door.

Renmenber it? He would never forget it! It was |like watching creation itself. But duplicate it?

No, you can't, said Korath. But | can! | can make it, but |I can't use it. Not w thout you. And you

can't make it without me. And there you have ny offer

"Tenpting, if it were true,' said Jake.

It is.

"But how? You said yourself that nunbers were practically unknown in your world.'

Just so. But didn't | also say that Malinari's essence is strong in nmy bl ood?

And now Jake understood. 'Hi s photographic nmenory? That's what you got fromhinl And it's why he
killed you, because one day you m ght know as nmuch as him'

Now you have it all, Korath said, and | await your answer. What's it to be? Can we work together
for Malinari's downfall?
"But there's sonething else.' Still Jake was cagey.

And Korath sighed his frustration. Wat now?
'The secret that Harry Keogh was searching for, or in your ow words "the crux of the matter",
whi ch is probably nore
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i mportant than all the rest put together. The Wanphyri - Mlinari and the others - have been here
for sone tine now, but it seens they' ve achieved very little. So |like the Necroscope before nme |I'm
aski ng you: what are they up to, Korath? What's their plan? You were one of theirs and so you nust
know. '

Ch, | do, | do. But as you have repeated the Necroscope's words, now | shall repeat mne. That is
for me to know, and for you and yours to discover

- through ne. It is ny only remmining bargaining point, the last trick up a poor dead thing's

sl eeve. And before | give you that, -we nust be far, far better acquainted, you and L That said, |
can tell you this: there isn't too nmuch tine left, and what they have started will run its course.
Unless it is stopped. Before you can stop it, however, you must know what it is.

Jake pondered that a while, then said, Til have to think it over. Al of it.'

But try not to take too long over it, said the other. Your world hangs by a thread, and the thread
i s unwi ndi ng.

Til keep that in mind,' said Jake. 'But for now | eave ne be. There's sonething | nmust do before
awake, or all this has been for nothing.'

50 be it, said the other wi thout further conment. And Jake sensed his departure |like a waft of
fresh air, the way the shadows crept back fromhis nind

Then, experinenting - nmaking sure that Korath was gone

- he attenpted to close his mnd to deadspeak and turned to tel epathy instead:

"Liz, if you are there, and | think you probably are, try to renenber this nane: Korath. If it's
possi bl e, you might even wite it down. But in any case renmenber it, and tonmorrow remind nme of it.
It could be very inportant.'

That done, Jake relaxed and let hinself drift free on the tides of his own subconsci ous m nd

And in alittle while he felt hinself buoyed up, taken by far | ess om nous dreans, the disjointed,
meani ngl ess flotsam of his waking hours ..

CHAPTER THI RTY

The Lul

Sunday was a busy yet paradoxically quiet time; work was being done, but in a kind of vacuum
chamber. Peopl e noved about with purpose within a oddly surreal atnosphere of near-silence. It
was, Jake thought, a sensation similar to being on an airplane during its descent, in the nonents
before your ears pressurize, when sounds are flat and distant and you feel as though you' ve
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suddenly gone deaf. In short, it was the lull before the storm when the hatches are battened
down, and Jake (who seened to be the only one with no hatches to batten) felt conpletely out of

it. Apart froman o-group he'd been scheduled to attend in the evening, he had nothing to do.
Which was as well, for he didn't think he would be able to concentrate on anythi ng nuch; there was
sonmething on his mnd, in the back of his head, desperately trying to push its way to the
forefront. It had to do with last night - sonmething lingering over fromhis dreans, perhaps? - but
apart fromthat he was at a | oss.

Jake remenbered his nightmare, of course. He always remenbered that. It was a recurrent thing (a
thing of consci ence, he supposed), that cane back to haunt him maybe two or three tines a nonth.

It had used to be far nore frequent, but tinme is nerciful and was doing its job. This thing in the
back of his mind, however, was other than that; he found hinself |istening for an unknown

sonmet hing, and at the same tine dreading it. So nuch
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so that he was shielding his mnd to shut things out, and doing it consciously, holding at bay

t hose whi spering voi ces of which he was becomi ng ever nore frequently aware... which night perhaps
expl ain sonmething of the eerie atnosphere: he was in fact isolating hinself. And also fromthe
I'iving.

It was a shuddersone thought, and deadspeak was a terrible thing. Jake found hinself wondering if
perhaps that was it: was it Harry he was listening for? Harry Keogh and the Great Majority? Was
his neurosis grow ng, spreading out of control? O was it sonething else, not fear at all but the
simpl e need for privacy? Some kind of persecution conplex, with Liz Merrick - his 'partner' -
taking on the role of the Inquisition, or of a spy at the very least. But in any case, she was
giving himthe cold shoul der this norning. Odd, because he also felt that there was sonething she
m ght want to tell him

Jake wandered about the safe house, through the Ops Room and other roons, trying to interest
hinself in sonething - in anything - that was going on around him and feeling nore and nore the
outsider ... at least until Lardis Lidesci joined himand Jake saw that he was in the sane boat.
Jake really felt for Lardis, because he was a genui ne outsider, not even of this world!/ On one
occasi on when they spoke to each other, the old nan told him

"Don't fret so! W're nmen of action, you and I. That's all it is. But we'll get to it, never
fear.' Unlike Jake, however, the O d Lidesci nade no conplaint. Instead he prow ed the safe house
in tandemwi th the younger nan, and kept his feelings to hinmself...

The 1 ong hours passed slowy; hours of tactical and |ogistical planning and correlation
concentrated poring over maps, and the maki ng of battle-plans in general. The techs were feeding
questions to the conmputers, and supplying Trask and his SAS Conmanders with the answers; apart
fromcatching the occasional break, they would probably still be working well into the el eventh
hour. Surface plans of Xanadu - together with schenmatics of

the resort's sub-surface labyrinth - littered tables in the central Ops Room Detail ed di agrans,
ordnance survey maps, and aerial photographs of Jethro Manchester's island in the Capricorn G oup
were scattered over the floor of a roomw th tightly drawn curtains.

Warrant Officer Class Two Joe Davis was on a radio in the Ops Room logging in the task force's
vehicles as they arrived in groups or as individuals across the nmountai ns and down onto the
coastal strip. They had kept radio silence until now, even now they voiced only their call-signs -
and then just the once, - received coded grid-references of their destinations, verified their
recei pt, and di sappeared again into the aether. Soon they would be arriving at the designated
operational locations, in which they would naintain low profiles and wait for orders. The big
articulated Ops Truck wouldn't be in until the dead of night or early norning. But everyone would
be, and nust be, in situ by nmidday tonorrow, Monday, the night of the full noon ..

By six in the evening Ben Trask was about ready to start pulling his hair out over his nmain
problemwi th Xanadu. It was the one thing he couldn't request help on from higher authority
(indeed, it was the one thing he daren't even nention to higher authority): how to evacuate the
"civilians' fromthe resort before attacking the place. For |an Goodly had forecast bl ood and

t hunder in Xanadu, and whether or not this was an accurate prediction or sone scene fromthe past
that the precog had sonehow wi t nessed, Trask wasn't about to risk having his operation

conprom sed, del ayed, or possibly even shut down by the objections and vacillations of jittery
political powers
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It was nerve-racking; for from Trask's own point of view, and while it had been one thing to
personal |y authorize, coordinate, and take part in a firefight in the badl ands of the G bson
Desert, setting fire to Xanadu woul d be sonething else entirely! And since he didn't have tine to
argue the toss with the powers that be, it
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meant that, should anything go wong tonorrow night, he would be the one to carry the can

Trask was desperately in need of a plan of evacuation, and it would have to be one that woul dn't
alert Nephran Malinari to E-Branch's or any other eneny's hand in things. But with little nore
than twenty-four hours to go, no such plan seened |ikely.

Then came the televised evening news report - of the first cases of Asiatic Plague showing up in
Bri sbane and half a dozen other Australian ports - and with it the germof an idea and a possible
reprieve. It was Liz Merrick who heard the report, formulated the idea, and brought it to Trask's

attention. At first he was doubtful; the notion seened too contrived, too Hollywdod ... but it was
the sort of idea that can grow on you. And as it grew on Trask, so he got to work on it.
For after all, it was all that he had to work on ...

Later, in the early hours of the night, when it was cooler and Liz went outdoors for a breath of
fresh air, Jake took the opportunity to corner her and have a word in private.

"You' ve been avoiding nme all day/ he said. 'Sort of peculiar behaviour for a partner, partner. O
is it wearing off?

Seat ed together on a bench, they were close but not touching. Liz gave hima wary | ook, and said.
"UmP Wearing of f?

"l thought we had sonething special going,' Jake said. 'Er, business-wise, that is. | nean
psychically if not physically."'

She smled (a little ruefully, he thought) and said, 'Perhaps physically, too, under different
circunstances. So don't underestimate yourself, Jake Cutter. But you're carrying a | ot of baggage
around with you, and the extra weight is taking too much of a toll on you. You haven't been the
nmost soci abl e type, you know? And even if you were, this isn't the best of tines.'

"Whi ch di sposes of physically,' he said. 'But there's still psychically to consider. | thought you
were interested in that side of me, too - or should that be "at least?"' Wth which he

felt her shy away fromhim as her expression became a |lot nmore serious. But then she gave a
shrug, and said:

"Qut in the desert, that first job of ours was like an initiation, a baptismby fire - for both of
us. As we were working together and it was part of our job, it seemed only fitting and sensible
that we devel op sonething of a rapport. But-'

"Which we did,'" he cut her off. 'So, is that finished now?

"-But,' Liz went on, 'for this thing tonorrow night we've been split up, and since we're not going
to be working together there seenmed little point in us, well, working together! |I mean, with this
twin operation about to go down, Xanadu and the Capricorn Goup island thing together, letting
anything else get in the way woul d have been too much of a distraction. So | haven't been trying
to avoid you, Jake. It's sinply that we've all been very busy.

"You have all been busy!' said Jake, nmoodily. And abruptly: 'I'mmnot... not having a good tine of
this.'

"OF this conversation?

"And of everything else,' he answered. Then shook his head and said, 'Christ! Do |I come off
soundi ng li ke a cry-baby?

And suddenly Liz found herself nmelting. It was the first time that Jake had shown any open wounds -
in his waking hours, anyway - and here she was pouring salt in themw th her deliberately

det ached, overly cool attitude! And so:

"What is the problem Jake?' she said.

Wth which he felt that oh-so-tender telepathic aura probing in his direction, and i nmedi ately

rai sed his shields.

She knew it, drew back fromhim said, 'Is that what it's about? But | can't help what | am Jake!
If soneone close to me is hurting, surely it's only natural that | should want to know why? And
anyway, isn't it a contradiction? You were the one who brought up our telepathic rapport, this
special "thing" that we have going! But you can't expect anyone to be close to you, concerned for
you on the one hand, while deliberately pushing themaway on the other. You're shielding yourself-
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and fromcontact with nme, Jake!’
He nodded, and said, 'And if contact -1 suppose we can cal
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it that for now, instead of spying - if contact gets to be a habit, what then? Look, Liz, |ast
night I had a bl oody awful nightmare, a piece of the extra |uggage you were tal king about, that's
the result of sonething I've done. It was an act of vengeance, but a very terrible act. You say
it's only natural you should want to know what's hurting, but please believe ne, you really don't
want to know about sonething like that!'

At which she scarcely managed to keep frombiting her Iip. For she already knew about that - al
about it. But before she could say anything and perhaps give herself away, Jake went on: 'l think
| thought, that maybe you were there with ne, that you had seen, and that was why you were

avoi di ng ne.

"No,"' Liz shook her head. 'l wasn't, | didn't, it isnt.’

And she thought: Dam you, Ben Trask! | knowit's your job, but this is killing ne! And at the
sane tine she knew how fortunate she was that it wasn't Trask hinself she was tal king to!

But even so (she tried to qualify her deceit), what she had told Jake was only a half-lie, or at
worst a white one. For the real reason she had been avoi di ng hi mwas because she knew that sooner
or later she nmust rem nd himof that nanme, Korath.

It would be the right and proper thing to do after all, for with all the enphasis that Jake had
placed on it, it might well be inportant to everyone. But now she had gone and conplicated
matters, making herself an even bigger liar. For as soon as she nentioned that name to Jake and he
remenbered it, he would know that she really had been there after all, sneaking in his nind, like
a thief!

Ri ght there and then she m ght have done it, blurted it out and accepted the consequences ..
except at that precise nonent Ben Trask appeared in the door to the house, calling, 'Liz? And is
that you, Jake? O group tine. Conme and get your orders.

Headi ng for the house, suddenly Liz found herself hating it all. But especially hating her weird
talent, her telepathy. And nore clearly than ever she understood why npst E-Branch espers thought
of their skills as curses. Again and again her condemnati on

of herself rang in her mnd, but she heard it as an accusation, as if

spoken by Jake:

"Sneaking in ny mind like a thief! - like a thief!- Iike a thief!" And she hated it, yes. For the
fact of the matter was that

Liz valued himfar too nmuch for that. And not only psychically,

either...

Then it was Monday.

By ni dday an observation post had been set up on the single approach road that angled up the
mountain to Xanadu. In a tree-shrouded lay-by, it |ooked |like a party of picknickers was enjoying
the view and the nountain air. A table had been set up, and a small barbecue stand sent up snoke
fromwhere it stood on the stunp of a tree. Cubes of neat sizzled on skewers, and a canera and si x-
pack of beer sat on the table. Two of the cans had been opened, one of which lay on its side. All
very 'casual .

Three nen in light sunmmer clothes ran the show. One of themwas sitting in the car with the

wi ndows rolled down, apparently listening to the radio. In fact he was using a radio, or would be
when it was required. Another soldier sat at the table, 'casually' watching the road where it zig-
zagged up into the wooded heights. He wore binoculars round his neck but only rarely used them
The third nmenber of the teamcarried a guitar. He perched on a stool in the shade of a pine, his
broad-brimed hat giving hima little extra cover as he strumed an i nadequate, mainly tunel ess
tune out of his instrunment, which was in fact capable of far nore serious nusic. He was the teanm s
"mnder,' and the sound-box of his guitar housed a deadly 9mm nachi ne- pi st ol

So far, the man in the car had registered their call-sign and reported their situation only once,
clearly and succinctly stating that they were "In situ ...’

Also at midday, Liz's Warrant Officer dass Two 'Red' Bygraves, and the tech Ji nmy Harvey, had
bought 'day visitor' tickets at Xanadu's gatehouse reception desk. By | p.m, having 'cased the
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joint' but oh-so-carefully, they were sunbathing on opposite sides of the nain pool. Both nen had
taken an arnful of local norning newspapers with them w th front-page spreads that dealt with the
i ncursion of Asiatic Plague; these had been left in strategic |ocations where they were bound to
be picked up and read. O course the resort had its own newsvending outlets; Trask's news-sheet
pl oy was intended as a supplenentary incentive once his evacuation schene got in gear

As for the schene: that was sinplicity itself.

At precisely 1:15 p.m Bygraves got up and strolled round to Harvey's side of the pool, stepping
careful ly around or over the nany tanned bodi es | ounging there. The two nen were 'total strangers/
of course. Jimy Harvey saw Bygraves comi ng, adjusted his dark glasses, and stretched his arnms up
above his head, letting the sun caress the pale underarm areas. And:

"Christ!' said Bygraves, going down on a knee beside him staring at the dark, purplish blotches
under Ji my' s ar mns.

"Eh?' Harvey sat up. 'Wat?

"Sir/ said Bygraves, 'would you mind if | examined those marks, that pustule?

" Marks? Pustul e?'

"Under your armns, sir. Because if they're what they look like...'

Harvey gl anced under his arm | ooked concerned. 'Is that something new?" he said. And, '\Wo are
you, anyway?

' Doctor Bygraves/ said the other, prodding beneath Harvey's left armwhere he obligingly lifted
it. And by now the people at the poolside were interested in what was going on

"A doctor? Harvey was starting to | ook worried.

" Specializing in conmuni cabl e Asiatic di seases/ Bygraves nodded. 'I'mup here for the day, before
reporting for duty in Brisbane. And while | don't want to frighten you, right nowit |ooks Iike
I"I'l have nmy work cut out!' He pushed Harvey's arm down by his side and asked: 'How | ong have you
been up here?

"Just a fortnight/ Harvey was on his feet now Tmtaking ny sumer break. So what the hell's

wr ong?'

But 'suddenly' Bygraves becane aware of the people gathering to watch the show. And he | eaned

cl oser to Harvey, bending down to whisper in the snaller nan's ear

"What ?' Harvey yel ped

"But haven't you heard the news, read the newspapers?' Bygraves |ooked astoni shed, and nore than
ever worried. 'You say you've been up here for two weeks? Then it's here. It has to be here! Have
you seen any rats? Have you noticed any other people with these marks? Jesus, it could be in the
water!'

"Pl ague?' The word burst loudly fromHarvey's nouth. 'Hey, did you say plague? But how in hell can
| have-?'

"Don't say it!' Bygraves cut himshort, glancing anxiously at the concerned faces all around.
"Listen, we have a serum It isn't that serious if you get it seen to early - but | do mean right
now All of the nedical facilities in this area have been supplied with the antidote.
Unfortunately | don't have any with nme, and this isn't a registered nedical centre. So | can't

gi ve you any shots that will help here in Xanadu, but-'

As he set off in a hurry, with Harvey in tow, back around the pool to his sunbed, a small, anxious
crowd began to follow on behind. Harvey caught up, grabbed his arm and said:

"But?' His jaw was beginning to flap. 'But what?

Bygraves picked up a briefcase, went to open it and 'accidentally' spilled sone of its contents:
panmphl ets describing the synptons of Asiatic Plague, a new strain of bubonic. They fluttered to
the crazy-paved pool surround and were quickly picked up by the gathering crowd.

And | ooki ng hopel ess, frustrated, Bygraves said, 'Look, | think we're probably too late to stop it
spreadi ng through this place, but you are already short on tine." Pulling on a pair of shorts over
his swimtrunks, he said. 'l have to get you out of this place now And as for the rest of you

peopl e/ he glanced at the milling, gawping faces all around. 'This thing will work its way through
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this place like wildfire! So pass the nessage: you should all get out, go home, report to your
hospitals, doctors, nedical facilities - and you should do it now' Then, to Harvey: 'My car's
this way.'
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"But ny clothes ...!"' Harvey, whose clothes were in fact in their vehicle, started to protest.
"It's your clothes or your life!' said Bygraves, pushing a way through the crowd.

Ten mnutes later they were out of there, and fifteen minutes after that the general exodus began
And Red Bygraves was right: the thing worked its way through Xanadu like wildfire ..

By that time Ben Trask and David Chung were at the observation point. They were on hand to greet
WO I | Bygraves and Ji my Harvey when they cane tearing down the road from Xanadu in a cloud of
dust and heat-shimer, pulled into the lay-by and braked to a halt behind the other car

"How did it go?" Trask was anxious; he sluiced sweat fromhis brow, glanced up and down the road.
Up there the nountains, and down bel ow the coastal plain reaching to the vastly curving horizon of
the South Pacific. Normally it would be a beautiful, exhilarating view, but Trask had no time for
that right now.

