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(A RESUM 2)

Harry Keogh, the first Necroscope, is gone, his essence splintered, dispersed, and shards of his
met aphysi cal mind dispatched into the darker corners of the nyriad Universes of Light. Thus, to
all intents and purposes, he is dead.

Death: the cessation of life. The absence of life, and the End of Being. Or at least, the living
have al ways deemed it so. But as the Necroscope above all others (except perhaps the dead

t hensel ves) was aware, death isn't like that. M nd goes on.

For how nay any great poet, scientist, artist, or architect sinply dissolve to nothing? H s body
may quit, but his spirit-his mnd-will go on, and what he pursued in life he will continue to
pursue in death.

Great paintings are planned, and | andscapes scanned in the dead nmind' s eye, and never a brush
applied to canvas. Magnificent cities rear, and ocean-spanning roadways circle the planet, but
they are only the dreanms of their dead architects. Songs as sweet and sweeter than anything
devised by Solonon in his lifetime are known to the teem ng dead, which can never be known to the
living; for he sang the ones we know nore than two thousand years ago, and tine has inproved him
But here a seening contradiction: if death is such an enpty, silent place, howthen all the
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singing, painting, building? How do the dead go on?

To questions such as this there was no answer until there was the Necroscope: a man who coul d | ook
into the graves of nen and into their dead m nds. And through himonly through Harry Keogh-the
dead were enabl ed. He taught them deadspeak, how to converse with one another, and joined them up
across the world,- he brought sons and daughters to long-lost nothers and fathers, reunited old
friends, resolved old doubts and argunments and reinspired the brilliance of great mnds guttering
Il ow. And without ever intending it- scarcely realizing what was happeni ng- he became a | one candl e
flickering in the long night of the dead. And they basked in his warnmh and | oved himfor it.

But as rmuch as Harry Keogh gave the dead, just so nuch and nore he received. From his nother, who
in life had been a psychic nedium the germof that netaphysical skill fromwhich his greater
abilities derived. From August Ferdi nand Mobius, a |ong-dead mathenatici an and astrononer,

know edge and
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mastery of the Mbius Conti nuum an undi nensioned place (for want of a better description)
parallel with all tinme and space. And from Faet hor Ferenczy, the history of a vanpire world and
its undead inhabitants, sone of which-nuch |ike Faethor hinself-had fromtime to time found their
way into our world. But it should be stated that this latter know edge was obtai ned nore out of
the extinct vanpire's longing for life than his | ove of the Necroscope

And fromthat tine on-fromHarry's discovery of vanpires in our world, to the tine of his "death”
in Starside-the Necroscope was dedicated to their destruction. For he knew that if the terrible
Lords and Ladi es of the Wanphyri weren't put down, then that they nust surely enslave manki nd.
But in the end-hinself a vanpire and righting the Thing within himto his |ast breath-even Harry
gave in, "died," and was no nore. Ch, really . . . ?

But for every rule there has to be an exception, and Harry Keogh, Necroscope, was-he is-the
exception to the rule of negative interaction between the G eat Majority and the living. For in
life he was the naster of the Mbius Continuum and used it to pursue vanpires. So that now, in
death . . . ?

Harry Keogh was not alone in his |lifelong war agai nst the Wanphyri. Recruited into E-Branch as a
yout h, he had the backing of that nost secret of secret organizations alnmost to the end. And even

when Harry was hinself no | onger entirely human, still Ben Trask, the Head of E-Branch, was his
friend. It was Trask, the human lie detector, who saw the "truth" of Harry: that he woul d never
turn on his own kind,- but still, best to take no chances, and Trask had been tasked to hound him

from Earth.

Nevert hel ess, when at | ast the Necroscope returned to Sunside/ Starside, to fight his |ast great
battle there, he went of his own accord and not because he was driven out.

And it was Ben Trask, too, along with many nore nmenbers of E-Branch, who sawwho were given to see-
Harry's passing on the night he died.

It was a vision, a hologram a real yet unreal thing. They saw The End of Harry as if it were here
and now when in fact it occurred in an alien world on the other side of space-tine.

Thirteen witnesses in all, in the ops roomat E-Branch HQG they all saw the sane thing: that

snmoki ng, smoul dering, hideous corpse, cruciformand crucified in mdair, tunbling backwards, head
over heels, free of the floor as on an invisible spit. And despite the crisped and bl ackened face,
Ben Trask had known who it was, that this was Harry.