"Sone people were piling into their cars even as we pulled out of the place,' Jimy Harvey said,
keepi ng well down and out of sight inside the car. The dust was still settling. 'l think we nmade a
good job of it. Thank God for amateur dramatics, eh? Wuld you believe | once played Roneo?'
Trask | ooked down at himand couldn't help but smle. 'No, but I'd believe a munchkin!

'Eh?' Harvey grinaced as he pulled a blob of purplish cosmetic putty fromunder his left arm

' The Wzard of Oz,' Trask answered. 'Probably before your time. How about the place? How did it

| ook?'

'Like a resort.'

" Not hi ng odd about it?

"No.' The other shook his bald dome of a head. 'Unless you

consider all those well-heel ed people and all that tanned flesh odd. But ne? | felt like a right
whitey fromBlighty!'
Trask shook his head, chewed on his upper lip. "Wy is it |'mnot happy? he asked of no one in

particular. "Wy is it so quiet? | don't know ... but sonething doesn't feel right." And to Ji my:
"Time you got sone clothes on, and wear a hat. We're out of here as soon as people start to exit
the place, or we'll get snarled up in the traffic. That is, if people start to exit the place!’

The | ocator David Chung was at the side of the road. Lowering binoculars fromhis eyes, he called
out, 'Ben, here they cone! A whole stream of cars on the high zig-zag up there. Ten ninutes and
they'll be here.' He cane at a run across the lay-by's gravel surface.

WO || Bygraves had changed his T-shirt, put on a baseball cap and sungl asses. He slid out of the
driver's seat and Trask got in. Now Bygraves woul d take over as the commander of this sub-section
meking its nunbers up to four. And they'd be here until they were ordered on up to Xanadu. There
were sufficient armaments in their vehicle to start World Var 111

Trask spoke to Chung. 'Wat do you nmake of it?'

"He's up there, definitely,' said Chung. '"At this range | can't be m staken. M ndsnbg, and dense
But it's so steady - | mean, it registers |like steady breathing, you know? - that at a guess |I'd
say he's asleep. Which at this time of day shouldn't come as a surprise. But Ben, hear nme out: |
think there's nore snpbg than just his.

Vanpi res!' said Trask, enphasizing the plural. 'Lieutenants? Thralls? How nmany?

"Hm and nmaybe two others. | can't be sure. But they're weak, too weak to be lieutenants. Again
I'"'mguessing, but 1'd say they're raw recruits, thralls.'

Trask shook his head. 'It still feels wong. Too easy. | have this feeling he knows about us, that
this whole scenario is - | don't know - a lie?

Chung shrugged, but not negligently. 'That's your departnment, boss. | can't help you.
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Trask gave hinself a shake, tried to tell himself he was wong. And anyway, there was nothing he
could do about it now Tonight was their wi ndow of opportunity, and it had been 'foreseen' by |an
Goodly. So fromnow on it was all go, go, go.

"David,' Trask said. 'l won't be seeing you until | cone in with Chopper One, after dark. Take
care to stay tuned, old friend. And | ead these people right to their target, right?

"You've got it,' Chung answered, as the first car out of Xanadu sped in a cloud of dust past the
| ay- by and on down the often precipitous road.

"You'd better be on your way,' Chung nodded. 'Good | uck, Ben.

But then a strange thing. A car comng in the other direction, up the nountain road, pulled in
sharply onto the lay-by's gravel surface and skidded to a halt.
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The driver cursed out of his open wi ndow, said, 'Did you see that? If it wasn't for this |ay-by
I'd be over the fucking edge! |I mean, God damm it to ...!' He had been forced off the road by
someone trying to overtake the lead cars in the exodus from Xanadu. 'Wat the fuck is going on up
t here?'

Trask stared hard out of his own vehicle's window at the speaker - at his angul ar, sonmehow spidery
figure, that seemed cranmmed into the seat of his battered, blue-grey, Range Rover-styled vehicle -
and for a nonment knew a sensation of deja vu. The nman wore an open-necked shirt and a w de-bri nmed
hat, and the way he crouched over the steering wheel like that, he had to be pretty tall

Tall and spidery, and his vehicle was ...

Trask stared harder, and the tall thin nman stared back - but only for a nonent. Then his eyes went
wi de and the back of his vehicle fishtailed as he slanmed her in first, revved up, and sl ewed back
out onto the road. And:

"Damm!' Trask shouted, getting out of his car as the dust of the other's departure drifted back to
earth. 'Deja vu nothing! That car, and that man - they fit Liz Merrick's description of the

wat cher at the airport where we cane in!’

Even as the suspect car had fishtailed out onto the road, so the SAS type with the guitar had
yanked open the boot of the observation post's vehicle and haul ed out an evil -1 ooking piece of
artillery. Quickly assuming a firing stance behind a stunted pine, he rested the rifle's |ong
barrel on the gnarled stunp of a branch. And sweepi ng the steeply snaking road, he nade
adjustnments to the tel escopic sights. Then:

"M Trask,' he shouted. 'Up there where the road zig-zags. | can take himout as he rounds that

| ast bend. The range isn't too nmuch, maybe five hundred yards, and this weapon is lethally
accurate to fifteen hundred. That's to assune a stationary target, of course. But I'mqualified
with this gun and won't mnmiss. Once he's over that ridge, though, he's gone with the wind. You have
maybe thirty seconds to think it over.

Trask thought it over. He knew he was right - but what if he was wong? What if the spidery nan
was an i nnocent? But then again, why had he taken off like that? And the | ook on his face -
probably shock as he'd realized he was face to face with his master's eneny. In which case he'd be

on his way to make report to Malinari even now But if Trask was wong... how to bal ance one life
agai nst the security of a world?
The man with the sniperscope yelled, "He'll be coming into view any tine now'

And Trask thought: The die is cast. W' ve got Nephran Malinari trapped up there. He can't cone out
until sundown, and Lan Goodly has forecast shit and hellfirefor tonight, the night of the ful
nmoon. So what difference does this make one way or the other?

What was it that the precog was al ways saying - something about the future being as imutable as
the past? 'What will be has been,' and all that? Yes, that was it... but it was always coupl ed
with, '"There's no way of telling howit will be, that's all...

Trask started towards the marksnan's position, and in his mnd s eye he saw the knuckl e of the
man's finger turning white on the trigger. As if that were some kind of invocation, the marksman
called out, 'l have himin ny sights now, M Trask.'
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There was no tine left, and Trask skidded to a halt shouting, 'Do it! Take himout!' But:

"Skit!' said the other. His finger went slack on the trigger, and beads of sweat sprang into being
on his forehead. Letting his weapon slunp, he said, 'Cars out of Xanadu, a fucking convoy! They
were in nmy way, shielding him Odinary civilians. No way | was going to risk firing on them
Trask had been holding his breath. Now he let it out in a long 'Phew 3 and then said, 'Take it
easy. It isn't your fault, and it wasn't neant to be. The future can be like that.'

"What ?' said the other, relieved but frowning. 'Some kind of fatalisnP'

"Forget it,'" Trask told him 'But tonight, if you see that car or its driver in the resort, then
you can fire on themwith all you' ve got. And ditto should they try to come back down out of
there."'

Then it was tine for a final word with Bygraves and Chung, before the downhill traffic got too
heavy. Even now t he thunder of fleeing vehicles was becom ng deaf eni ng.

"It looks like our little schene is going to work,' Trask told Bygraves. 'Stay on it, and when the
traffic thins out flag down a car. See if you can get sone idea of how many people are still up
there. As for that fellow who slipped through our fingers a nonent ago: don't let it worry you.

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (204 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:14 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20| nvaders.txt

I"lIl do the worrying for all of us. And anyway, what can he tell Milinari other than what he's

al ready figured out for hinself- or will figure out just as soon as he pops up from his hidey-
hol e?’

Then he turned to Chung. 'David, stay tuned. If that m ndsnpbg gets active, starts noving about,

| et us know at once. But whether it does or doesn't, and unless sonething really drastic happens,
we' Il probably be going in as planned. Ckay?

After the WD Il and Chung had nodded their understandi ng, Trask got back into the car with Ji my
Harvey and drove to the side of the road. There he waited for a break in the streamof traffic,
gave a final wave and set off downhill.

The vast bul k of the exodus was still to cone ...

And in a Xanadu that would soon be enpty of entirely human life, there were just three and a half
hours of life-giving, or wa-1ife threatening, natural light left. Then the sun would di p westward,
the shadows of the mountain range woul d | engthen, and Xanadu's lights would blink on one by one,
hol di ng the darkness and the |long night to follow at bay.

O at least, that was how it would be under normal circunstances ..

It was some eighty mles back to the safe house. Along the way Ji my Harvey radi oed ahead to give
the peopl e back there their ETA. He al so passed a brief, coded message concerning Liz Merrick's
wat cher, and |ikew se passed on the |ocator David Chung's expert opinion that Lord Nephran
Mal i nari was indeed in Xanadu. At which the team at the safe house held a final o-group, then went
into action to ensure that everything would be fully operational and ready for Trask on his
return.

Radi o nessages went out. Wth the exception of the Xanadu observation post, the various SAS units
began converging on the flying club where Chopper Two had been checked over, refuelled, and was
warm ng up for the long flight to d adstone. The other machine stood idle for the monent; its
flight to Xanadu woul d be of much shorter duration. Meanwhile, in the harbour at d adstone, a
fully-fuelled coastguard vessel and pilot had gone on i medi ate standby. And every nman who forned
a part of the teamwas fully aware of the details of the job in hand ..

5:15 p.m in Xanadu, and for nore than three hours now private eye Garth Santeson had been trying
to get to see his enployer, Aristode MIlan. But Santeson wasn't the only enployee, and the two
wel |l -built young nen who saw to Mlan's privacy in daylight hours had been proving obstinate. For
three hours and then some Santeson had prowl ed the casino and watched it enptying of punters,

host esses, croupiers and their overseers, and finally and nost tellingly the tellers. For when the
peopl e who handl ed t he
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cash noved out, then you knew for sure that sonething was about to go down.

Hal f an hour ago, turned back yet again by Mlan's single-mnded mnders fromhis daytine sanctum
sanct orum Santeson had gone out fromthe al nost deserted Pleasure Dome into the resort proper. By
then the pools had been enpty and the last cars were straggling out through the departure gate.
The private investigator was no fool; he had |ong since found out what the alleged probl em was,
but he'd al so nmade the connection between that and what he'd bunped into on the nmountai n approach
road. And it was just too nuch of a coincidence. So how come Mlan - who had definitely been on
the alert for unfriendly visitors and suspicious activities for as |Iong as Santeson had been with
him - how come he wasn't up and about, checking things out for hinself?

O was he sinply unaware that there was a problem... ?

The trouble with Mlan's goons was that they had insufficient grey natter between themto realize
they should at | east be doing sonething, if it was only to let their dodgy enployer know what was
happeni ng here. This was Santeson's opinion, anyway, which seened borne out by the dunb,
unswervi ng obstinacy of the pair.

Normal |y he woul d have been able to contact M1l an by tel ephone; the photophobic, night-dwelling
boss of the resort would usually accept calls through the dark hours fromfour-thirty or five in
the evening until nine in the nmorning, but not tonight And when Santeson had tried to inpress
sonet hing of the urgency of an audience with MIlan upon his watchdogs - the fact that he nust see
him that his information was of the utnost inportance - it had seened to himthat they coul dn't
care less! He'd sinply been inforned of M Mlan's instructions: that he wasn't to be disturbed
under any circunmstance until 6:30 at the earliest And that had been that. But now, with the tine
approaching 6:00 p.m and the resort already dark, cooling under the swift onset of a Tropic of
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Capricorn night, Santeson was determ ned to have his way.
He had last tried to call Mlan just ten mnutes ago fromthe deserted booth at the nonorai
boardi ng stage close to the casino's

entrance ... but the phone had only buzzed annoyingly at him because by then there had been no
receptionist to transfer the call! And now Santeson was very angry, for as the m nutes had
stretched into hours his sense of urgency - the anxious frustration of knowing that while

sonet hing was definitely and dangerously out of kilter here, still there was nothing he could do

about it - had increased in commensurate degree.

Garth Santeson had his own ideas as to what was happeni ng or about to happen; it seenmed obvious to
himthat the long armof the |aw was reaching for MIlan, and his oh-so-shady enpl oyer was about to
get himself arrested (probably for skimmng casino profits); in which case Santeson's nonthly and
nmore t han adequate pay cheque woul d di sappear with him It therefore followed that the | onger he
kept the boss out of trouble, the better his chances of collecting his next cheque, due in a few
days' tinme. Wiich in turn neant he nust speak to M| an about the people he had seen on the
approach road, at least two of which he'd recognized fromthe party that had flow in a few days
ago in those paramlitary jet-copters.

Sant eson knew where Ml an was - his approxi mate |ocation, anyway - but couldn't get to him On any
ordinary night MIlan nmight be found in the casino for an hour or two, but much preferred the
privacy of his rooms in the solar-panelled bubble on top of the donme (which on rare occasions he
woul d al so use during daylight hours). Santeson had a special elevator key, given himby MIan

whi ch woul d take himto those topnost rooms when he was sumoned into the nman's presence. But
general ly, during the day, Aristotle MIlan stayed well out of sight, down in the subterranean
bowel s of the place. Santeson understood that his enployer had private apartnents down there, to
whi ch he wasn't and never had been privy. To his know edge, only MIlan's goons had ever got that

cl ose-

-Well, until tonight, anyway ...
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CHAPTER THI RTY- ONE

Bef ore The Storm
It was al nost as dark inside the casi no when Santeson re-entered the place. Sone electrica
failure, which had taken out nost of the lights, and no one left to fix it. But even if it was
bl ack as night in there he would know where to find M1l an's m nders.
Surroundi ng the Pleasure Done's central spindle, six elevators fornmed a hexagonal tube of gl ass
and stainless steel. Four of these serviced the casino's upper levels, excluding MIlan's bubbl e.
The fifth was for the use of casino personnel only and gave access to the basenent and the al nost
literally bonb-proof Fort Knox-like accountancy vaults. As for nunmber six: that was exclusive to
the persons of MIlan hinself, his ninders, and anyone el se who he m ght choose to entertain,
either in the bubble or in certain unknown regions in the belly of the place.
But associates? Visitors?
Huh! Dam few of those! Santeson thought as he approached the central area where, sure enough
Ml an's bouncers were waiting to intercept him Flanking an el evator door narked PRI VATE (the door
to Mlan's elevator, of course), they were seated in pink-marbled | eather arnthairs beside
sl ender, urn-shaped ashtrays. But as Santeson cane hurrying between the unlit rows of sullenly
silent slots, so the minders canme snoothly yet indolently to their feet, and stood side by side,
their arms folded on their chests, like a matching pair of eunuchs.

Their expressions renai ned bl ank, but the positions they had adopted said it all: they were

bl ocki ng the el evator doors.

Sant eson shook his head, wondering, What is it with these two? Apart from M|l an hinself, they were
the only ones who had keys to that subterranean | evel housing what Santeson supposed woul d be
sunpt uous apartnents. Hs key would only take himup, not down. But in any case he wasted no tine
in argunent; these zonbies always reacted precisely the sanme way no matter who it was who
approached these doors.

‘Il have to see M Mlan,' he told them 'And | have to see himnow So don't go fucking nme about,
because it's too inportant.' They |ooked at him then at each other, and back to Santeson. And he
| ooked at them

They could be twins, he thought, and changed his nmnd. No, it wasn't that they | ooked |ike
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brothers but that they had |ike | ooks. The way they stood there - smartly outfitted, well-built
six-footers in their md- to late-twenties, with sallow conpl exions that |ooked sort of grey in
this indoor dusk - they could alnost be tailor's dumm es, notionless yet sonehow t hreatening. Only
their eyes nmoved, and their eyes ... were weird!

Sant eson was sure he'd never noticed it before, but now he saw a kind of yellow sh, alnost fera
lum nosity in those eyes. It nust be the Iight, or lack of it, and he was further gal vani zed by
that thought.

"Look,' he said, '"all shit could break | oose any tinme now, and M M1l an has got to be told about
it. Now, | don't want to see himon my own ... hey, boys, if you' re that concerned over security,
you can escort ne! | mean, you'll have to go with ne anyway, 'cos | don't know where he is or how
to get there. But you do. And believe ne, if you don't take ne to himright now, tonorrow you
could be out of work ...

And then, losing it alittle when their expressions didn't change: 'Er, helloP' he said. 'I nean,
am | getting through to you, or would you like me to draw sonme pictures? Maybe your on-sw tches
are off or sonmething, or | don't know the secret
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code that could lead us to a basis for sone kind of nutual, kindergarten understandi ng!

But in fact he had never had anything of an 'understanding’ with them not with these two. The
rest of the Pleasure Done's workers were regular fol ks, but these two ... everyone avoi ded them
li ke the plague. Hah, even an Asiatic plague! Santeson thought.

It was a funny thing, because when they had cone here | ooking for jobs a couple of nobnths ago,
they had seened |ike regul ar people, too. But now they never strayed far fromthe el evators, and
M1lan woul dn't go anywhere wi thout them But cone to think of it, he never went anywhere nuch
anyway! And there was the sane kind of |ook about him too. So nmaybe they were blood relatives,
but Santeson didn't think so.

Finally one of them spoke. 'M Santeson/ he said. 'W've already told you three or four tinmes - M
M1lan won't see you. He isn't seeing anybody. He's expecting a busy night and wants to get sone
rest. If we take you to him it won't be you he'll get nad with - we'll be in trouble. So why
don't you take sonme good advice, and ...' Pausing in md-sentence, he gave a snall but viol ent
start, and a facial tic began jerking the flesh at the corner of his nmouth. Then his face took on
an odd attitude of |istening.

Fromthe first word out of the minder's nouth, the spidery Santeson had backed of f a pace ..

mai nly fromhis breath! The man had the worst case of crotch- or arnpit-nmouth that the private
detective had ever cone across. His breath was so vile it literally stank |like a cesspit, or maybe
i ke a slaughterhouse? And now this. He stood there as if he'd been struck dunb, with his head
turned a little on one side and his strange eyes rapidly blinking. But what was bothering hinf
What was he listening to?

It lasted for maybe twelve to fifteen seconds, until suddenly he gave his head a shake and
straightened up. And smiling in a twitchy, nervous sort of way, he said, "M Mlan will see you
now. We're to take you to him' Hi s eyes had stopped blinking.

Ear phone! Santeson thought. Direct communication with the boss. This guy is wired, definitely, and

in nore ways than one! But at least it gets the job done.

The ot her minder thunbed the button and the el evator doors opened. Santeson got in and the goons

foll owed on. Then the one with the earphone used his key, and the glass cage descended - down past

the basenment level, then to a sub-basenent |evel (the last stop narked on the internal indicator)
where to Santeson's surprise the elevator didn't stop! Not until the next sub-level, which

wasn't even registered on the indicator. And Santeson had to admire the brilliance of it, for

anyone who wasn't wise to the systemwouldn't even know that this nethernost |evel existed.

The elevator had |ights, but as the doors hissed open Santeson saw that the corridor outside

didn't. Well, it did, but so | owkey, so subdued, he might easily be in sone ultra-|owclass Hong
Kong br ot hel
"This way,' said one of the minders ... and sonething else that had been niggling at Santeson at

once crystallized. It was their voices. Voices that runbled out of them they coughed, or grow ed,
their words. They fired them at you; speech cane bursting fromthem literally inpacting on you,
or at least that was how it felt. Up in the casino, in some kind of decent light, the effect was
| essened - | essend by the light, maybe, the accustoned surroundi ngs - but down here in the near-
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dar kness ..

It was |ike these peopl e bel onged down here in the dark. Alnpbst as if they were made for it.
The mi nders | ed the way. Santeson couldn't conplain about that; it was oddly reassuring to have
these two in front of himand not behind. But he'd only taken a few paces when he stunbl ed. And
now that his eyes were grow ng accustoned to the gl oom he saw why, and al so why the place had
rem nded himof a brothel. It was the |ighting.
The corridor was lit by a string of small red light bulbs, well spaced-out on a cable that was
hooked up to a low ceiling. But
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the ceiling was of stone, likewi se the walls and the floor. Natural stone, hewn stone. And this
wasn't a corridor at all - except in the nost prinmitive sense of the word - but a tunnel. A tunne
carved fromthe bedrock, and the floor was ridged and uneven

O

So? Santeson asked hinself. Wiat did you expect down here? You go far enough down and there's
rock, for Christ's sake! And as he stunbled a second tine:
"Mnd the floor/ one of the minders grunted, half-turning to glance back at him
Only half-turning, but Santeson got a glinpse of his eyes. And he saw that they burned Iike
sul phur in the dark! He began to panic, and inmediately got a grip on hinmself. It had to be a
chemical reaction, sone kind of gas down here. For all he knew, his eyes night be burning yell ow,
tool O perhaps - again perhaps - it was the lights. Like those fluorescent lights in the disco,
that nade his false front teeth gl ow
"How f-far is it?" he heard hinself say. A stupid question, stupidly put. How long is a piece of
string? But for no reason at all that he could give nane too, Santeson's nerve was going, and all
of the smart talk lay dead in him And in front, one of Mlan's mnders chuckled Iike a file on
broken gl ass, and answer ed:
‘"Not very f-far at all!’
The wal | s had wi dened out, disappeared into gloom the ceiling was higher, and the |ight
correspondi ngly di nmer. Ahead of Santeson, the broad backs of the minders were tw n black
sil houettes, moving unerringly, relentlessly through the darkness and | eading himon like ..

Li ke what ?
For suddenly, out of nowhere, there was this picture in his mnd of a lanb with a noose round its
neck, and in his nostrils a waft of slaughterhouse breath that stung |like a slap. And as he tried
to shut these scenes and sensations out, still he wondered: How do these people see in the dark?
" Now be very careful how you go,' one of them said, and his voice echoed in what was obviously a
| arge space, but one that

was filled with a powerful nusk and a strange rustling. And his coll eague advi sed:

"Step where we step.'’

'l can't see a f-fucking thing!' Santeson husked, his voice a whisper in the darkness.

Abruptly, the m nders paused, so that he al nmbst bunped into them they | ooked at each ot her
questioningly, then turned as a man to Santeson. And: 'Wuld you like to?" One of them coughed a
query.

'Eh?' Santeson stood there trenbling. 'L-like t-to?

"Woul d you like to see a f-fucking Thing?' said the nminder, tilting his head in inquiry, his face
gaping into such a grin as Santeson just couldn't believe.

"Lights," said his partner, nmoving swiftly - with a flowing notion - away into the darkness.
"Canera,' said the one with the yawni ng cavern nouth, giving Santeson a small push in a certain
direction. And:

"Action!' cane the other's gurgling answer from sone short distance away.

Sant eson' s bal ance was shot anyway. Weak as a baby, stumbling away fromthe one who had pushed
him he flailed his arms, fought to stay on his feet. But then he stepped on something - sonething
that withed or slithered underfoot - and at the same tine was nmonmentarily blinded as several neon
tubes in the ceiling buzzed into life.

After that... nadness!

Sant eson no | onger believed any of this. It had to be dazzle fromthe sudden glare, or his

i magi nation, or anything. But it couldn't be real. Wat lapped at his feet ... that couldn't be
real. And what hunped in one corner of the cave, tossing and heaving ... that wouldn't interface
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with reality at all-

-Until it |ooked at himand said, 'H h-help neeeee!' And then he knew it was real

As his eyes rolled up and he flopped, so the minders were there beside him taking himunder the
arns, bearing his weight
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as easily as if he were a child. Tall, thin and spidery as Santeson was, his knees scraped al ong
the stony floor as they bore himup and away, out of the cave of the seething Thing, to

Mal i nari ...

Three hours earlier

Crouching | ow under the circular shinmrer of the jet-copter's fan, and calling Jake's name, Liz
Merrick was buffeted by a blistering whirlw nd of heat where she ran across the helipad to where
Chopper Two was mneking ready to take off. Jake shouldn't have been able to hear her over the high-
pi tched whining of the engine and vanes, but he 'heard' her anyway.

Sliding a gunner's door hal fway open, he clung to a strap, |eaned out and down, and took the
fluttering envel ope that she passed up to him And with a last long |l ook into her eyes, seeing the
pain in them he felt the slight trenor that warned of inmnent take-off and closed the door to
the nmerest crack. The chopper lifted off, rose up and turned once, slowy, through a hundred and
ei ghty degrees.

Li z came back into view She'd noved into a safe position at the edge of the helipad and was
waving up at him He opened the door a fraction nore, waved back. But then, as the chopper gained
altitude, keeled on its side a little and headed north, she was lost to sight.

Jake closed the door and took his seat beside Lardis Lidesci. And thinking hard - thinking about
Li z, and thinking at her - he said:

Take care of yourself, Liz. You be sure to take very good care of yourself.

You too, she told him quite clearly. And also: / ... I'"'msorry, Jake

It was in Jake's nmind to ask her what about, but since he believed he already knew, there wasn't
much point in it. Mreover, he knewthat it wasn't her fault, that she really didn't have anything
to be sorry about. It was the job that kept comi ng between them - Ben Trask and E-Branch - and E-
Branch woul d al ways cone first.

But a picture of Liz stayed in his mind - her night-black hair, cut in that boyish bob; her
intelligent, sea-green eyes; her curves, of course, and her snile like a ray of bright Iight -
standi ng there at the edge of the helipad, waving, and gradually dwi ndling into the di stance. And
despite that it was all in his mnd s eye, Jake knew that in fact she was still there, watching
the jet-copter right out of sight.

He had put the envelope in his pocket. Now, as the runble of the chopper's jets took over and he
felt forward acceleration, he took it out to read what Liz had witten on the single |eaf of paper
that was fol ded inside. But as he unfolded it:

"From Liz?" Lardis grunted

"M nd your own business,' Jake answered.

"She thinks a | ot of you.

"That cuts both ways,' said Jake. 'Can you read our |anguage?

'Sone,' said Lardis. "Wen it's printed. But handwiting? Not a chance. It |ooks |ike spider shit
to nel’

'CGood!"' said Jake. And despite the A d Lidesci's sideways squint, he read what was witten:
Jake-1t's a bit late, but you asked ne to rem nd you of a nanme - the name was KORATH. You may not
remenber it, but if you do you'll probably think I'"ma treacherous bitch. If so, well, there's not
much that | can do about it. But it seened to ne you thought this was pretty inmportant. And since
we don't know what's coming, it could be a question of now or never, nmy one chance to put things
strai ght -

-Or to ness themup conpletely. | care for you nore than you know, and a | ot nore than

ci rcunmst ances have |l et nme show

Pl ease take care. Liz.
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Jake read it through again. Korath? The name rang a bell, but it was a far and al nbost forgotten

cl amour. Sonet hing he'd dreanmed? Well, that was what she was tal ki ng about, obviously: the fact
that she'd been snoopi ng on himagain, when he slept. But so what? It was her job and he woul d
simply have to learn to accept it - and Liz would have to learn to accept whatever she found in
there, in his subconscious mnd, like it or not.

H s recurrent nightmare? Well that would explain yesterday's cool ness, certainly. But Korath ... ?
Agai n Jake heard the ringing of that distant bell - perhaps a warning bell? And this tine nore
insistently - and he frowned as he tried to recall whatever it neant back into the focus of his
menory. WAs it sonething that he'd dreaned?

Jake had read a few things about dreans, and he knew that to many others they were of special
significance. To him however, dreans had usually been trivial, easily forgotten things, the scurf
or sloughed-off skin of nore fully fleshed-out ideas and concepts from his waki ng hours. And he
wonder ed: How often does a nan retain detailed nenories of what he dreans, and for how | ong?

Ni ght mares were one thing (for they left lasting inpressions, if only through the enotion of

fear), but common or garden dreans? And again he thought: Korath? But this tinme it was a very

del i berate thought, and unguarded.

And it was deadspeak

I medi ately there was sonmeone - or sonme Thing - there in his nmind. Shadows sprang into being, and
It cane with them

You cal l ed! said a glutinous voice that was both surprised and pl eased, causing Jake to start. And
you renenbered. But how nmuch have you renenbered? It's all there, Jake, just waiting to cone back
to you. But |I feel your sense of shock - the way you recoil fromnme - and | wonder, do you really
renenber? What is it, Jake? Wiy did you call out to ne?

"What in the name of...!?" said Jake, and at once, instinctively, brought nental barriers crashing
down to shut whatever it was - this thing, this Gher, this Korath - out of his mnd

The other fled or was bani shed at once, and Jake heard him

go: his frustrated cry of rage, denial, as he disappeared into the deadspeak aet her

No, Jake, no! Don't send ne away! You'll know soon enough how rmuch you need me. And you nust

al ways renenber: | have the nunbers! | have the nunbers, Jake, and | know the waaayyy!

Then he was gone ..

"Eh?' said Lardis, staring hard at Jake, at a face turned pale and gaunt. 'Eh, what? Is there
sonet hi ng? You gave a start just then. You said sonething. And the way you look ..."' But:

" Shhh!' Jake shook his head, concentrated, and renenbered! Remenbered it all, but npst of all that
he'd al nost nade a deal with a vanpire. And he renenbered sonething else: Harry Keogh's warning,
that even a dead vanpire is a dangerous thing that you should never, ever, let into your nind
"You | ook peculiar,' said the A d Lidesci

Jake | ooked at him swallowed hard, and slowy got a grip of hinself. "It was ... it was nothing,'
he said. 'Nothing that | want to tal k about now, anyway. Later, maybe - to Liz and Ben Trask -
when toni ght's business is over.'

And between tines ... he dug out a ballpoint and began to nake shaky notes on Liz's scrap of
paper .

For while he still hadn't quite come to ternms with everything that was happening to him and
whether or not this |atest manifestation was sonme ki nd of daydream nental quirk, evidence of a
dual personality, or whatever, still Jake knew that it was sonething he nmust renmenber in detail
sonething that he really couldn't afford to forget..

Chopper Two disenbarked its task force in 3 adstone and refuelled. Earlier that day, three SAS nen
had nade the long drive up to G adstone to check that all was in order with the coastguard vessel
Now the two units met up for a final briefing.

The attack on the island would be two-pronged. Along with WO I I Joe Davis and four NCOs, Jake and
Lardi s Lidesci would be airborne; four nore NCOs would be in the boat.

489

Zero Hour - the tine schedul ed for the launch of sinultaneous attacks on both the Capricorn G oup
island and the nountain resort of Xanadu - had been set for 6:30 p.m The weat her was good and the
sea flat calm and with just ninety mnutes to go to Zero Hour, the boat cast off.

And an hour later, with the light failing as the sun sank down behind the Geat Dividing Range,
Chopper Two got airborne again ...

At the sane tine, at the Brisbane flying club, Chopper One was warming up ready to go. Ben Trask
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and the SAS Mpjor, joint operational comanders, were in a hangar using a radio in one of the
vehi cl es. The precog |l an Goodly, Liz Merrick, and the rest of the SAS men were trooping out to the
jet-copter, their conmbat suits fluttering in the bluster of disturbed night air that stank of hot
exhaust funes.

At 6:15 Trask transmitted: 'Callsigns One, Two, and Three, signals - over?

And the answers came back: 'One, okay - over,' (the locator David Chung's voice, fromthe Xanadu
approach road).

" Two, okay - over,' (Joe Davis's voice from Chopper Two).

'Three, okay - over,' (the senior NCO on the boat).

"Sitreps/ said Trask

And three identical answers came back one after the other: 'On schedule, and all systens are go.

" Synchroni zi ng wat ches,' said Trask, then waited a second. 'Set your watches to 6:17. | say again
figures sixer, one, seven. Counting down, | now have - three, two, one, zero - 6:17 precisely.
Good hunting, and good |uck. Over?

"Roger that, and out,' (fromthe sane three sources). And:

"Let's go,' said Trask. He and the Major ran out under the gleani ng vanes of the jet-copter and
boarded her. Mnents |ater she took off and headed south for Xanadu ..

I n Chopper One Trask had just mnutes left to talk to Liz,

|l an Goodly, and the Major. 'I'mconcerned/ he said. 'There's sonething wong and I don't know what
it is. It's a feeling that - | don't know - that everything we've done or we're trying to do is
sonmehow mi sgui ded, as if we're on the wong track, or we've been nisled, or there's sonething

we' ve overl ooked.'

"That sounds |ike your talent at work, Ben,' said the precog. And then he sighed. 'Well, |I'mglad
that someone's talent is working!'

"And you?' Trask | ooked at him ' Nothing?

"Just trouble,' Goodly sighed again. 'Just problens, frustration, confusion. But as you know, |

can't force it; it comes when it conmes. But in your case ... is it anything specific?

"No," Trask shook his head. 'So it seens we're in the sane boat - or airplane!l It's a.feeling,
that's all. | had it today up at the observation post on the mountain road. When | | ooked up the
road, toward Xanadu ... it was all so quiet, so normal. Perhaps too quiet, too nornal.

"Alie?

"More like | was deceiving nyself,' said Trask. 'This is a covert operation, but it didn't fee
Iike one. Especially after that incident with Liz's watcher.' He glanced at her - a guilty | ook
she thought - and said, 'l should have paid nore attention to you.'

"But | wasn't that sure nyself,' Liz said. 'And anyway, |'mthe new kid on the block; | could have
been wrong.'

"That's what | nean/ said Trask. 'We all have our talents, and I should have listened to yours. If
we had turned back and | had seen that fellow, | would have known at once. But we didn't, and
didn"t. | blanme nyself.'

At which the Major, looking nore than a little concerned, cane in with: 'Mss, gentlenen, | have
sonme difficulty following you - these skills of yours, you understand - but are you saying the
operation is in jeopardy?

Trask shook his head, then changed his mnd and said: 'Any operation concerning these creatures is
hazardous. But we have to go in, no matter what. It's all set up, and we mightn't get
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a better chance. But with our weapons, and providing everyone renmenbers the drills, | can't see
what can go wrong.'

Li z gl anced at her watch. 'Five minutes/ she said. And as at a signal the intercom began buzzing.
The pilot was on the earphones saying: 'Message from Callsign One. The m ndsnog has been "awake"
but nmore or less static for sone tine. Nowit's on the nove, but only locally. Callsign One is
also nobile. His ETAthe target area is five mnutes.'

Trask answered, 'Tell himroger that. W'll see himthere, and not to forget his nose-plugs."'
Then, turning to the bulk of the helicopter party, 'And you nustn't forget yours.'

They hadn't forgotten. Aerosol sprays were hissing; a fine garlic mst filled the air, settling on
everyone's clothing; it was alnost a pleasure to insert filter plugs like fat cigarette tips deep
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into their nostrils ...

In Xanadu, froma position some two hundred feet up the al nbst sheer rock wall of the
nmount ai nsi de, Lord Malinari of the Wanphyri | ooked down on the sprawl i ng dark cobweb of the
deserted resort, and at the single road that wound its serpentine route up the steep nountain
contours to Xanadu's gates.

Malinari's vantage point was a roughly-hewn 'room carved fromthe solid rock at the head of a
natural chi mey. Wen Xanadu was being built, it had been Jethro Manchester's intention to create
a special entertainment here. There was to have been a ski-lift or cable-car fromthe gardens up
to this point, and a series of aquachutes back down to the pools. The chimey had been fitted with
a spiralling service- and/or energency-staircase behind a facade constructed to match the fl anking
cliffs, so disguising the chimmey's vertical fault, and work had comenced on this roomor |anding
stage. At which point technical difficulties had caused the project to be abandoned.

Now t he chi mey was Lord Malinari's bolthole from Xanadu. Fromthis wi ndow he would fly out on the
ni ght

wi nd, and glide down to a place in which he had | ong since secreted a cache of clothing, noney and
other necessaries to speed himon his way to his next venture. But not before he ensured that the
chase ended here, and that this E-Branch had suffered such |osses as to finish it forever, or at

|l east slow it down until his, Vavara's, and Szwart's greater schene was brought into play ..
Mal i nari | ooked down on Xanadu and sniled a hideous smle. If only he could be down there to see
the mayhem But that way he might find hinmself caught up in all of the destruction, and that was
out of the question. As for Xanadu itself:

Oh, he night benpan a very little the waste of this place ... but not for very long. For the world
was a wi der place far, and his plans of conquest of far greater scope.

A shanme that his 'garden' with its special 'crop' nust be discovered - especially nowthat it had
been nourished so recently. O then again, perhaps it would not be found; for it was after al

hi dden away, in the subterranean darkness that suited it so very well. In which case it would lie
there, all unattended and dormant for now, only to flourish later in its own good tine. For what
Mal i nari had seeded woul d not die unless it were put down, deliberately and utterly destroyed. Ah,
the tenacity of the Geat Vanpire, and of his works!

As for the last of Malinari's human watchdogs: the spiderlike, gangling Garth Santeson was by now
no nore. He had served his purpose the nonent he warned of E-Branch's arrival here, an intrusion
that Malinari had been expecting ever since his |lieutenant Bruce Trennier died the true death sone
few days ago far in the western desert, and of which he'd had warning apart from and since
Trennier's denmise, not alone fromGarth Santeson

A warning, aye, and delivered by a seenming idiot! But even an idiot may have his uses. Malinari
had certainly found a good use for that one ..

But poor Trennier, the manner of his passing. Malinari renmenbered it well, those |last few nonents
of the man's
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mserable life: the faithful servant crying his agonies, and Malinari the Mnd, the master
feeling sonething of those agonies even here, in Xanadu

The/ire! That awesone, all-consunming, withering fire that nelted even netanorphic flesh, expl oded
bone, liquefied sinew, and reduced all to ashes! It had lasted a while - the pain, too, Trennier's
pain - until Mlinari had been obliged to shut it out of his mind. But through the jet of
blistering heat that stripped Trennier's flesh fromhis body and finally blinded and destroyed
him Malinari had recogni zed sone of the faces of his lieutenant's tornmentors. The face of Ben
Trask, renenbered fromthe nmind of Zek Foener, and that of |an Goodly, yet another man of weird
talents ...

But if only Malinari had had | onger with the Foener woman. There had been so nuch nore that he

nmi ght have | earned (such as the nature of their skills, these men of esoteric talents), and so

very much nore that he would have enjoyed ... of that beautiful woman hersel f, perhaps, and not
only her mnd.