And for all that they encircled it, still the thing seemed to fall away fromthem grow ng
smal l er, receding toward a nebul ous origin-or destiny?-out of which ribbons of neon |ight reached
like myriad withing tentacles to welcome it.

The figure dwi ndl ed, shrank to a note, and finally di sappeared. But where it had been-

An expl osion! A sunburst of golden fire, expanding hugely, silently, awe-
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sonely! So that the thirteen observers had gasped and ducked down, - and despite that this thing
was in their group mind, they instinctively turned away fromthe blinding intensity of its glare-
and of what flew out of it. Al except Trask, who had shielded his eyes but continued to watch,
because that was his nature and he nust know the truth.

And the truth of it had been fantastic.

Those nyriad gol den splinters speeding outwards fromthe sunburst, angling this way and that,
sentient, seeking, disappearing into as nmany unknown places. Those, what, pieces? O the
Necroscope, Harry Keogh Al that remained of him of what he'd been and what he'd meant? And as
the I ast of them had zi pped by Trask and vani shed fromview, so the withing streanmers of red,
bl ue, and green ghost-light had |ikew se blinked out of existence
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Returning the ops rooms illumination to normal. Then everyone had known that Harry was no
nmore, that he had died in Starside in an alien vanpire world. And only Ben Trask-Trask the hunman
lie detector-recogni zed the "truth” of what he had seen, and knew that death, especially in the
Necroscope's case, sinmply wasn't |ike that.

Ti re has passed, twenty-one years of tine, during which a different Necroscope-but a true son of
his Earth father-has conme to manhood in that same alien world that clained Harry. And no | ess than
his father, Nathan Kiklu (called Keogh by his friends in our world) is a vanpire hunter. But

Nat han has his own problens and hunts his enem es in Sunside/Starside.

Bet ween the Earth and Nathan's parallel vanpire world are two "Gates.” One is natural, the other
canme into being when an ill-conceived Soviet experinent backfired. The first Gate lies along the
route of a subterranean river flow ng through a cavern systemunder the foothills of the frowning
Carpatii Meridionals, the Transyl vani an Al ps.

The second Gate lies in an artificial conmplex built in the late '70s and early '80s by the Soviets
in the base of the Perchorsk ravine in the northern reaches of the Ural ski Khrebet-Russia's Ura
Mount ai ns. While E-Branch has access to and control of the natural Gate, the Perchorsk Conpl ex
lies outside the Branch's sphere of influence. C osed down five years ago by the Russian premer
who diverted water fromthe Perchorsk daminto the mainly ruinous scientific conmplex to flood it,
recently the artificial Gate has been reopened by the | eader of a burgeoning mlitary faction

This was done out of greed; the power-mad Russian general who ordered it had found out that
Sunside/ Starside is rich in gold,- he and a platoon of soldiers went through into Starside in an
attenpt to fathomthe extent of its riches.

Their expedition coincided with a vanpire resurgence,- the Russians were taken, and before the
general was done away with, two Lords and a Lady of the Wanphyri extracted fromhimand the nen in
hi s command know edge of our world.

Under constant guerilla attack by Nathan, the three Great Vanpires, Wanphyri, decided to take
their chances on Earth. Invaders (albeit secret invaders),
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they used the natural CGate to enter our world at E-Branch's Ronmani an "Refuge,"” a special hospice
for traumati zed orphans on the banks of the Danube at the junction of Romania, Bulgaria, and the
former Yugosl avi a.

Sl aughtering the Refuge's personnel and inmates, the trio split up, dispersing thensel ves abroad
inthe world .

E- Branch al one knew of the vanpire invasion. Zek Foener, the |love of Ben Trask's life, had died in
the massacre at the Romani an Refuge,- but in her final nmonents the tel epath contacted Trask to
tell himwhat was happening. Thus Trask was "with her" when she di ed-at which nonent, in his grief
of griefs, he had vowed revenge!

But the rest of the world couldn't, nustn't be told. Else panic at the thought of an invisible,

al nost invincible plague | oose anong us would run riot. E-Branch's M nister Responsible nust be
told, however, and he gave the Branch carte blanche to track down and destroy the nonsters out of
Starside. Mreover, liaison with many of the world's great powers guaranteed their assistance,

too, in the event that Trask's organization should need it. These were, of course, covert
agreenents/ only the nost tried and trusted | eaders were privy to the facts, and then not to al
the facts .