Wll, too late for that now - too late fromthe noment he hurled her down that shaft into oblivion
- but at least he had fathonmed sonething of the dangers of this world. Especially the greatest
danger of all, which was E-Branch

And now they had found him... as he had known they woul d, against which inevitability he'd | ong
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si nce taken ingenious and even marvel | ous precautions.

On a board bolted to the wall close to Malinari's 'wi ndow (which was sinply a large hole in the
moul ded concrete facade), a master switch stood in the 'off position beside a series of snaller
el ectrical switches set in a roughly oblong array. The array was a precise match for Xanadu
itself, its concentric pattern of switches duplicating the cobweb design of the resort in the

gl oom of the nountain saddl e.

Now, waiting there in his secret bolthole, Malinari threw the master switch. There was a | ow,
answering hum of power, but nothing nore. And his slender fingers were inpatient where they
fluttered over the smaller switches - those el ectrical nessengers

of instantaneous death - as he gloatingly rehearsed a certain sequence:

"First the outer chalets, to close themin. Then the inner structures, to catch them where they
run. And when finally they think they have ne "trapped” in ny night-dark done ...' H s hand
trenbled with pent anticipation over the central switch

"A pl easure done, aye. But for ny pleasure, not theirs!'

He | aughed a coughing | augh, long and low ... then paused abruptly. Down there, comng into view
al ong the approach road toward Xanadu's gates: a vehicle. The night was dark now - but night and
darkness were Malinari's greatest allies - and that vehicle with its | owered, carefully probing
lights; the coiled-spring tension in its vengeful passengers!

Mal i nari sensed it, their human bl oodl ust - or what passed for bloodlust in nen - and | aughed
agai n. Bl oodl ust? Why, Nephran Mlinari had pissed thicker blood than coursed through the veins of
whel ps such as these!

And with his telepathic probes concentrating on the vehicle, he felt what its occupants felt:
Fear, of the Great Unknown that was Malinari. Ch, he recognized and relished it! Primal fear of
the night and what the night mght bring, its roots burrowing Iike worns in every human fi bre,
revenant of cavern-dwelling ancestors. Fear in the face of an alien threat, the nmenace of the

bl ood- beast !

But tenpering the fear, holding it at bay, there was also a wall of grimdeterm nation. And

bol stering that blind deternination, the sure know edge of vastly superiorfirepower.

Oh, really ... ?

And again Malinari |aughed, but a second later hissed and grimaced, and cl asped his handsonely
alien head in wildly trenbling hands. It was the pain - those lightning-flashes of terrible pain
whi ch ever acconpani ed any excessive use of his nmentalism- the pain that cane from searchi ng out
or listening to the thoughts of so many others, and of suffering the tunult of their massed
enotions, their thronging dreans and fancies. For weirdly nutated minds were gathering here
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now, and the greater their talents the nore piercing the pain in his head.

Cursing vividly, in the tongue of Starside, Malinari swiftly withdrew his probes. And as the pain
receded, so he relaxed a little and gave vent once nore to strained, broken |aughter.

But strained? And broken?

He had thought often enough about that before - even Malinari - finding cause to wonder: The

| aughter of a madnman? Well, perhaps it was at that, though he preferred to think of hinself as
merely ... eccentric? And anyway, what of it? Wien a man is unique, surely he has a right to such
smal | idiosyncrasies ..

Drawi ng hi m back from his nusing, the fading pounding in Malinari's tenples was suddenly matched
by a stuttering in the sky: the nechanical throbbing of jets, as their power diverted to whirling,
fanli ke vanes. And though nonentarily startled - sufficiently so that he lifted his crinson gaze
to the dragonfly shape that blurred the stars - still he felt no real concern or threat. Hs plans
were laid, and every eventuality had been anticipated. Even this one.

Down in the gardens, in front of the casino, that was the nost obvious of the few places where the
jet-copter could land. But it was also one of the many places that Malinari had mined. And:

Hah! So be it! he thought. Now |l et this ganme conmence.

The car at the gate issued a single man; equi pped with a heavy, deadly autonatic weapon, he
crouched low and ran to the snall, open-fronted chal et that housed reception. A rearguard, of
course; al so a guard agai nst anyone trying to escape. These guileless fools! No one would be
trying to 'escape' from Xanadu - well, except for these ridicul ous invaders thensel ves! As for
Malinari quitting the place ... but that was the plan! And in any case, what would it serve to
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stay? Wien this was all over, there would be nothing left to stay for
And now the flying machine was settling towards the garden, its searchlight beamnms flickering over
the dark casino, the chalets,

the pools. And suddenly the car's lights were blazing bright, lighting the way as it sped to its
rendezvous.

Its rendezvous with certain death ... but not just yet.

First et Trask and these E-Branch people taste sonething of what they had brought down on

t hensel ves when, of their own free will, they had chosen to pursue Nephran Mlinari.

Lord Malinari, aye, of the Vanmphyyrrriiii!

The coastguard vessel made snoke where she lolled port-side on to the narrow strip of sandy beach
that fronted Jethro Manchester's island. Apparently crippled, she rocked this way and that in the
gentl e wavel ets of the night surf. On her starboard side, hidden by the cabin, an SAS man ai nmed
his flame-thrower at the sky and fired short-lived bursts of flame above the cabin's roof. As
viewed fromthe island, it would seemfor certain that the ruddily Iit boat was on fire; even as
her keel bit into the sand, so a signal flare nade a starburst high in the sky.

Also in the sky, but not so very high now - indeed, wheeling in | ow over the ocean's horizon -
Chopper Two's pilot saw the starburst and told his crew

"W're over the island. | can see the boat "burning" down there, and the lights of the villa in
the trees. So this is it. Junp to it as soon as we touch down. 1'I|l be airborne and waiting for
you when you get done. You can whistle ne down. | nean, you know how to whistle, don't you? Good
| uck, guys!’

Dark figures were running up the beach as the chopper canme down, and a faint waft of garlic
tainted the night air
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CHAPTER THI RTY- TWO

The St orm ng

Situated one hundred and sixty yards from where the coastguard vessel had beached, and set well
back fromthe high-water mark behind massively thick, fortress-like rock walls in four acres of

| andscaped rockeries and gardens watered froma snall desalination unit, Jethro Manchester's two-
storey villa was a |uxurious, custombuilt dwelling.

Standi ng central on a jutting pronmontory, the house was of tinmber and natural stone, nmainly
fossilized coral. It had been built frominported teak and dynamited rubble froma channel bl asted
through to a rocky inlet on the other side of the pronontory. In style it was part spraw i ng Roman
villa, part Austrian chalet. Manchester's yacht - by his standards a 'nodest' thirty-five footer -
was noored in a roofed-over lock in the artificial channel, mdway between the villa and the sea
These features were visible fromthe air, where at five hundred feet Chopper Two's pilot stood his
machi ne off like a hawk and viewed themthrough its eyes, sensitive night-vision scanners. Every
few seconds he would flip a switch to convert his screen to infrared and thermal imaging. Al of
the men on the ground were wearing headsets; the pilot was able to talk to themindividually or as
a group.

Al'l subterfuge had been thrown to the wind now, the airborne party was safely down, and the boat
had | anded its

crew wit hout hindrance. Now the task force would deploy into a semcircle to isolate the
pronontory, and nove in on the house. If the target group had seen the boat's 'fire' or energency
flare - or if they had heard the chopper's | ow, prow er-npde throb and came out of the house to
see what was happeni ng or perhaps to take defensive action - then the nen on the ground woul d be
able to answer the threat w thout fear of firing on each other.

Wth his nmachine on autopilot, the pilot's attention was rapt on his viewers. For now, in addition
to the central, gently fluctuating orange gl ow of the house, the dark-green terrain of his screen
was |it by smaller blobs of human heat.

He saw two figures, fast-noving and crouching |l ow, about to |eave the narrow strip of beach and
enter an area of |andscaped rocks and foliage east of the villa. They were heading for one of the
regul ar breaks in the wall. And the pilot knew that the four-man boat party had split into two two-
man teans. This was one of them they would be equi pped with their usual weapons, and one of them
woul d be carrying a flame-thrower.

But as the pilot scanned ahead of them suddenly, as if from nowhere, he picked up two nore
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figures. They were in the shrubbery or under cover of the trees, but they were nmaking a | ot of
heat! The withing, blob-like shapes on the screen nerged, drew apart, nelted together again ... a
repetitious, oddly sexual -1o0king activity. The nmen fromthe boat were heading directly towards it
and at sone speed, and the pilot was alnost too |ate to advise them

'Boat party east of the house. There's sone fucking thing directly ahead of you!' He couldn't know
it but he was absolutely right.

On the ground, the NCGCs spied sudden, apparently startled novenent. It was dark, but not that

dark, and the al nost |um nous tangle of flesh on a blanket under the bower-1like branches of a
tall, flowering shrub was unm stakabl e: the naked figures of a couple naking love. O they had
been but now sprang apart.
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"What the... P The man sat upright, and the girl tried to cover herself and gave a small, warbling
cry. The scene was so authentic and natural, and the couple seenmed so vulnerable, it was the SAS
men who were taken by surprise.

"Bloody hell ... |I' said one of them his jaw falling open. And his conpanion actually turned
aside the barrel of his weapon a little, deflecting it fromthe pair and easing his finger off the
trigger. Surprise, yes - nonentary disorientati on and confusion - the only advantage a vanpire
coul d ever ask for or require. And:

"Ch, thank God!' cried the girl, as she threw herself forward and sprawl ed at the feet of one of
the soldiers. '"Help ne! Please help ne!l He was raping ne!' Alie, which of course fell naturally
fromher I|ips.

But at the sane tinme the naked man's arm swept up, to aimand fire a short-barrell ed, conpressed-
air speargun. The spearhead was a trident with four-inch tines; all three of themtook the off-
guard soldier in his throat. And gurgling, claw ng one-handed at the short spear in his crimson-
spurting neck, he fell over backward and |l et |oose a burst of automatic fire uselessly into the
sky.

The ot her soldier had reached down al nbst instinctively to lift the girl to her feet. But even in
the act of gathering her up he saw his col |l eague shot, and sinultaneously the feral yellowfire in
the naked man's eyes as he flowed sinuously upright and drew back his armto use the speargun as a
cl ub.

No further rem nder was necessary. The soldier cursed and put the naked girl aside, then opened up
with a burst of explosive shells that lifted the vanpire fromhis feet, ripped into himin md-
air, and threw himbackward into the shrub. There he hung in a tangle of crushed foliage, unti
branches snapped and he fell to the ground. And as he sat there - groping anong his own intestines
and new i ng his undead agony - so the gibbering NCO cursed again and put a single shell right

bet ween hi s eyes.

The contents of the vanpire's head went every which way as the shrub col |l apsed on him

Meanwhi | e the downed man had stopped withing and tugging at the spear in his throat; he lay dead
still, dead of shock or from choking on his own bl ood.

And the girl had disappeared into the night..

Fl eei ng, sobbing, gasping for air - with her sliced feet leaving a trail of blood on the often
jagged stones - Julie Lennox sonehow nanaged to avoid the second pair of nen fromthe coastguard
vessel, and cane across Jake and Lardis instead. Wth her night eyes, the eyes of a vanpire, she
saw them before they saw her: an old nman and his younger colleague, in the garden, keeping | ow and
maki ng their way silently toward the house. And she renenbered sone advice that she'd been given
"When they cone, and they will come,' (Martin Trennier had told Jethro Manchester and his snal

fam |y group just an hour or so ago), 'there won't be any mercy. They'll cone to kill you. And
while you mght not believe it now, you won't want themto! For you have a Great Vampire's bl ood
inyou, and inits owm way it is alive, too. It wants to live, and it won't let you commt suicide
- which neans that you can't sinply give yourselves up to these nmen. Ergo, you'll fight. And the
nore of themthat you kill, the longer you'll stay alive.'

Wth which he had ranmed a handful of shells deep into the nagazine of an ugly punp-action

shot gun, and jerked once on its heavy wooden stock to armit, before continuing:

"Now, while |I know that sonme of you are still fighting the good fight, the fact is we can grow
strong on our enemes - on the blood of our enemes - and the stronger we grow, the better our
chances of survival. So that's it, now you know what to do. | have nothing nore to say, except
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that | for one intend to survive. So go on, get busy. Prepare yourselves with whatever grit or
cunni ng your vanpire bl ood has bestowed, arm yourselves wi th whatever weapons you can find, and
wait. It's just as sinple as that.'
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But in fact it wasn't sinple at all. Sinple, perhaps, for Martin Trennier, one of the first taken
by Aristotle Mlan and utterly in thrall to him but not for Julie; not now that Al an Manchester
Jethro's son, was dead. Julie and Alan ... how they had | oved each other, and how desperately hard

they had fought to cling to their humanity. But all in vain

Alan had turned first, and now he was dead and gone, taken from her, and these nercil ess invaders
were responsible - weren't they? Deep in her heart, she knew they weren't; and yet, as nonent by
monent Trennier's words nade nore sense, so the vanmpire essence in Julie's system worked on her
turning her, too.

Trennier had done it to her, done it to themall: a sinple bite was all it took - and tinme. For
Trennier was barely a lieutenant hinself, and a weak one at that. Made by M1 an, he had been given
a mni mum of essence, and so he'd been a thrall for long and long. But as the evil had grown in
him so he'd taken on stature, guile, strength. And thus he'd become Mlan's |ieutenant, to watch
over the Manchesters on their island retreat. O as it was now, their prison

When they had known their end was near, Julie and Alan had come out into the night, into the
garden, to nake love just one last tine. They hadn't reckoned on being found so quickly, that was
all. Not in their own secret place, in the garden, on their prison island. Their prison, yes ...

i ndeed, their death cell.

O perhaps not. For as the blood is the life, so there was plenty of hot blood in these two men.
And wi t hout warning, suddenly Julie caught herself licking her lips in anticipation. At which she
knew that it was too late for her, and that it always had been. But strangely - and as swiftly as
that - she no |l onger cared, for she was now awake! As for what had awakened her

Perhaps it had been the sight and salty snell of Alan Manchester's blood, or that of the soldier
whom he' d shot with his speargun, or both. Wich-, or what-ever, it had acted on Julie as a

catal yst, and now the 'good fight' was over. She was

what she was and woul d do what she nust do. She noved like a waith towards the two nmen, got
behi nd them where they crept carefully forward, making for the villa's lights.
She got closer and closer to them her hands raised, with nails |ike poisonous claws - indeed,
they were poisonous claws - poised and ready to strike ..

But in that sane nonent Julie found herself betrayed, and by three things:
One, the full noon, energing frombehind fleeting clouds, to sweep a silver swath over the sea and
the land. Two, by the sharp stutter of automatic gunfire, sounding froma short distance to the
west. And three, by a watchful, dragonfly spy-in-the-sky, hovering on high as it sent an urgent
message to Julie's woul d-be victins:
"Central team Why are there three of you? Do you have a tail? Fading in and out, the pilot's
words were hard to read.
Lardis didn't understand the nessage, but Jake, startled by the gunfire and the near-distant cries
that acconpanied it, turned and saw...

A girl? A distraught, naked girl?
For seeing himbeginning his turn, Julie had drawn back, shrunk down into herself, begun to sob
and scream '| was in the house,' she sobbed, trying to cover herself as if ashaned of her
nakedness. ' They kept me prisoner there. But when they heard your helicopter they stopped watching
me, and I ... and ... 1... oh!’
She feigned a swoon, and Jake - forgetting all that he'd seen, all that he'd been told - put up
hi s weapon and stepped forward.
She clung to himfor a nonent, this beautiful girl, who was naked and frightened and so pale in
the flooding light of the moon ... so pale and so cold. This girl whose grip on his conbat suit
was |ike iron, and whose nose was suddenly winkling suspiciously as she snelled garlic, and whose
eyes were a reflective yellow, sul phurous in the night!
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Julie held the front of his jacket bunched in one hand, drew back the other hand until Jake saw
its nails, sharpened and bevelled to gouges that would cut bloody channels in his face as easily
as a routing nmachine! And her awful smle: the way her lips curled back from gleam ng teeth.

Jake tried to bring his nmachine-pistol to bear, to centre its nmuzzle on Julie's body. But she was
faster; she knocked it away, out of his grasp. And now her 'snmile' was a fixed, nightmarish
grimace - but whether of horror or of pleasure in her own terrible strength, Jake couldn't say.
Nor coul d he do anything about it.

But Lardis coul d.

An 'old man,' Lardis Lidesci had been ignored and al nost forgotten by the girl. A mistake, for he
was an old man with a difference. He was the A d Lidesci, and not nearly as naive as Jake. Not in
the ways of vanpires.

Jake saw that slender, incredibly strong hand lift up before his face, tried to draw back fromit
and couldn't. He saw the fingers crook, could alnost feel their rake, and knew that he was going
to feel it. But then, in a noment, the | ook on her face changed. And she sighed.

She sighed, then snmiled again, but a real smle now. And a dribble of blood spilled fromthe
corner of her nmouth. Her hand straightened out - reached out to touch his face - but just a touch
al nost a caress. Then her grip relaxed, her eyes rolled up, and she toppled away from him

Lardis Lidesci stood ten feet away, but his nachete stood nuch closer than that; it stood up from
the girl's back, where it had split her spinal colum.

"CGet your gun,' Lardis grow ed, and Jake began to breathe again after what had seened |ike an hour
of holding his breath. 'Get your gun and put it in her mouth ... and finish it.'

Jake was numb; his hands were nunb as he took up his machine-pistol. "But...' he started to say.
"But nothing!' Lardis snarled. '"Do it, and be sure to turn your face away.'

Just before Jake did it, Julie stopped her fitful, agonized withing, saw the weapon's mnuzzle
approachi ng her face, said sonething that Jake couldn't hear, just a breath of air. But he was
sure that her lips fornmed the words, 'Thank you ...’

By then there was plenty of shouting and shooting, the hissing of flame-throwers, great gouts of
fire and colums of snoke, all of it towards the centre of the pronmontory, at the villa itself.
And full noon or none, it would have made no difference; bright orange and yellow fl ames were

| eapi ng, and all the shadows cast back in Jethro Manchester's gardens and rockeri es.

Lardis and Jake were the last to get there, but two of the SAS nen woul d never get there. Close to
the house, itself burning, they canme across WO. |l Joe Davis and one of his nen. The NCO had a
flanme-thrower and was watching the house. Davis was on one knee, |ooking at a pair of crunpled
figures. H's hands kept reaching, and drawi ng back w thout touching. And his hands were trenbling.
"Get up fromthere,' said Lardis. 'Back away. Let me see.’

Davi s | ooked up at Lardis through moist eyes; he was hol ding on, but only just, to woul d-be
runaway enotions. Hi s Adamis apple rose and fell, rose and fell, as he fought not to betray
hinself. 'Ad nman,' he said, his voice on the point of breaking. 'l trained this man, this boy. He
was one of mine. But | didn't train himfor this.'

Lardis pulled himaway, nuttering, 'Wat could anyone have taught hinf? There is no training for
this kind of thing, except on the field of battle. The trouble with that is we only [earn when we
| ose."’

He | ooked at the mess on the ground. Part of it, the body of a mature wonan in a once-white dress,
was a nound of raw red flesh. Riddled with bullets - some of which had expl oded - she had been
torn apart fromwthin. Her face wasn't there, and her | ower body seened to have burst outwards.
Lyi ng under her where she'd fallen, a young soldier in conbat clothing stared
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blindly up into the sky. H's brains had been split by a bright shining cleaver that was stil
buried in his skull

But even as Lardis | ooked, the wonan's arns tw tched where they clasped her victim and one foot
shuddered and vibrated in a shoe with a broken heel. Jerkily, spastically, her chest rose and
fell, as bubbles forned in the liquid red mask of her face.

"Did you touch ... any of this?" Lardis |ooked up at Davis. The other shook his head. Then Lardis
stood up, stood back, and turned to the nan with the flanme-thrower. 'Burn it,' he said.

The man | ooked at his | eader, who in turn | ooked at Lardis alnost pleadingly. And Lardis said,
"Their blood is mixed. Your man's corpse is contani nated. Take no chances. Burn it all...’

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (217 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:14 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20| nvaders.txt

As they nmoved away fromthe heat and the stench, Davis got hold of his enotions and said, Tve got
men on both sides, in front and at the back of the house. No one's getting out of there. As far as

I know that woman was only our second kill. My kill. God help ne, | did that to her!’
"No/ Lardis shook his grisly head. 'Don't ask your god for hel p. She needed hel p, and you gave it
to her. Also, it was the third kill. W've done one, too. A girl, back there in the garden. So

you're not the only one who's feeling sick.'

And Jake said, 'Who was the other?

"When | killed ... that one,' Davis answered, with a gl ance over his shoulder, 'there was a scream
fromthe house. A man in a gable w ndow, he ranted and raved at us, tore his hair |ike a madnan.
Can't say | blame him | think the woman nust have been his wife. One of ny lads fired a grenade

inthere with him and it blew the gable to hell. Woever he was, |'mguessing he went with it.
But if he didn't he'll burn anyway. Look.'

They | ooked back, and by then the front of the villa was an inferno. '"It'Il be the sane at the
back,' said the Warrant Officer. 'They have orders to raze it.

"But that still leaves three to go,' said Jake.

"Two/ a voice called out, as a man cane stunbling fromthe

shadows. He was very pale, and he was carrying his own weapons, someone else's, and a fl ane-
thrower. 'l got a young guy - | blew the fucker's head off! - but not before he got Bill Powers.
My old mate's dead! ... But there was a girl, too. She got away.' 'No/ Jake shook his head. ' She
didn't.' And: 'Two to go/ said Lardis. 'But where are they?' Right on cue, their radio headsets
came alive in a crackle of static like frying bacon. And: 'Shit, shit, shit!' a frantic voice
called. 'Can't anyone fucking hear me?

And Davis said, 'Hawkeye, this is Road Runner. Where've you been?'

"Where've / been?' the pilot at once came back, his relief plainly audible, despite that his voice

kept fading in and out. 'I've been sitting up here listening to you! The radio's on the blink. I'm
recei ving but having difficulty sending. Now listen, |I've also had problens with the thernal
i mging... the heat fromthat bonfire down there. | sorted that, but now there are |ife-signs at

the boat, two of them If they're not your people, they have to be the ones you're |ooking for/
"Show us the way to the yacht/ Davis snapped, now fully in conmand again. 'But if it gets away
fromus and nmakes a run for the sea, take it out. Bonb the bastard right out of the water!' 'Roger
that/ and the signal faded to nothing- -But in another nmoment searchlight beans | anced down from
on high, pierced the night and converged, swung west and traced a path along the channel to the
sea ...

In Xanadu, fifteen mnutes earlier

Mal i nari had been tenpted fromthe nmonment Chopper One descended into the garden. The way it
hovered, nmere feet above the ground, with its pontoons occasionally touching down, while its task-
force contingent rapidly disenbarked, regrouped into pairs and fanned out toward the casino: al

it would have taken was a little pressure - literally the flip of a switch - and Malinari's worst
enenmies in this world woul d have been gone forever. O
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nost of them Only the group fromthe vehicle would be left alive, to be dealt with at his

conveni ence.

The way his fingers had caressed the array of switches - alnost lovingly, certainly lustfully - it
had been a nmonent of great tenptation, yes. But no, it would have been too easy, and this Trask
and his men woul d have | earned nothing of terror, or the merest nonment of terror, perhaps, before
oblivion. And that just wasn't good enough

Mal i nari wanted themto understand sonething of his superiority, wanted themto know they were
trapped, even as they had thought to trap him Then, if there were survivors of his hol ocaust, and
when the flying machine returned to pick themup ... tinme enough then for the grand coup de grace,
the final stroke of genius.

And nmeanwhi |l e, things had progressed nore or |ess as planned, and Malinari enployed his nentalism
(but as little as possible) to stay in touch with events as they unfurl ed.

For his telepathy wasn't without its own problens. Indeed, it was a two-edged sword. For one
thing, it brought pain: listening to the thoughts of others was painful. And for another - and
nmost inmportantly - Lord Malinari hinself, his location in the face of the nountain, mght be
detected and jeopardized if he were to give full rein to his nmentalism For he had | earned
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sonet hi ng (not enough by any neans, but something) of the esoteric talents of Trask and this E-
Branch fromthe Foener wonan before he'd killed her in the sunp of that watercourse. And he had
found out a lot nore since then, mainly by trial and error

But it had been ngreat error to open his mnd and accept Bruce Trennier's agoni zed comunication -
his final comunication - when these people had tracked himdown to the G bson Desert. For, even
as Malinari had felt the heat of his lieutenant's funeral pyre, so he'd known a different kind of
heat: that of discovery, when a probe reached out from hal fway around the world to seek hi mout,
zeroing in on himlike a Starside bat searching for a juicy moth, or a Sunside hawk stooping to
its prey.

A mind had touched his, and left its fingerprint, its signature there, so that he would know it
again. And in this last few days he had cone to knowit only too well. Now it was here in Xanadu,
but if he studied it too closely, and if it were to lock on to his |ocation-

-That flying machine, that jet-copter, was equi pped with armanents that could cut through the
false facade of this hollow chimey like a battle gauntlet through the ribs of a di sobedi ent
thrall! But it all added to the excitenent, the thrill of the gane, what little it afforded him
their weird talents, and their puny human m nds, against The M nd hinself...

So, this seeker, bloodhound, |ocator, or whatever he was, was one problem- and his talent was one
that Nephran Malinari understood readily enough, for he had used just such skills in Sunside four
hundred years ago to seek out the Szgany in their hiding places - but the locator's wild tal ent
wasn't the only one that this E-Branch commanded, and it wasn't the only problem Zek Foener's

nm nd had been full of such things.

A man who could see the future, for exanple (though obviously he couldn't see it too clearly, else
he woul d never have conme here to die), and Trask hinmself, to whoma lie was like a slap in the
face ... there would be no deceiving that one! And as for nentalists: no | ack of those. Wll, that
|l ast wasn't so rare; even the Szgany had sonething of that in them It was in their blood, a

| egacy of their centuries under Wanphyri dom nation. But these E-Branch people weren't Szgany. No,
they were adepts, much as Malinari was an adept, but |acking the advantage of his severa
refinements? And of course w thout the ultimte advantage of bei ng Wanphyri!

Take Zek hersel f, for instance. What? A wonan who coul d reach out her thoughts across the whole
world with such crystal clarity as to be able to speak to a man |ike Trask - not hinself a
mentali st - and nmake himto understand? Oh, he was a | oved one, and so there had probably been an
el ement of rapport in it, such as is found in twins. But still and all, that was a tal ent!
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O it had been ..

Adepts, rivals, enemes, and bl oodhound trackers who would never let go. All the nbre reason why
they must go, and tonight. But it would have been so useful to know nore about them first. Such
people as this precog, and this locator, and Ben Trask hinself... and this girl.

The girl, yes ..

She wasn't an adept, not yet; she hadn't attained Zek Foener's |level of achievenent. But to

anot her telepathic mnd (for instance, Malinari's mnd) she was like a small flame guttering in
the psychic aether, and he had sensed her there fromthe nonent these people arrived in Brisbane
But at such close proximty - because she was close now, and inexperienced - he m ght perhaps
intrude for brief periods without fear of her detecting his presence. O course, that would | eave
hi mopen to the locator. But only introduce some small diversion into the ganme, and that woul d
take care of that. Men, even talented nen, when they are concerned for their own skins, have
little time for casting about with their mnds. Except that they | ook for boltholes, of course.
Very well then, a diversion. For, in any case, the gane was noving far too slowy.

From hi s high vantage point, Malinari |ooked down on Xanadu and the Pl easure Done casino (dark in
the night but clearly visible in every detail to him and chose a switch on his array. Down there,
his enemi es had deployed into first-phase positions. There were nen held in reserve, four of them
evenly spaced out at the rear of the |eisure area of gardens and pools that surrounded the casino.
These four woul d believe they'd 'secured’ or 'nade safe' their strategic positions behind | ow
walls just forward of the innernbst circle of chalets. Equipped with superior, heat-seeking, inmage-
enhanci ng weapons, they would consider thenselves 'ideally situated' to engage an eneny in flight
fromthe central area

And so they would be - if not for the fact that two of the four locations were mnined.
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Malinari's hand |ingered over the chosen switch, while his scarlet night-vision eyes swept over,
scanned, and conmitted to nenory the second phase of the eneny's depl oynent.

In the last few minutes a |large vehicle - an articulated truck marked with the synbols of a well-
known beer manufacturer - had clinbed the access road, entered through Xanadu's gates, turned
about, and hissed to a halt in the otherwise enpty parking lot. A party of four heavily arned men
had i ssued fromthe rear of the truck and were hurrying forward into the resort in the direction
of the Pl easure Dore.

Inwards - at the inner edge of the gardens toward the casino - five NCOs fromthe helicopter
fanned out to surround the huge rotunda of the central donme itself. The nen fromthe truck were
now replacing the four in their rearguard positions behind the ow walls, which allowed themin
their turn to nove forward and reinforce the assault force around the done's perineter.

Now, or when they were so ordered, three of these Special Forces nmen would go in through the

Pl easure Done's nain doors; the rest of them dispersed around the perineter, would create

i ndi vidual points of entry. The casino's curving fatade of interlocking concrete panels, glass,
and reinforced plastic would scarcely suffice to stop them Malinari was sure. It was, after all
a Pleasure Donme, not a fortress!

So much for the fighting men. And Malinari presumed correctly that their commander would be with
Trask's E-Branch party where they were now gathered in a group behind the snmaller vehicle on the
maei n espl anade sone seventy or eighty feet in front of the steps to the casino' s canopied
entranceway. He knew that this was them because of their nental enanations. Hah! Rut they night as
well be carrying illuminated signs! They were as Visible' to himas they nust be to the pilot of
their flying machine ... as indeed he would be, if he were down in the resort.

So, they were all set to go, and the onset of hostilities, which nust be inminent, might create
sufficient of a diversion in itself, allowing Malinari to insinuate hinself into the nentali st
girl's
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mnd without alerting the locator to his presence - but he thought not. Mich better to be safe
than sorry.

Let them be the sorry ones.

Earlier, before these people got here, Malinari had started a mist. Hi s body and being - even his
exi stence here in this or any world - these things were all contradictions of Nature. He was a
poi son that worked |ike a catalyst on and agai nst any natural or nmundane surroundi ngs.

When he opened the pores of his metanorphic body and willed it, his pores would breathe a mst.
Not only that but Nature would be made to respond, to answer his call. And even fromthe dry earth
Malinari could call up a withing mst like vile, airborne sweat, to disguise his presence. In
Sunside it had served a dual purpose: to carry his probes nore surely to their target (for the

m st was |like an extension of hinself, or a mediumfor his nmentalism and also to hide hi maway
shoul d he have reason to make a covert exit - in short, a snokescreen

But this tine, so as not to draw attention to hinmself, he had nmerely started the thing, set it in
motion. And now a fine, mlky mst lay on the surface of the pools, and fornmed a barely visible

ground mst in the gardens. But only let Malinari will it, it would spring into being at his
command. And in the holocaust to come he would call it up in earnest to carry his nmentalism
instil its primal terror, and add to the general confusion

So then, it was tinme to set the wheels in notion. Tine for his diversion. Time to |l et these fools
know who he was.

He risked a quick, guarded probe, found one of his thralls inside the open doors to the casino,

i ssued a command and withdrew ... but with no tinme at all to spare! And even as Malinari felt his
probe sei zed upon - and as he 'heard' Chung's gasp of startled recognition: '"Wat the ... ?' - so
he tripped the first of his switches ..

Si x or seven mnutes earlier

I nsi de the innocuous-|ooking, in fact arnoured estate car

Ben Trask, David Chung, |lan Goodly, Liz, and the SAS Major were each in their own way concerned.
The Maj or because the articulated ops truck and its back-up party were sone mnutes |ate.

Chopper One had rel ayed the reason for the delay: the big vehicle's engine had devel oped a fault;
that and the steepness of the clinmb had conbined to sl ow her down.

"The gradient,' Trask said, '"but it could have been any of a hundred and one other | ogistica
problens. Well, we nade allowances for this kind of last-mnute difficulty. It's why we're nmade up
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of three contingents: chopper, car, ops truck. Okay, so we're four nen short for the tinme being.
But assumi ng our estimate of Malinari's manpower is accurate, we still outnunber himthree or four
to one. And our firepower is awesone.'

And Chung said, 'That bothers me a lot: what you just said about our estimate. For the fact is
it's ny estimate, so really it's all down to ne.

"No, it isn't,'" Goodly denied it. '"It's our best estinmate, and we're each of us equally invol ved
inthis. O we should be. And anyway, it's like | told Ben earlier: at |east your talents are
wor ki ng for you.'

Trask | ooked at him 'Still nothing?

"Just confusion/ the precog answered. 'And a feeling.'

"You and ne both,' Trask said, and the others saw that he was actually chewing his top lip. "A
feeling, yes ... that this is all wong. Okay, in a deserted resort we'd expect the lights to be
out - why waste the energy? But the silence of the place, this feeling of a pent-up sonething, and
this inactivity ...'

"Qurs, or theirs?' said Liz.

Trask shook his head. 'l don't know - really can't say - what | was expecting. But it certainly
wasn't this. | nmean, he nmust know we're here, he has to. So what the hell is he up to? David,' he
turned to the locator, 'got any ideas? |Is there any novenent? \Wat's going on?
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Chung' s high brow was etched into deep |ines of concentration. It's weird as hell/ he said. Tm
getting these nonentary flashes. It is mndsnog, definitely, but fromthree or four different

| ocations, and | can't pin themdown. Up there in the donme, that's one of themfor sure. But the
others ..." He | ooked out of his wound-down w ndow at the night-shrouded cliffs where they clinbed
to the heights behind the resort, and frowned. 'Up high, and down below ... that's as nuch as |
dare venture.

"Up high would be the bubble on top of the Pleasure Donme,' |an Goodly came in. But Chung only
frowned.

"Well, possibly,' he said, 'for it's as strong a source as any. But there are shields in use, I'm
sure of that.' And:

"Malinari!' Trask grunted, grimy. '"Hs aerie. Solar-panelled on the outside, painted black and
probably curtained on the inside, for his protection. Well, the nurdering bastard will be needing

all he can get of that!’

"So that's up high,' said Liz, 'but what about down below? It |ooks |ike Jake was right, and
according to the plans of the place it's a real naze down there.' And turning to Trask, 'Ben, |
wish you' d let ne try to corroborate David's-'

"-No way!' Trask snapped, turning on her at once. 'That's right out of the question. No telepathic
contact, not with Malinari. Only if it becones absolutely necessary, maybe |I'Il use you then - but
not until, and only if | have to. Liz, this is a nentalist who ranks al ongsi de Janos Ferenczy. And
it'"s one mnd you' re not going to enter of your own free will!’

Trask and his teamwere w thout radi o headsets. As espers they needed cl ear heads, and were better
of f wi thout the encunbrance of technical equipnent. This was a tinme when the gadgets would only
get in the way of the ghosts. And anyway, since they planned on sticking close to the SAS Mj or

t hroughout the operation, radi o contact seemed superfluous to requirenent.

But they did hear the faint crackle of static as suddenly the Major held up a hand. And a nonent
later: 'The big

artic is in sight.' He sighed his relief. 'They've had a long hard haul, but they're getting
here.' As he got out of the car he went on, '"It's tinme we had a little fresh air, but take cover
behind the vehicle. We're in a direct Iine of fire fromthe casino.’

" Absol utely!' Chung agreed, choking on the word because of the sudden dryness in his throat. 'And
up those steps, right in through those doors, that's another source!’

"You're sure?" The Major grasped his el bow

"In there,' Chung began to sweat. ' Sonmebody - something - is waiting!" And in fact, and despite
that it was cool and even chilly now, they were all sweating.

Abandoni ng radi o procedure, the Major spoke into his headset. 'You nmen on the doors had better be
aware. There's a reception party waiting for you. Before you go in there, a couple of stun
grenades might help clear the way a bit. The rest of you: if you nissed it from Hawkeye, here's a

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (221 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

sitrep: the back-up has arrived. The next time you hear fromnme it will probably be the go-ahead.
Stand by for that, over?

"Roger that,' a multitude of terse, tense replies cane in, then nore static and radio silence ...
Seconds ticked by, but oh-so-slowly. Then

There canme the runbling grow of a straining notor, a hissing of air-brakes, and finally the
nmessage that the Major had been waiting for: 'Zero, this is the back-up squad. Sorry we're |ate.
We're noving into our |ocations now '

The Major turned to Trask, said, 'The show s about to conmence. Anything you'd like to say to

t hen?’

"Your nen?' Trask shook his head. 'Just wish themthe best of luck.' And the Major didit.

And Trask thought, Damm it! | don't even know this bl oke's nane! Sone of his nmen, but not him But
that's howit goes with these people. In their way they're much |ike E~Eranch: the | ess we know
about them the better their security.

There was swift, sporadic novenent in the night: the

514
515

shadowy figures of men, keeping |ow, noving forward, strengthening the assault force surrounding
the casino. Using nite-lite binoculars, the Major watched themtake up their positions, turned to
Trask and said, 'Are we ready?

Trask nodded. 'Let's do it,' he said. 'Christ, the longer we wait, the worse it feels!

"Right,' said the Major. And then, into his headset, 'This is Zero to assault group. W' re going
in. Attack! Attack! Attack!' At which all hell broke loose - if not exactly as expected - and it
all seened to happen at once.

The | ocator David Chung gave a nassive start. As his eyes opened w de, he pointed at sonething -
some non-specific point high on the face of the cliffs at the rear of the resort - and gri pped
Trask's el bow. And as Trask | ooked at himin astonishnent, Chung gasped, What the ... ?

At the sane tine:

Fifty or so feet behind the group where they sheltered on the 'safe' side of the arnoured car, a
ball of brilliant light lit the night; following hot on its heels, there cane the deafening roar
of an expl osion, and the death cry of a soldier.

The savagery of the blast was such that it hurled themall against the side of the car and rocked
the vehicle on its shock absorbers. Al eyes blinked, and hands were thrown up to shield startled
faces. Then, as debris began to rain down, they | ooked back. The SAS man was in md-air, a human
Cat heri ne wheel spinning there - torn alnmost in half, black and burning - and quite obviously
dead.