Sone three years after the invasion, finally E-Branch "I ocators"-human-bl codhound trackers of nen
and nonsters-picked up the "m ndsnog" spoor of the Wanphyri in Western Australia's desolate G bson
Desert. But even as plans were nade to counter the menace, so a tinely quirk of synchronicity (not
to nention the paradox of a once-faniliar phenonenon) took place.

Jake Cutter, a young man with a dubi ous record, had been incarcerated in a top-security Turin
prison for certain acts of vengeance which in fact anbunted to nurder. But nurder only insofar as
the law s legal definition. For Jake had taken revenge on a gang of drug-running thugs and rapists-
affiliates of the Russian Mafia-who had brutalized and nurdered a wonman of his intimte
acquai nt ance.

In answer to Jake's revenge serial killings, the | eader of the gang-a mysterious Sicilian called
Lui gi Castell ano-nmade arrangenents to have Jake killed inside the prison. Learning of this, Jake
had attenpted to escape. But prison guards in Castellano's pay had opened fire on himas he scal ed
the prison wall. In which nonent of extreme danger, there had cone an astonishing intervention. At
first Jake had thought that he'd been shot, he had actually seen the bullet-or the track of a

gol den bullet, or the coruscation of its ricochet, or something-strike home into his forehead. And
then he had fallen, but not to the hard-packed earth of the prison's exercise yard.
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I nstead Jake had "fallen" into the Mbius Continuum and instantaneously nore than five hundred
mles through the Continuumto Harry's Room at E-Branch HQ in London! Harry's Room which decades
earlier had provided accommodati on for the original Necroscope during his brief tenure as
prospective Head of Branch, and which Branch espers had since maintained in pristine condition
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Si mul t aneous with Jake's appearance at E-Branch HQ so the sane espers- especially the |ocator
Davi d Chung-sensed that sonething of the Necroscope had returned. Trask, however, renenbering what
Harry had becone before he quit Earth for Starside, could scarcely hel p but wonder what facet of
hi m had cone honme. And Trask was al so given to wonder: when Harry Keogh died, had his vanpire been
purged, or had it purged him. . . ?

The three invaders from Starside are Lords Malinari and Szwart, and the femal e Vavara. Malinari
"The M nd," a nmentalist of phenonenal power,- Lord Szwart, who is the very essence of darkness, a
constantly nmutating victim (and survivor) of his own netanorphic nature,- and Vavara, whose
hypnotic disguise is that of a beautiful woman when in fact she is a hag.

When these Great Vanpires cane into our world they brought four |ieutenant servitors with them
one of whom Korath M ndsthrall (whose nane identified himas being "in thrall" to Malinari the

M nd), was sacrificed as a neans of gaining entry to the Romani an Refuge.

Thus when the vanpire trio destroyed the Refuge, butchered its staff and i nmates, and took new
thralls before splitting up and venturing out into our world, Korath Mndsthrall's dead and broken
body was | eft behind, pul ped and drowned in a netal pipe in the shattered sunp of the gutted
Refuge. The true death for a vanpire thrall whose anbitions were al ways above his station, or so
Mal i nari had suspect ed.

For Korath had been his man for long and | ong, and a great deal of Malinari had rubbed off on his
lieutenant. Too nuch for his own good

Meanwhi l e in the Mbius Continuum sone faint echo-sone fragnent, residual nenory, ghost, or
intelligence-of the Necroscope Harry Keogh had becone aware of scarlet |ife-threads where they
crossed the blue threads of nen. One such blue life-thread was Jake Cutter's, and because of its
preval ence in sone future conflict, the Harry revenant traced it back to its source ... to Jake in
the Turin prison, and indeed to the rigged jail break

But the revenant had its limtations,- spread throughout all the Universes of Light, Harry's
presence-his ability to effect changes in the mundane worl d of nen-was at best tenuous. Al so, his
nature and Jake's were opposites in so nany ways, and yet very nuch of a kind in so many others.
And here he was, the very nman, Jake Cutter hinself-as unknown to the spirit of the ex-Necroscope
as Harry was to himabout to die under the hamer blows of brutal bullets. But down future-tine
streanms Harry had seen Jake's blue thread crossed by scarlet vanpire threads, and the once-

Necr oscope knew for a fact that, "what will be has been," or that it would be. Wierefore Jake's
life couldn't possibly end here. But howto save it?