Bricks fromthe | ow wall where the NCO had taken cover - which had at |east sheltered Trask and
his group fromthe worst of the blast - were showering down; a jagged half-brick struck Chung on
the forehead, threw hima second tine against the side of the car. He slid to the ground in a hai
of | esser debris.

"Jesus Christ!' the Major straightened up, went to stagger toward the spot where his nan's body
lay in a crunpl ed, snoking heap. Trask stopped him croaked:

"You saw what | saw. You can't help himnow.'

"But what the hell ... ?' The Mjor asked helplessly, of no one in particular. 'A nortar, a
grenade - an accident? Jesus, it nust have been a fucking accident!’

And neanwhil e, the night had cone deafeningly alive.

Fromthe casino, a withering stream of automatic fire sent bullets ricochetting off the far side

of the car, and from sonewhere in the night a soldier shouted, "I"'mhit! God - I'mhit!" It hardly
sounded like the cry of a nman, but nore like that of a snmall, bewi ldered child.
Then the casino's entrance was |lit by twin balls of brilliant white light - the blinding flashes

and shattering reports of stun grenades - and figures were glinpsed briefly, silhouetted in the
swift-dying glare.

There were explosions fromall around the Pl easure Done as two-man units hurled grenades to breach
the outer wall and gain entry, and covering fire as nen went in through snoking hol es.

"W have to go in, too,' said the Major. 'We need to know what's going on. But first let's see to
your man.'

They laid Chung on the rear seat of the car. Munbling to himself, the |ocator was already
regai ni ng consci ousness. The Major gave Liz a field dressing, said, 'Staunch the blood. He | ooks
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okay, but stay with him Were's your gun?

Li z took out her Baby Browning, cocked it and laid it on the rear windowsill of the car within
easy reach

Trask | eaned inside the car to touch her shoulder. 'You'd better do as he says,' he said. 'And
when we're gone, lock the doors.' For the nonment shaken, disoriented, and concerned for Chung, Liz
did as she was told. Through the w ndow, she watched the Mjor, Trask, and Goodly nove off towards
t he casi no.

Inalittle while Chung opened his eyes, |looked up at Liz and said, 'He's up there ... up high ..
Malinari!' He nanaged to lift hinself up a little as she applied the field dressing. He was

| ooki ng at (or perhaps | ooking beyond?) the
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casino. The way he rolled his not-quite-focussed eyes, it was hard to tell

' The bubble on top of the done?' Liz answered, and nodded an affirmative. 'We know. They're going
in after himnow.'

No!' The locator tried to shake his head. 'Not the Pleasure Done, but up therel Up ... up there
"Up there?" Liz had the dressing in place now. Tying off the bandage, she | ooked where Chung

poi nted a shaky hand. ' The nountai n?

"The cliffs,' he nmunbled. '"He's ... he's in the cliffs!'

After that it was all instinct, and al nost instantaneous. Liz didn't think twice but sent out her
tel epathic thoughts to follow Chung's line of sight, to be guided like a | aser-assisted nmissile to
his target. Except that in this case the target was far nore dangerous than the mssile. And:
Ahhhhhhl said a voice in Liz's mind - a voice |ike steam escaping froma kettle, or the hiss of a
volcanic vent - It's the sweet little telepath herself! And Liz could actually feel the patterns
of her mind being scrutinized, fingerprinted, and nenorized. She erected shields and felt the

hi deous, slug-like presence of Malinari withdraw ng, dwi ndling, gone! Then

"My God!' She exploded into frantic activity, grabbed her gun, scranbl ed backwards out of the car
"l have to tell Ben!' But then, pausing to | ean back inside: 'David, |-’

"It's okay.' Chung was really com ng out of it now, beginning to make good sense. 'Go find them
Liz, and tell themMlinari's in those cliffs. If they call the chopper down, and get the pilot to
use thermal inmaging, he'll spot the bastard easily enough.' He nanaged to sit up, however
groggily.

"Lock the doors when |'ve gone,' she told him And, crouching down |ow, she ran for the casino ..

CHAPTER THI RTY- THREE

Tr apped!

Chopper one's pilot had heard the Major's call for action, seen the expl osions, heard sonething of
t he messages passing between the men on the ground. The assault on the Pleasure Dome was
proceedi ng just a few m nutes behind schedule; it was time to give the ground forces a little
aerial support. Bright searchlight beams - ained inwards on the casino, to blind anyone trying to
escape fromthat place - swept down from above

Like all the rest of the attacking force, Liz wore phosphorescent patches front and rear of her
conbat suit. It wouldn't do for anyone to be shot dead by 'friendly' fire. Lit up |ike a human
neon, gun in hand, she ran towards the doors at the top of the steps. Hangi ng askew, the doors
were still giving off snoke fromthe grenades. O soldiers there was no sign, but she could hear
the occasional burst of gunfire fromwthin ..

A few mnutes earlier, not far inside the sane shattered doorway, Trask, Goodly, and the Major had
found a wounded NCO sitting on the floor with his back to a slot nmachine. He had taken a bullet in
the I eg but had seen to the wound hinself. 'This' 11l keep,' he told themthrough gritted teeth.
"I'mokay here - but you should take this with you.' Trask accepted the man's fl amet hrower and
pack, and the precog hel ped himinto the gear. The wounded man retai ned his nmachi ne- pi st ol
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when they left he was slapping a fresh clip into the nagazi ne housi ng.
Then, noving deeper into the snmoky gl oom of the place, the Major spoke into his headset: 'This is
Zero. My group is inside the main doors and advancing. Sitreps, over?
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And the answers cane back

"Zero, this is Alpha Goup. W're on the stairs on the far side, going up one level. No

opposi tion.'

"Zero, this is Bravo Goup. Stairs your side, going up one |level. No opposition.'

"Zero, this is Charlie. W're ahead of you toward the central spindle. W have a man down inside
the doors - and we just found sonething nasty.

"Zero for Charlie, how nasty?

"Charlie for Zero, not life-threatening - but nasty.'

"Zero for Charlie, we saw your nan,' said the Major. 'He's okay ... but you should have taken his
flamer.'
"Charlie for Zero, we couldn't stop. W're in hot pursuit. Qur target is still in here somewhere

Towards the elevators, we think.'

"Zero for Charlie, wait there/ said the Major, and noved on with Trask and Goodly cl ose behi nd.
Thr oughout the casino's ground floor, mainly on the perineter, several hissing phosphor flares had
been lit; they gave light but also nmade snpoke, which in turn nade for a very eerie, shadow etched
at nosphere. Charlie group (which was now nade up of just two men, WO Il Red Bygraves and an NCO)
was waiting nmidway between the doors and the central columm of elevators. And indeed they had
found sonmething nasty. Zeroing in on their reflective patches, the Major's group of three found
the sol diers keeping well back fromtheir gruesone discovery.

Hangi ng by its ankles, upside-down froma chandelier, the corpse of a thin, spidery nmale figure
turned slowmy on a triple I oop of electrical cable. The man's throat had been cut ear to ear, and
his flesh was |i ke snow, drained of bl ood.

But on the floor, only a very few scarlet droplets had been spilled ..

Despite that the body was inverted, Trask recognized himat once. 'Liz Merrick's watcher,' he said
grimy. "So much for working for a vanpire! This will have to be burned. On our way out we'll burn
this whol e fucking place!' And the Major turned to himand said:

"Trask, steady up now, okay? Now listen, all of you. This group is now five strong. W're al
arnmed and we have a flamer. W have men clinbing the perinmeter stairs, closing themoff. W know
our main target's trapped in the bubble on top of the casino, and that he has at |east one

sol dier, guardian, or-' He |l ooked to Trask for help.

"Thrall/ Trask told himhoarsely. "Call hima thrall/

"One thrall/ the Major went on, '-the one you nen were pursuing - watching his back down here;

whi ch m ght nean that he was guarding the el evators to keep his boss safe. So that's where we're
headi ng, the el evators. But renenber: this guy has the advantage of being able to see in the dark
and your flak jackets only give you so much protection. So spread yourselves out, but stay wel

wi thin sight and sound of each other .. / As he finished, the Major turned and headed deeper into
the casino. And the others spread out on his flanks ..

Shortly, the central hexagonal columm of elevators becane visible, and at the same tine the
stutter of automatic gunfire sounded from ahead. Ripping into a row of silent slot machines, the
stream of bullets was |like an invisible buzz-saw that gutted them and spilled their coins on the
floor. Then the raking fire found Bygraves and lifted himclean off his feet. Shot in the right
shoul der, injured, but by no neans fatally, the WO. went down in a stream of bright silver, a
spl ash of blood red, and his own cries of disgust and frustration.

And in the central area, close to an elevator door marked PRI VATE, there stood a flame-eyed Thing
in hunan form cradling a gun that spat fire one nore tine, before the Mjor
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sent a single bullet in through his left eye. Swatted, the vanpire thrall thudded backwards

agai nst the el evator doors; his feet slid out fromunder him and he sank down onto the floor in a
seated position.

Whi |l e Bygraves's subordinate went to his aid, Trask and the others approached the vanmpire thrall
One of Malinari's pair of mnders, he must obviously be dead ... but wasn't. As his right eye
opened, burning yellowin the gloom so he toppled onto his side, turned hinself face-down, and
began to claw his way erratically away fromthe elevators. In another nmonment, however, the effort
became too much for him He cane to a halt, coughed once or twice, and slurred out the words, 'Oh,
fuck it!’

He had dropped his gun and no | onger posed any real threat. He | ooked up at Trask and his
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col I eagues, and his clenched | eft hand jerked and twi tched where he reached out towards them His
left eye was a gapi ng bl ack hol e oozing bl ood and pul ped brains, and the rest of his face was a
red- and grey-sneared ness.

But as the Major stood back a little and took careful aim so the thrall's hand opened and he
dropped a netal key onto the floor. Then he gurgled, 'This is wh-what you want, right? So go on, f-
finish it. Then find that fucker and f-finish h-h-him'

The Major didn't have to finish it. For as the man's head slunped to the floor, so a gush of bl ood
and norbid fluid erupted fromhis ruined eye, and he jerked once nore and was done.

Trask had called the el evator; as the doors opened, Goodly picked up the key, and the Mjor called
out to Bygraves's subordinate: 'Try to get the Warrant O ficer out of here. And see if your nunber
three is okay. We're going upstairs.' He got in the elevator with Trask and Goodly.

The push-button control panel in the rear wall of the elevator had buttons for two basenent

| evel s, the ground floor, and floors one and two; plus two keyhol es, one of which was marked,

PRI VATE - UP. The other keyhol e was unnmarked. The precog | ooked at the key in his hand and said,
"Couldn't be sinpler ... could it?

"Too sinple by far,' Trask grow ed. 'And we've been | 0sing

men |l eft right and centre.

"Your talent? said the Major. 'You're still uneasy? 'Wrried sick!' Trask answered. ' The whol e
thing is wong.

But we're committed now.' He gave Goodly a nod, and the precog

put the key in the UP hole and turned it...

Li z had found the wounded NCO i nside the Pleasure Done's main doors and hel ped hi mout of the
casino into the fresh air. She had thought he night be able to call down Chopper One, but his
radi o had been damaged when he was hit. When she'd left himto go back inside, he had told her
that when he'd | ast seen Trask and his party they'd been heading towards the central el evators.
Then he had warned her that for all he knew the vanpire sniper who had shot himwas still on the
| oose in there.

Goi ng back into the casino, and knowi ng what mnight be waiting for her, Liz hadn't dared to cal

out after Trask. By that time some of the flares had burned out, leaving it nuch snokier and a | ot
darker in there. So that when she'd heard noi ses fromdeep inside - shouting, shots, and crashing
sounds - then she'd taken a circuitous route in the hope of avoiding trouble. In so doing, she had
sonehow nmanaged to bypass ' Red' Bygraves and his nman on their way out.

But intent as Liz was on what she was doing - finding Ben Trask, and rel ayi ng Chung's nessage -
her tel epathic guard was down. Wi ch was precisely the opening that Nephran Malinari had been
waiting for.

Ben, where are you? she anxi ously wondered, as she saw the hexagonal spindle of the el evator
colum | oom ng ahead. But of course Trask wasn't a telepath, and Liz's probe (if she'd actually
sent one, if she had even tried to, for in fact she'd sinply been talking to herself, a natura

response to her circunstances, |like whistling in the dark) woul d go unanswered.

O it should have gone unanswered. But:

Liz? (it was Ben Trask's voice - his telepathic voice? - in her
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head!) Is that you, Liz? But... can you hear nme? If so, please listen. You' ve got to kip us. W've
got ourselves trapped down here, behind a bul khead that only opens fromthe other side. Your side,
that is. But there's been shooting and now the place is burning. We'll burn, too, Liz, if you

can't reach us!

She could actually feel the heat behind his nental SCS, could al nbst see the flanes, it was so
brilliantly clear. Clear like never before. So perhaps Jake was right: her talent really was
growi ng stronger mnute by mnute! Yes, it nust be so. And:

Ben, she sent. But how can | reach you? Were are you?

Down here, he answered. Down in the guts of the place. You can reach us via the elevators. It's
the only way.

In the guts of the place? Underground in that maze of tunnels and pipes? At which she
instinctively glanced at the floor ... and at the ghastly figure of a dead man, who lay there with
his brains trickling out through his eye.'

Li z junped a foot, but Ben had obviously seen through her eyes and quickly said: W got that one,
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and followed the others down here. But you'll he safe because they're on the other side of the
fire. Use the elevator, Liz, the one marked PRI VATE. But pl ease hurry!

She had already called the elevator, and anxiously watched the tiny indicator lights bringing it
down to the ground floor. But bringing it dowmn? Wll, the mlitary nust have used it. For of
course, the whol e place would have to be checked out.

The doors opened and she got in, and the voice - Trask's voice, in Liz's mnd - said: Is there a
key in one of the key-hol es? He sounded even nore anxi ous, urgent now, and his voice was tinged
with something else ... anticipation, maybe? But of course it was! She had given hi mhope, and he
was | ooking forward to being rescued.

A key, yes, she told him In the UP slot.

Take it out, he said. Use the other keyhole. Turn the key ninety degrees clockw se. But quickly,
Li z, quickly!

She did as instructed. And the cage descended, taking her down, down, down ...

On Jethro Manchester's island, Jake Cutter, Lardis Lidesci, and Joe Davis arrived at the open-
ended, roofed-over section of the man-made channel that housed the millionaire's yacht - in effect
a boat house - midway between the villa and the sea. Hearing voices in heated argunent, they split
up and Davis took the far side of the structure, while Jake and the A d Lidesci crept up on that
end of the boathouse closest to the burning villa.

The | ock gates were open, but the yacht was still tied up. Both the boat and the ceiling of the
flat-roofed structure were illumnnated by their own lights. On the canopi ed deck, just aft of the
cabin, two nen faced each other down. The one was ol der, taller, white-haired and -bearded.
Dressed in a khaki shirt and shorts, he |l ooked alnmobst military in his proud, upright stance. This
was Jet hro Manchester hinsel f, Jake knew. The younger man, who was hol ding a shotgun on the first,
was shorter, stockier; but his hard, |eathery, sun-beaten features were very nuch simlar to Bruce
Trennier's, his older brother's, which Jake woul d never be able to forget.

"Martin,' Manchester's voice rang out in the night, 'can't you see it's all over and you can't run
fromthese people? Man, you're |ike a wal king plague, a pestilence - you and me both - but a far
wor se pestilence than any in the Bible! And would you take that anong the people? | see that you

woul d. Well, and why not, for you brought it down on ne and mine! That was sheer treachery,
Martin! So say and do what you like, you won't be taking nmy boat. She's nmine and she goes with e
wher ever.

Manchester held a jerrycan with both hands; as he had spoken, so he had been splashing its
contents on the deck. The snell of diesel was unni stakabl e.

"Jethro, I'mnot forgetting that I owe you,' Martin Trennier spoke up. It's the only reason you're
still alive while we stand here and argue like this. But you're wong to think this is the end of
everything. It's only the beginning! You were the last to be taken - after he'd used your famly
to get his way - after he'd prom sed that he would give it all back, and cure us of this thing.
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Well, he's a liar, as we've seen, and he nmade me take you, too. But you were the last and it's
still taking hold of you. When it does, and when it has fully taken hold - which it will!- then
you'll know I was right. So stand aside and let me get on. O better still, cone with ne and let's

see what we can nake of things together.'

As he had spoken, Trennier had stepped to the port side of the boat to cast off a rope. But
Manchester had taken the opportunity to pick up a second jerrycan. This tine, before he could
begin spilling its contents, Trennier stepped close and knocked it out of his hands. And now he
trai ned his weapon dead centre on Manchester's body.

"I've no time for this, Jethro/ he grow ed. 'You can come with ne now, or stay here. You can live
or you can die. One way or the other, it's your choice. So what's it to be?

Manchester took out a cigarette lighter fromthe pocket of his shorts. He flicked it once - and it
failed to spark! Trennier cursed, but he wasn't about to give the older man a second chance.
Sendi ng the butt of his weapon crashing to Manchester's face, jostling himto the side of the
boat, finally he succeeded in knocking himoverboard. And as Manchester swam towards the side of
the channel, so Trennier clung to the deck rail, |eaned out over the water, and fired his weapon
at al nost poi nt-bl ank range.

Which was as far as Jake was willing to let it go. He and Joe Davis acted together. Davis ran in
under the far end of the boathouse, firing on the yacht as he cane, and Jake ran to nmeet him
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skidding to a halt on his knees to play the roaring, searing |lance of his flame-thrower on both
the vessel and the man on her deck

Trennier fired another shot, and another - fired blindly, through the shimering fire that

envel oped and ate into him- while the boat literally erupted in flames and he turned into a jet-
bl ack, shrieking silhouette, dancing in agony until finally he crunpled down into hinmself and |ay
still.

As Jake shut off his lance, there cane the sound of feeble

spl ashing fromthe channel. It was Manchester. The flesh at the back of his head, his neck and
across his shoulders was a livid, liquid red. 'Let me out!' he cried, clinmbing sunken steps. 'Let
me out and finish it then, but not in the water. | lived in the water - lived for the water - so |

don't want to die init.

And when he was out, and staggering on dry |and, Jake told him 'M Manchester, we heard
everything. And we're sorry.'

"I know you are,' Manchester nodded his bloody head. 'Yes, and I'mglad you cane. My famly ... is
no nore, and |... have no reason or right to be here.' Wth which he held out his arnms in the
shape of a cross, stood there and closed his feral eyes.

Then Joe Davis gritted his teeth, and cut the old man down with accurate, merciful shooting; the
A d Lidesci went in close and used his machete; and finally, making absolutely sure, Jake finished
it with roaring fire. By which tine both the yacht and the structure that housed it were a nass of
| eapi ng flames, and the three backed away, |eaning on each other while they watched it all burn

Inalittle while Davis's radi o crackled, and call-signs began asking himwas it all over? He told
them yes, called down Chopper Two, told everyone they could start nopping up. But as he and his
party began to make their way back towards the villa:

"What ?3 said Jake, whirling on the balls of his feet. H s eyes were wide and darting, searching
here and there across the scul pted | andscape of the gardens, and his ruddily-lit face was shocked
and puzzled. 'Liz?" But then his eyes went wider still, in sudden understanding

It was Liz he'd heard calling for him yes, but she wasn't here ... she was in Xanadu

Jake! Jake, if you can hear nme (her telepathic voice was a tiny, terrified whisper huddling in a
corner of his mind), then please, please cone and get ne out of here!