The answer cane in a nonent, but without Harry's instigation! A golden dart, one of his nyriad
famliars, striking honme in Jake's head to enhance whatever there was of the netaphysical in a
currently nmundane nmind. A dart of know edge, yes, and a set of scrolling nunbers-like a conputer
screen running

DKI Al NLUML_t Y

anok, conjuring the Mbius Conti nuumwhich in its turn bore Jake to Harry's Room at E-Branch HQ
in London .

Australia, and Trask took Jake along for the ride. For whatever Trask's m sgivings-and he of al
men shoul d know the truth of things-the rest of his espers saw Jake as a possible answer, and
perhaps the only answer, to their needs: a weapon as powerful as anything the Wanphyri could bring
to bear. But first, of course, he nust accept what had happened and cone to ternms with it, learn
to utilize the great gifts that he nmay have received, which as yet renmai ned undevel oped in him
To which end and between tinmes, when the Keogh revenant was able, it/ he spent tine with Jake, -
usual l'y in Jake's subconscious mind, his dreanms, when he was rel axed and nore receptive of
esoteric know edge. But just |ike Ben Trask, the ex-Necroscope found Jake obstinate, cynical, and
frequently infuriating. For Jake had his own agenda, a certain Sicilian crimnal called Luigi
Castellano, and until that had been dealt with he knew he coul d never be his own nman or anyone
else's . .

In the nighted, gurgling black sunp of the ruined Ronmani an Refuge, Harry and Jake used deadspeak
to talk to the sloughed-away Korath M ndsthrall where his polished bones clattered endlessly in
the swirling water of a filtration conduit, and they |learned the histories of Mlinari, Szwart,
and Vavara. And now t he ex- Necroscope can only hope that in the waking world, Jake will renmenber
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what he learned in dreans. But here a probl em

Despite Harry's warni ngs, Jake-of his own cognizance, his own free will- has agreed a pact with
Korath, giving himlimted access to his mnd. For wi thout the vanpire he could never renenber
Harry's nunbers, the fornulae that conjure the Mbius Continuum And wi thout Jake, the dead but
still dangerous-very dangerous-vanpire can never stray fromhis watery grave.

Toget her, however, they have the incredible mobility of the Mbius Conti nuum Mreover, Korath
(once M ndsthrall) now knows hope where no hope existed. Enabled, he can now begin schening toward
a suddenly feasible future

On Australia' s South Pacific coast, Trask and his team of espers have tracked down and attacked
Lord Nephran Malinari in his casino aerie in the Macpher-son Range of nountains,- his |lieutenants
and various vanpirized victinms have been killed, destroyed utterly, but the Great Vanpire hinself
has escaped.

Jake Cutter played a mgjor part in what neasure of success E-Branch enjoyed,- but aware of his
conprom sed position-and alone in this know edge, unable or unwilling to tell Trask and his espers
about his "problentf-he can find little or no satisfaction in his newfound status within the

organi zati on.

Al'l Jake wanted was to be rid of a strange, unwel cone tenant: the ex-Necroscope, Harry, who had
seenmed intent on taking up partial (and perhaps even pernmanent?) residence in his head. But now
that Harry has gone, a very

UECI Lt KS
different and far nore devious intruder has taken his place. Now, too, Jake finds hinself plagued
by Harry's warning: "Alive or dead nakes no great difference. Never let a vanpire into your mnd!"

As for Ben Trask: many of his concerns have been assuaged, but still there are questions that
remai n unanswer ed. Forenost anong them why Jake? Wy has this problematic young man been chosen
apparently against his will, for work as inmportant as this? Jake Cutter - spoiled as a child,

unruly as a youth, and reckless as a man. Wy hin?

And not only the Head of E-Branch, but the ex-Necroscope, too (in his i mundane, incorporea

fashi on), has wondered why. For those nyriad attendant gol den darts, revenant of his once-being,
are apart fromHarry and given to act of their own accord. He is the advance guard and scout, but
they are the soldiers, the army. Thus it was with Jake: the ex-Necroscope found his life-thread,
and so found him but the dart struck home of its own cognizance. Wiy? Wiy was Jake chosen?