And behi nd her sweet voice another - but a |oathsone, gurgling thing - like hot tar bubbling in
sone nedi eval torturer s
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cauldron: Ah, no, ny little thought-thief. No one can help you now. You though to use your

ment al i sm agai nst ne, but Malinari has used it against you! | have lied to Ben Trask - inpossible,
but | have done it - and |'ve located and | ost your locator. As for your nmarvellous precog: le
senses not hing but confusion, for the death and destruction that he foresaw was his own and yours
and Xanadu's, but never nine! And now there's this Jake -your |over, perhaps? But where is he? Oh,
ha ha haaaaaa!

"Jesus!' Jake npaned. But he knew what he nmust do. Korath! he called out into the deadspeak

aet her. And:

About time, said that one. Butjirst tell nme, do we have a deal, you and |, as prescribed? Do you
wittingly give ne access to your mnd?

There was no way around it, and no tinme to argue. And so: Yes! said Jake. Anything! Only show me
t hose nunbers.

So be it, said Korath. And Jake's inner being lit up like a |l anp, as those inpossible nunbers
scrolled in not-quite-endl ess progressi on down the conputer screen of his mnd. But not quite

endl essly, because he instantly recogni zed a pattern and suddenly, 'instinctively' knew where to
freeze it. Then:
A door! And:

Go! said Korath. And I go with you ..
Jake went - stepped in through the door - vanished fromthe view of Lardis Lidesci and Joe Davis,
and was gone.

"What ?' Davis stood stock still, frozen in his amazenent. And for a noment even Lardis was | ost
for words, astonished as ever by this thing. But then he recovered and said:
"Pay no attention. It's a trick he does. Just an optic - er, an optical - er '
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"An optical illusion? Davis's jaw hung sl ack.

"Aye, sonething like that,' Lardis said, gratefully. 'Er, but we needn't expect himback. He has
his own ways of getting about, that one.' And once again, with a know ng, enphatic nod of his
grizzled head, 'Aye!' he said ..

In the ultinate, primal darkness of the Mbius Continuum Jake whirled like a leaf in a gale. 'BUT
VWHERE TO?' he said, and

was nearly deafened as his words gonged |ike the clappers of a nad, gigantic bell
The thought itself would appear to be sufficient, Korath told him awed in his own right. For |
sense this place is the very essence of nothingness, wherefore physical speech - which is
sonmething - is forbidden here. But deadspeak, being as nothing, is permssible.
Jake steadi ed hinsel f- discovered that he could actually steady hinmself - and repeated, Were to?
He could feel the Continuumtugging on him and believed he knew where it would take himif he
gave it the chance: Harry's Room at E-Branch HQ But that wasn't where he wanted to go
Who is it you are concerned for? Korath renai ned | ogical
Li z, of course! She had called out to Jake - asked for his help - and her tel epathic voice had
been a beacon. Now he remenbered it, renenbered its coordinates, and went to her. It was as sinple
as that. At least the going there was sinple, but the rest of it wasn't.
When the door forned, Jake didn't know how to make an exit and so sinmply crashed through it. Into
a living nightnmare!
It was a room shaft or cavern, but its lighting after the Stygi an darkness of the Mbi us
Conti nuumwas glaring, brilliant, blinding. Overbal anced as gravity returned (by the sudden
unaccust omed wei ght of the flanme-thrower), tripping and flying headlong into a wall, and
reboundi ng, Jake | anded on sonething soft and squirny ..

Sonething that cried its terror, and two seconds later wapped its arnms around him
"Jake, oh Jake!' Liz gasped, holding tightly to himon the one hand, but wriggling and ki cking
desperately away from sonething on the other. Her Baby Browning was clenched in her fist, and she
kept aimng it and pulling the trigger - click! click! click! - as the firing pin fell on bl ank
space. A pair of enpty clips lay on the sandy floor where she'd discharged and di scarded them
It was the strip lighting that had blinded Jake, that and
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his di zzyi ng, head-over-heels emergence fromthe Mbius Conti nuum Now, as his head stopped

spi nni ng, he saw what had turned this deternined, self-possessed, assertive wonan into a
frightened little girl again: weird, norbid notion

The floor of the place was alive ... or undead!

Jake could scarcely take it in - scarcely believe what he was seeing - but he had to, and quickly.
The cavern was the size of a large room A planked wal kway crossed the centre of the floor and

di sappeared into tunnels at both ends. On the other side of the wal kway, naybe fifteen feet away,
the floor was ... different. It was hunped, veined, corrugated ... and nobile. And it wasn't the
floor!

Sonet hi ng tossed and turned - or churned - there. Sonething throbbed and gul ped and gasped. It was
a fleshy, flopping octopus of a thing; an i nmense doughy pancake of netanorphic flesh, throw ng up
pur pl e-vei ned extrusions that groped blindly in the air before collapsing back down into the bul k
of ... of It! The col our of dead flesh in its main mass, it squel ched, fumed, and stank |ike gas
bubbl es bursting in a swanp. And mindlessly, aimessly, it worked at fashioning its ropy

ext ensi ons.

O perhaps not mindlessly. For as Jake sat there cradling Liz, so the thing extruded a tentacle
that came whi pping across the wal kway to rear before themin a questioning, seni-sentient fashion

It pul sed, vibrated, and an eye fornmed in its tip! The eye was a uniformred, |idless, apparently
vacant - yet it nust be seeing or sensing something. For as Liz shrilled and started pulling the
trigger again - click! click! click! - so a second tentacle energed and | engthened in their
direction.

As it cane, a row of greedy, suctorial nmouths rippled into metanorphic being along its |ength.
They sl obbered and grimaced, those nouths - and they had human teeth! But far worse, sone of them
were reformi ng, shaping thenmselves into tunescent, purple-veined penises!

Jake felt rooted to the spot, for the noment paralysed. It seenmed to himthat the whole mass of
the thing beyond the
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wal kway was now on the nove, edging towards him- and certainly towards Liz! And that was enough
He unfroze, fought Liz off, brought up the flame-thrower's nozzle and squeezed the trigger to get
its pilot light going - then cursed vividly as nothi ng happened, and squeezed it again, and again,
and yet again, before it Iit - then gripped the firing lever and applied a steady, deadly
pressure.

First Jake ai med down between his spread |l egs, ainmed at the rearing pseudopods, to drive them
back, and his relief was i nmense as he watched them burst into flames and shrivel in the

i ncandescent, pressured heat of his |lance. Then he scranbled to his feet, and with Liz dancing

cl ose behind, clutching his conbat jacket and urging himon, so he advanced towards the wal kway
and the bulk of the thing that hissed and steanmed and shuddered its agony there.

And as the tentacles withed, dripped their fluids, blackened and shrank - and as the main body
withdrew into itself- there, sprouting in the floor where its bulk had protected them clusters of
smal | bl ack nmushroons, dozens of them were nelting in the chemical fire. Their smell was
nauseati ng, but Jake kept on firing; kept cursing, too, as Malinari's 'garden' burned.

But this was vanpire stuff, tenacious and defiant.

The shrinking body of the mass burst open, and a steanming head - a human, or al npst-human head,
and shoul ders - grew out of it. Again Jake felt himself gripped by a paralysis of disbelief. Yet
the nightmare was here and undeni ably real

But so was Korath here, and so was he real. And in Jake's nmind as the livid vanpire head took
shape: It is him Korath's deadspeak voice hissed. Denmetrakis Mndsthrall, who was Malinari's

i eutenant, second only to nyself! Because he had been a vanpire for long and long, Mlinari used
himto make this garden. It nmust be so, for only the nost contaminated flesh could ever have
produced a crop such as this! Ah, but just think. If there had been no Denetrakis, then this would
be me! And so it seens | got the better of the bargain after all..

"Whoever it was, it's tine he died,' said Jake. And:
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Aye, Korath agreed. The true death. | know he would thank you for it. And Jake hosed fire on the
terrible thing where it newed and nelted, until his torch began to sputter

Then he eased back on the flanmer's lever, to see what danage he'd done, and if he had done enough
The cave steaned and snoked but was mainly still - except in one badly-lit corner. There was sone
slight novenent there, and Jake advanced across the snoking floor, naking sure as he went that he
stepped only where there was no sign of contam nation

But as he approached the corner: 'H help ne!' the faintest of whispers reached out to him 'H h-
hel p ne, pl eeeease!"’

A single short burst of fire fromthe flamethrower chased back the shadows, then a | onger burst,
to allow for confirmation of what Jake had seen. And, indeed, he needed such confirnation.

From the heck up the thing in the corner was a nan ... and fromthere on down it had been a man
But now the eyes in that purple, once-arrogant, once-querul ous face were bul ging, staring,
terrified - and they were filled with such agony as Jake could only imagine.

As for the 'body' of this thing: that was a sl unped, naked heap of linbless, alien flesh simlar
to the conposition of the nonstrous guardian of Malinari's garden. And Jake couldn't stop his
gorge rising - felt sick to his stomach - as it dawned on himin a sudden burst of |oathing that
this mutated abnormality had once been a man, and that it or he had been converted into live
nouri shnment for the garden and its guardi an

Fi nger-thick, pulsing, translucent arteries - like fleshy worns - even now connected the two
forms, and towards the centre of the cave where Jake's fire had seared and split the guardian
open, spurts of yellow and crinson plasma went to waste, fountaining uselessly in the snoky air
Al'l of which was bad enough, but worse by far was the fact that Jake knew who this travesty of a
human bei ng had been

That Peter MIler '"lived in his condition - if this could be called life - and that he was
capabl e of realizing his fate and

asking for help, was a miracle in itself. But it was also a curse that Jake would wi sh on no nan
not even on his worst eneny.

For this was worse than any death, conpared to which death would be a bl essing. And when Ml er
found strength to ask once nore, 'Please ... please help nme!' then Jake was happy to grant his
request. It didn't take long, but it used up the last dregs of the flaner's fuel
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Wien it was over, Jake steadied hinself and turned to Liz. But still his face was ashen as he
asked, 'Were now?

"You can actually do it?" Al nost back in possession of herself, still Liz clutched his jacket.

' The Mbbius Conti nuun®'

"Yes,' he told her. "W ... | nean |, can do it.

' The bubble donme,' she told him 'Ben is up there. There's sonmething | have to tell him W wal ked
right into a trap, Jake, all of us, and | think that we're still in danger. Malinari was in ny
mnd, imtating Ben! But at the end - just before he left me in this place - then for a nonent |
was in his mnd! Telepathy is a two-way thing, but nmy forte is as a receiver. And Malinari... he
was oh-so-sure of hinself! | think that maybe he's sabotaged this place! | sensed it there, in his
m nd. '

"Wien you called out to ne,' Jake answered, '| heard sonething of what he said to you. You're

right: he seened very sure of hinself. Perhaps too sure.'

And Liz nodded and repeated, 'The done, on top of the casino. Take us there.'

"Hold on to nme,' Jake told her, for he had fl own over Xanadu and knew the coordi nates. And Korath
knew t he nunbers ..

In his vantage point in the cliff, Malinari allowed his fingers to drift over the array of

swi tches and pondered his choice. By now the girl was being absorbed into his garden, and that was
a shanme ... that he hadn't been able to stay with her, within her mnd, to explain what was
happening to her and feel her terror; but no, for he had other things to do.

Hs mst was up; it lay knee deep, swirling through Xanadu
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fromone end of the resort to the other. It was like a spider's web, that mist, carrying every
faintest trenmor back to its naster and naker. A mediumfor his probes, it allowed himto touch the
human flies who were '"trapped’ within it; he knew the |ocation of every man in Xanadu. But there
were those for whomno m st was needed.

The | ocator for one: injured, holding his head, he sat inside that car down there ... such a pity
the area wasn't mined. Then there was the so-called precog, and Ben Trask, together in the bubble.
At this close range their talents were |like magnets drawing Malinari's attention to the topnost

dorme; he could feel themthere! But the bubble was nmined; all it wanted was a touch on a certain
switch in his array.
And again his hand hovered tantalizingly over that central switch ... But no, he must stick to the

original plan, let themknow the error of their ways before they died. First the perinmeter, to |et
them see how truly he had trapped them and then he woul d work inwards, |eaving the bubble itself
until the |ast.

And now his fingers were sure and fast, as one by one they tripped the outer ring of switches ...
Thr ough t he wound-down wi ndow of the car, the |ocator was suddenly aware of a strange figure
approaching out of the mist. The m st was very bad here, drifting over the car and obscuring his
vi sion. But Chung had been in far worse places, and he was equi pped with a nachi ne- pi st ol

The strangely |unbering, mst-weathed figure cane closer, and the sights of Chung's weapon were
centred upon it. Then he saw the blaze of a reflective patch, sighed and allowed hinmself to slunp
alittle. It was a soldier - an NCO, carrying another soldier in the fireman's-lift position

whi ch accounted for the many-arned, nonstrous silhouette. As that fact dawned, so Chung was out of
the vehicle, calling out:

"Over here! Bring himto the car.' Then, behind the two, a third figure cane weaving, on his feet
but barely so. Recogni zing
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the staggering loner as Warrant O ficer 'Red' Bygraves, the locator went to nmeet him 'Are you
okay?' He got under the other's left arm took his weight. 'Can | help you?

“I'1l live," Bygraves grow ed. And then, seeing the eagerness, the urgency in the |ocator's eyes:
"What is it?

"Your radio,' Chung said. 'Is it working, and can you call the chopper down? | know where the
bastard is! | know where Malinari's hiding!'

Bygraves's eyes |lit up with a fierce, fighting light. Gitting his teeth, and flicking his face

m ke with a fingernail to get Chopper One's attention, he told the locator, "Ch, |I'Il get himdown
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okay. Just tell me where you want himto lay down his fire, that's all...

Fromwhat little Trask, Goodly, and the SAS Major could see of the interior of the bubble done, it
was a sunptuously-appointed split-level affair of marble, chrone, and tan-coloured | eather. Five
mar bl e-cl ad stanchi ons surrounded the single elevator tube and supported the high ceiling. The

el evator opened into a central well, with concentric steps clinbing to the living or work area.
The place was lit, however dimy, by a sprinkling of tiny blue Iights which formed, against the
ceiling' s jet-black back-drop, miniature constellations in a fair inmtation of the night sky. Bl ue-
tinged, the dusky velvet atnosphere reni nded Trask of nothing so much as a Starside night, which
made t he bubbl e seem even nore an aerie.

That, however, was the extent of Trask's and his coll eagues' know edge of the place; for fromthe
nmonent of their arrival when the el evator doors had hi ssed open, they had been under fire and

pi nned down. In fact their exit fromthe el evator cage

- which in any event had been planned as a rapi d depl oynment

- had been hastened by a volley of shots that had sounded as soon as the doors were fully open,
and a spray of bullets that chipped splinters fromthe narble colums where the three had taken
shelter. Al of which had felt very wong to Trask
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He and the others had nade such ideal targets in the elevator's confined space, he just couldn't

i magi ne anyone mssing his aim... especially someone who had been waiting for themto energe from
that precise spot! Yet no one had been hit, though for several nerve-racking m nutes now t hey had
been obliged to keep their heads down to avoi d sporadic single shots.

Thus, deep down inside Trask sensed (or his talent advised hin) that he and his coll eagues were
being played with; or that they were sinply being played, reeled in, |like so many sardi nes on a
single line. And he knew they daren't allow this stalemate to continue to the eneny's prearranged
concl usi on.

Now, as he gl anced across the well of curving steps at the dark figures of the precog and the
Maj or crouchi ng behind their individual colums, he wondered what to do next.

As for the sniper (if anyone so inept was worthy of such a title), it seened that he nmust be a man
or a vanpire alone. Al of his weapon's nuzzle-flashes had been sighted in just the one |ocation
on the higher level, and there had been no other sound or novenent from anywhere el se. And Trask
sensed, he just knew, that whoever this was it wasn't Malinari

But then it cane to himthat indeed there had been another sound: nuted, repetitious nusic that
came fromone glowi ng spot, an antique jukebox, in the velvet darkness of the higher level. And
the nusic - a plaintive song - was only repetitious in that it had been playing when first they'd
arrived, had played again while they were pinned down, and was now into its second encore, curtain
call, or whatever.

But curtain call? A farewell? Sonme kind of nmessage, maybe? And for the first time Trask |istened
to the song. A noderately fast-paced and yet bluesy ballad, it was sung by Ray Charles, a
favourite from Trask's youth

" Sunshi ne, you may find ny wi ndow but you won't find nme ..
And now it seened to Trask that the coffee, sex, and cigarettes voice nocked not only the sun but
al so Ben Trask hinsel f. For indeed sunshine mght find the high blind wi ndows

of Malinari's aerie, but it certainly wouldn't find Malinari! Nor would Trask. The song was a
message; but nore yet, it was the nocking laughter of a nmonster! It nocked Trask, E-Branch, the
mlitary, and all their conbined efforts.

So that now, in the heightened anxiety of this sudden know edge, he used the tenporary |ul

bet ween shots to shout across to the Major: 'We have to get done here. So what's next?

The Maj or had not been idle; he'd been working out the sniper's position for hinmself, and now
believed he'd got it right. Lighting a flare, and a nonent later pulling the pin on a grenade, he
called out, '"This is what's next. Hit the deck - now'

The warning was timely. Even with his eyes tightly closed, and sheltered by the colum, stil
Trask saw the blinding white light blossom ng through the nenbrane of his eyelids ... and at the
sanme tine he heard and indeed felt the terrific report that shook the fl oor and shattered gl ass
fixtures into flying shards. Then there was a stunned silence and cordite stench, and at the | ast
a mewl i ng whinper rising to a scream

A tattered male figure cane staggering, weathed in snoke, hinself snmoking. H's eyes were feral in
the gloom And the Major, Trask, and Goodly didn't wait to see what he would do or if he was
capabl e of doing anything, but cut himdown in a withering crossfire.
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"We got himl We got Malinari!' The Mjor stood up, started forward up the marble steps. But as the
precog and Trask joined him the latter was already shaking his head.

"That isn't Malinari,' Trask coughed a denial into the now snoky atnosphere. 'And this isn't over
yet. The el evator's gone and we're trapped. Trapped by the very creature we're trying to
destroy...'

H s words were portentous of the sudden thunder, the gouting fire and blazing |ight that at once
rocked the night beyond the shattered wi ndows. The three nen | ooked at each other, then hurriedly
crossed the floor to | ook out and down on a scene out of Dante's Inferno. On the far perineter of
Xanadu,
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disintegrating chalets erupted in red and yellow ruin, and fireballs Iifted dieir mushroom heads
to the night sky. But Trask was right: it wasn't over yet.

For as the three stood there watching, inpotent to act, so nidway between the burning perineter
and the casino a second series of terrific explosions, then a third, ripped through the shattered
resort. Concentric rings of destruction were closing in on the Pleasure Dome, hurling flam ng
debris aloft and turning night to day.

"Now he springs the trap,' Trask husked. 'Xanadu is no use to himnow and he'll destroy it, and us
with it. So thisis it. W're next!'
"The place is wired, mned!' The Mpjor's face was ashen. 'l should have know it fromthe very

first explosion, the one that took one of ny nen.’

"Don't blanme yourself/ said Trask. 'We've all been equally stupid. And that bastard is sitting
somewher e wat ching us, knowi ng that by now \ve know. | don't suppose there's any point asking you
to call the chopper down?

"Wouldn't if | could,' the other shook his head. 'No way - not into this lot. But in any case ny
radi o' s been out since we got into the lift. Some kind of electrical interference.'

As he finished speaking, so |an Goodly reeled and caught at the Major's armto steady hinself.
And, Jake!' the precog gasped. 'My God, Ben - it's Jake!'

"Jake?' Trask repeated him 'What about hin?’

"He ... he's on his way here,' Goodly answered. 'But so is the elevator!’

"Jake's in the elevator? Trask failed to understand. But:

"No,' Coodly shook his head. 'Jake is in the Mbius Continuum The bonb is in the el evator! When
staggered just now,

(00) /

it was because |'d seen it going off- but seen it at close range, even this close - and it's due
to happen any tinme now

The Maj or might have asked what they were raving about but didn't have time. In a sudden stirring
of snoky air, Jake stepped

out of the Mbius Continuumwith Liz clinging to himlike a |leech - and at the sane tinme the
el evator pinged and its doors hissed open
Jake and Liz were staggering, disoriented; the Major didn't know what was goi ng on; and the
precog, knowi ng he was about to die, couldn't take his eyes off the elevator. Ben Trask was the
only one who saw the "truth' of it and knew what to do.
"To ne!' he shouted. 'To ne!' And wi thout waiting he swept theminto his arnms, bundled all four of
them cl ose to hinsel f.
"What ?' Jake said, conpletely out of the picture.
'Make a door!' Trask shouted at him 'For God's sake, nmake a goddammed door! Make a big one, and
mean right now'
And Jake, and Korath, they nade a door
The bl ast took themright through it, all five of them (or six, with Korath), through the door
into the Mbius Continuum And in the hot blast and the fire that foll owed them Jake knew only
one safe place to take them He renenbered those suntanned, near-naked bodi es spraw i ng
i ndol ently, and the shadow of the helicopter dark on the sparkling water. And he knew the
coordi nat es
Down they went in one of Xanadu's pools, and coughing and spluttering they surfaced ..

In tine to see Chopper One at an altitude of one hundred and fifty feet, wheeling to face the

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (232 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:14 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20| nvaders.txt

backdrop of cliffs, steadying up and sitting like a hawk on the air, and opening up with its nose
cannons on no clearly discernible target.

In his once-secret hiding place, Malinari sawit, too, and didn't believe it. But as cannon-fire
ripped the chimey's facade to shreds he had to believe it. And while he still had tine he tripped
the rest of his switches. Then, with his thin clothing tearing under the pressure of nadly

nmet anor phosi ng flesh - and his bolthol e hideaway coll apsing around him- Mlinari nmade a headl ong
di ve through his w ndow of observation, out into the night.

For a nonent the pilot of Chopper One saw him the
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jet-copter's thermal -i magi ng highlighted a shifting, flattening, norphing blob of a figure that at
first plunmeted, quickly adopted a manta-1like shape, and finally glided fromview The pilot m ght
even have taken a shot at the thing, but powerful updraughts fromthe blazing hell that was Xanadu
were rocking his machine, forcing himto take action and clinb out of danger.

And as Jake and the others left the pool, so Nephran Malinari shot |ike an arrow overhead. He

m ght easily have been some prinmal pterodactyl out of Earth's prehistory, but was in fact a
predatory creature froman alien, parallel world. Trask saw him- his crinson eyes, the dark blur
of his passing - and a nonent |ater heard his taunting |aughter echoing fromon high.

Hearing that laughter, and renmenbering Zek - unable to forget her, ever - all Trask wanted was to
stand there and let his hate out, and will this nonster to a terrible death. He knew he couldn't,
but he had never wanted anything so nuch in his life.

In close proxinmty like this - so intent upon each other - Malinari had 'heard Trask and sent
back:

Hatred such as that is catching, M Trask. It breeds hatred! As for willing nme to death: we nust
see whose will is the strongest, ehP Not here and now, no, but in another place, another tine.
This was nothing hut a skirmsh, to get your neasure. But if you would live tojight another day,
first you nust survive the night. Alas, | don't think so. If you survive, however, do not despair
For | shall he waiting, M Trask, | shall he waiting ..

Al of themw th Trask heard it - that dark voice in their heads and its taunting nmessage - but
especially Liz. She heard it, and saw beyond it. Malinari's plan: flight, to a safe haven in

anot her place, another country.

She m ght even have di scovered whi ch one, but Nephran Mlinari recogni zed her presence and
withdrew snarling into nental obscurity. Wiere his evil telepathic voice had been, only nindsnog
remai ned, spiralling after himinto a nental void.

And Malinari was gone ...

But to Trask and the others it seemed the danger was still present. Xanadu was burning end to end,
a series of devastating

expl osions continued to rock the place; Malinari's bubble aerie on top of the Pleasure Done was no
nmore, and showers of plastic and glass were still raining to earth. Scraps of blazing debris
drifted across the night sky, and clods of earth and grass were fountaining in the garden where
Chopper One had nmade its initial |landing. A lucky mstake on Malinari's part, that |ast. One of
his few errors.

But the Pleasure Done itself, the casino, was still standing, and now the precog |an Goodly cri ed,
"The big one is still to cone. It's the casino. A set piece of delayed action - |ike the pause
before the last big firework at the end of the show'

Fortunately WD 2 Bygraves had taken the initiative. Thinking he'd | ost his commandi ng officer when
the Major's radi o had gone down, he had called the rest of the platoon out of the casino. Now they
came running, gathering at the pool. But fromthe pool on outwards to the perineter of the resort,
it seemed that the whol e of Xanadu was an inferno. Even if there were no nore expl osions, the
sheer heat would certainly kill everyone before they made half the distance. And neanwhil e the
precog, in a fit of delirious anxiety, was turning this way and that, repeating, 'It's going to
blow It's going to blow'

Then a piece of burning debris fromthe bubble canme drifting like a kite, weighed down by and
trailing a length of electrical cable. No one noticed it until it struck the nonorail's overhead
power grid. There was a flash that sent blobs of nolten copper skittering, and the kite and cable
fell to earth

Trask and the Major glanced at each other, headed for the boarding platformno nore than fifty

file:/l/G|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%202%20-%20Invaders.txt (233 of 237) [2/13/2004 10:12:14 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%6202%20-%20l nvaders.txt

feet away. The rest followed them and Jake quickly caught up. 'Wat are we doing? he asked Trask
breat hl essl y.

"The el evated nonorail,' Trask gasped. 'It has power. Maybe we can drive out of this, or over the
worst of it, at least as far as the main parking lot and the big ops truck.

Hi s idea was as good as any other; in fact it was the only idea, for the arnoured car had been

bl own over onto its side by
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the blast fromthe garden. Fortunately the |ocator David Chung, along with Bygraves and his nen,
had al ready vacated that area; |ike Jake they had seen the pool as the only sanctuary fromthe
bomb blasts and the fires that |icked closer with every passing noment. And by now the heat and
snoke were suffocating.

Dragging Liz behind him Jake was the first into the leading carriage of two articul ated, open-
sided cars. dinbing into the driver's seat, he hit the red power button and, as the notor
throbbed into life, grabbed the drive |ever

The system coul d scarcely be sinpler: push forward to go, pull backward to stop. And ahead the
single overhead rail clinbed and curved outwards towards the perineter parking lot, the reception

area, Xanadu's gates and safety. But while the notor warmed up, still the precog was shouti ng.
"It's going any mnute now. '’
Men ran, |inped, or were carried; they bundl ed each other into the cars. Until finally Trask

yelled, '"That's it. Now get us the hell out of here!' And Jake pushed the |ever forward.

Slowmy - agonizingly slowy, or so it seened - the cars clinbed to their el evated hei ght and
started along the spiralling, pylon-supported rail. Fifty feet, a hundred, and gathering speed.
And then the Pl easure Donme went.

The bl ast was awesonme as the casino literally lifted into the air, sank down into itself, split
asunder under the irresistible pressure of expandi ng gasses, and bl ew apart in red and yel |l ow
streanmers of flame. The whol e thing disappeared in dust, rubble, and gouting fire, and in the next
monent the hot blast of its passing reached out and rocked the nonorail's carriages, causing its
passengers to grit their teeth and hang on for dear life. But then the cars steadied up and the
danger was past.

So everyone thought -

-Except lan Goodly. 'There's one bonb left!' He suddenly cried. '"It's in the reception area, the
gat ehouse!' He was right and just |like the bonb in the Pleasure Done, this too was a del ayed
action device. Wen it went it took a good man, their rear-guard,

with it - but it also took out the |ast el evated section of the nonorail
Li z was behind Jake, shouting, 'Look! Look!' and pointing ahead. But he was al ready | ooking. Al

he coul d see through the snoke and the fire was a nmass of slunping, buckled netal - the weckage
of the tower that had borne the weight of the nobnorail - beyond which there was enpty space and a
drop of sonme thirty odd feet into a red, roaring death!

Jake slammed the drive lever into reverse ... and nothing happened. The power had gone along with

the overhead gantry and power |line, and the cars were free-wheeling down a gentle gradient at sone
thirty mles an hour.

But | an Goodly's talent was back in force. Suddenly he was there, |eaning over Jake and shouti ng,
"Jake, listen! There's a way out. | can see it. We're going to make it!"’

And he told Jake what he had seen, shouted it into his ear as the articulated cars went | urching
into enpty space, heading for the inferno that waited bel ow.

Korat h knew what was required and set those fantastic forrmulae rolling yet again down the screen
of Jake's mnd - until Jake froze them and conjured a door that even Harry Keogh woul d be proud
of . Then:

Dar kness surrounded the cars - the Utinate Darkness of a tinme before tinme - and in a single
nmorment which night yet be as long as forever, light, gentle noon and starlight, blinked into being
as Jake made his first perfect three-point exit fromthe Mbius Continuum at well-known
coor di nat es

The cars were boat-bottoned. They didn't dig in but rode across the dry grass and sandy soil of
the safe house's garden, quickly slowing until, with scarcely a jolt, they were brought up short
by the stout wall. Then the rear car slewed a little - but not enough to spill anyone - and both
cars rolled sideways through forty-five degrees and cane to a rocking standstill...
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For a long time there was silence. Until Jake and the E-Branch
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EPI LOGUE

peopl e clinbed out of the lead car and, as a man, collapsed or plunped down on the withered grass
and began to breathe again. Then sonmeone (it sounded to Liz like 'Red Bygraves) said, 'Holyfuck!
And everyone started tal king at once.

In Xanadu, Jethro Manchester had built a Pleasure Done. Now it was gone, and Manchester with it,
to an end as undeserved as it was brutal and horrific. Likew se the alien author of Xanadu's and
Manchester's ruin; he, too, was gone. But Lord Nephran Malinari was fled, not dead. And it grieved
Ben Trask's heart that he nust admt it: that the chase wasn't nearly over yet, but if anything
was now nore needful and deadly than ever

For if the others, if Vavara and Szwart, were trying to do what Malinari had begun to do in

subt erranean Xanadu - if they, too, were nurturing 'gardens' of |oathsone plague-bearing deat h-
spawn - and if a single red spore, all unnoticed, inhaled like a speck of dust, could wite finis
on a human life and replace it with undeath, how then mllions or billions of spores - and what
then for the world ... ?

On the second norning after the Australians cremated their four dead conrades in a quiet cerenpny
with full military honours - a cerenony which Trask and his E-Branch people felt privileged to
attend, where in fact there were only three bodies in their coffins, for the fourth had burned on
Manchester's island, and was represented by a photograph, a scroll of honour, and nessages of
farewell fromhis closest colleagues only - the second norning after that, the Major and his two
stalwart Warrant Officers were at the airport in Brisbane to see Trask and his people off.

After the British team had received their regul ati on new bubonic shots - for the Australian
authorities were insistent that no one be allowed to enter or |eave the continent w thout first

bei ng i nocul ated - then, over drinks in the departure |ounge, Trask and the Major had a quiet word
in private. Jake, Liz, and
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the rest of the teamsat at a table with Bygraves and Davis, where for the better part they
commi serated in silence. Something of an aftermath, it seemed there wasn't a lot to be said. But
Trask and the SAS Major weren't willing to leave it at that.

"And so it goes on/ said the Major, Tor you at |east.'

"For us it never seens to end,' Trask answered. 'Just when we think it nmight, there's always
somet hi ng new. Not al ways as bad as what we've just been through, but always bad.'

"And you can't give up on it,' said the Major; not a question but a staterment of fact.

"Never!' Trask growed. 'This tine, for me it's personal. But personal or not, it's always the

same. W've seen all this before, and we'll see it again. Yes, and we'll see it through, all the
way to the end. But nyself... | for one will never be able to rest until this one is dead. O
until |I'm dead. One or the other.'

"Malinari?

'The sane,' Trask nodded. '| want that bastard dead, dead, dead! And | intend to get him no
matter what it takes. As Lardis Lideci might say, that's ny vow Hub! My Szgany vow, aye.'

"Well, you have a good teamto help you,' the Major glanced across the roomat the people sitting

with his nen. 'Weird as hell, but good. That David Chung, for instance. Such a quiet little nman -
with his built-in radar dish. And the tall fellow, |an Goodly, who I'd hate to play cards wth.
And Liz, who hears people thinking? | definitely wouldn't play cards with her! And as for Jake ..

I just can't believe what he does! It may have saved nmy life, but I still don't believe it.'

"I know,' Trask answered. 'And it doesn't help that it's something | can't talk about. O
something we can't tal k about. But being what you are, SAS, |'m sure you understand that. Anyway -
and if it makes it any easier - there are tinmes when | don't believe this stuff nyself. Tinmes when
| wake up and think |I've been nightmaring. And the hell of it is, I"'mthe only one who really
knows that it's true!’

The Maj or shook his head and said, 'Wird, weird people - but I'"'mglad to have known you.'
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'Same here,' said Trask. 'I'monly sorry that-'

"l know.' The other cut himshort. 'The only consolation lies in what we've achieved. For let's
face it, no sane people could ever suffer such as that to |live. Those four lives m ght have saved
t housands. "

But Trask shook his head. "Think again,' he said. 'Thousands? There are over six billion people on
this snall planet. And that's how nany we m ght have saved. O that we've started to save.'
And after a while the Mpjor said, 'Hearing you put it like that, |I knowit was worth it.'

At which Liz called across and said, 'They're boarding.'

"It's time we weren't here,' said Trask, standing up. And as the Major reached out his hand Trask
| ooked at it, took it, and said, 'l don't even know your nane!’

"It's Tom' said the other.

"Just Ton? Major Ton®'

"That'll suffice,' said the Major, grinning.

Trask smiled, too, and said, 'Wll, Mjor Tom ground control is calling for us.'

The Maj or had been carrying a fat, eighteen-inch-l1ong parcel. Now he gave it to Trask. 'This is
for you,' he said. 'The nen found it when they went down and burned out the underground roons,
tunnels and conduits in Xanadu. It got burned, too, so | can guarantee it's clean. | don't believe
in trophy-taking, not after a job like that one. Maybe you'll find a use for it.'

After that there was no tinme for anything other than handshakes all round. Then Trask and his
peopl e went to board their Qantas VTOL Skyskip ..

But as they queued at the boarding gate, Jake sensed soneone's gaze upon himand gl anced t oward
the reinforced flexiglass wall
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that secured the boarding area fromthe view ng pronenade. Fromthe far side of the wall
di storted by the i nages of other passengers that noved across its reflective surface, a thin, pock-
mar ked face | ooked back at him And for a nonment their eyes net before Jake | ooked away.
He | ooked away, but only for a nonent...

Until sonething went click in his nenory and he gave a start and | ooked again. But the face
was gone

Standi ng just behind him Ben Trask had noticed his reaction and said, 'Is there sonething?
Jake frowned, then shook his head. 'No/ he said. 'I don't think so. But just for a nonent then |
thought | might have ... recognized soneone?

Trask | ooked at himin a certain way, with his head cocked a little on one side, and said, 'O
you' re concerned that maybe sonmeone recogni zed you?

Jake shrugged unconfortably, said, 'That, too. But here in Australia? Unlikely.'

Very unlikely, yes. For as Jake had said, what would that |ousy, mnurdering, bastard thug - what
woul d the face of a nan who had featured in his worst nightmares for far too | ong now, one of
Luigi Castellano's soldiers, unforgotten froma certain nonstrous night in Marseille - what woul d
he be doi ng here?

Then he shrugged again and put it out of his mnd. It was part of his grow ng obsession, that was
all, when fromtime to tinme he would see those faces wherever he | ooked; this despite that severa
of themwere no nore, dead by his hand. But still Jake | ooked again at the flexiglass partition
before noving on into the boarding tunnel

And of course there was no one there ..

As the VTOL Skyskip was rising vertically into the air, lifting its nose, and accelerating into
the sky, the man with the pock-narked face was in a tel ephone ki osk, speaking |ong-distance to
Pal erno. 'No doubt about it/ he said in Italian. 'I'd know the guy

anywhere. He's alive and kicking, and there's been all kinds of shit going down around here, yeah
That Xanadu thing: they said it was a plague-spot, and an accidental fire burned it out down to
the foundations. But | can tell you, Luigi, some of the crew who were up there clearing up

afterwards - like, you know, mlitary types? - they were here at the airport to see Cutter and
these British people onto their plane. Like pals all round, you know? Me, I'd |like to know how you
knew t his Jake Cutter would be out here in the first place ..

"You didn't know? You were only interested in Xanadu ... ?

"And | ... | ask too many questions. Yeah, | know. You're right, sorry. So what now?

"l should find out who the Brits were? Get after them on the next plane? Sure, | can handle that.
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And | can use the account in England, have nyself sonme fun? Hey, | like it!

"Er, yeah ... ?

"But if I don't find out who they are, | needn't bother to go back to Marseille ... or anywhere.
Right, Luigi, | got that. But say .. / And there he stopped short, scowing at the phone. For it

was purring away vacantly to itself in his hand, and the oh-so-dark voice on the other end was
gone ...

On board the Skyskip, when they were indeed skipping across the outer atnosphere, Ben Trask
started to open the parcel given to himby the Major. But as gl eani ng netal hooks appeared,
flexible fish-scale plates and sharp-poi nted gouges, he stopped, went pale, and wapped the thing
up again.

Havi ng seen its like before, on Starside in an alien world of vanpires, he knew exactly what it
was: a battle gauntlet, as used by the Wanphyri!

But then, |ooking up and across the central aisle at David Chung, Trask's colour returned and he
smled a mrthless, vengeful smile. And: 'Lord Nephran Malinari/ he murmured to hinsel f, under the
subdued runbl e of the Skyskip's engines, 'you can run but you can't hide.'
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And agai n, nodding to hinself, 'You can't ever hide, Malinari - not for long, not fromnme - and

definitely not from E-Branch...'

Be sure to visit the author's web site at: http://ww. brianlunl ey.com
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NEXT: E- BRANCH: DEFI LERS
Vavara's Sisterhood of Evil. Szwart's Maze of Darkness. Jake and Korath: their Struggle for

Suprenmacy. Malinari's Madness, and nore ...
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