Per haps Harry should look to his own past for an answer, but in certain cases the past may be just
as devious as the future. Even in a mind freed of bodily restraints there are bound to be bl ank
spots, tinmes and places that remain forever unrenenbered. And in the Necroscope's life entire
years were |lost |ike pages torn froma book

Perhaps the answer lies there

PHUT one
I MAGES

1

I MAGES OF THE PAST

Ben Trask and his people were home again, but there was little enough tinme for rest and
recuperation. The world m ght well be described as a small planet, but it was still a big place, -
its evils were many, and Engl and had always had its fair share.

Compared with what Trask and his principal espers-David Chung the |Iocator, and | an Goodly the
precog- had encountered in Australia, the routine of E-Branch HQ seened drab and al nost bori ng.

Al nost. But here in the heart of London, in Trask's own even snaller world of gadgets and ghosts,
he knew that he could never really get bored. For even when the ghosts were quiet, the gadgets
woul d keep right on going, and vice versa, though often as not they were active at the sane tine.
Ri ght now the gadgets-in the shape of the HQ s tel ephones, its ground-based and satellite

comuni cation systens, its conputers, TVs, and video screens-were in ascendance, catching up on
tinme | ost when Trask, a handful of his espers and technicians, plus a couple of new people, had
been out of touch by virtue of their work on the other side of the world. But the Head of E-Branch
knew that the ghosts would cone into their own soon enough. He knew it because he commanded them
Ghosts of a sort, anyway.

And for eight days now he had been steadily working his way through all the paperwork, sorting the
priority jobs, detailing his workforce to whichever tasks best suited their various talents, and
general ly breaking up the logjam It had to be done, because Trask knew that sooner or later he'd
be on his way once agai n-that he, personally, would be on his way, for this was a personal thing
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now out into a world threatened by the greatest of all possible evils.

An evil born in another world, with a nanme that was sinmlarly alien and undi sgui sably evi
Wanphyri !

Despite that there was other work to be done, this was the nane, and the

21

t hought, that was uppernost in Trask's mind where he sat at his desk, in his office at the end of
the main corridor in E-Branch HQ pen in hand but stilled for the nonent, not scratching away at
one or another of a hundred different docunents and forns. Stilled, brought to an abrupt halt by
this sudden thought-or perhaps not so sudden, because for sone three years now it had never been
far fromhis nmind-that in a world where Zek was no nore, in this nonstrously, unbelievably

depl eted world, the Wanphyri were. They were here, and because of them she was not.

And he was surprised to hear the runble in his throat that was a grow trying to escape, surprised
to see his hand turning white where it now gri pped the pen |ike a dagger. The Wanphyri: Malinari,
and Szwart, and Vavara, alive or undead in his world, the world where they had nurdered Zek! And

still her last words-her |ast thoughts, which she had sent winging to himsighing in his nenory,
fromwhi ch he could never hope to erase them and woul d never want to, but guessed he'd be the
better man for it if he coul d.-CGoodbye, Ben. | |ove you

Then the blinding flash of white light that had woken himup that time three years ago-which he
had hoped was only the glare of his bedside |anp, perhaps blinking into life where his armhad hit
the cord as he threshed in his nightmare. Trask had hoped so, yes, but deep inside he'd known it
wasn't so. For the truth and Ben Trask were soul mates. The truth was his talent, and sonetines
his curse. Tines such as that tine. That blinding flash of white |ight.

. VWi ch wasn't white at all but green, and which wasn't blinding but nerely blinking. One of
the tiny lights on Trask's desk consol e, drawi ng himback to Earth, to the present, to the now He
unfroze, tripped a switch, spoke to the duty officer

"What is it?" His voice was a harsh rasp

"Sorry to interrupt you, boss," the answer cane back,- Paul Garvey's voice, even softer than
usual . Garvey was a full-blown tel epath, and despite Branch protocol-a mainly unspoken policy that
espers woul d never use their talents on each other-still it was possible he'd inadvertently

det ected sonet hing of Trask's nmpod of introspection. "This one's for you. It's Prenm er QGustav
Turchin, calling from'

"Cal cutta?" said Trask, cutting the other short. And casting a glance at the small occasiona
tabl e where he'd deposited the nmorning newspapers, he frowned.

"Right," said Garvey. "He's calling from"

"The German enbassy," Trask nodded, understandi ng dawning. "The sly old bastard!"

After a pause, nystified, Garvey said, "Well, you seemto be way ahead of me! Anyway, it sounds
urgent."

"Earth Year," Trask said, nodding to hinself.

El Nino had let India off light this time around, but the world's rapidly changi ng weat her
patterns were only one of the Earth's problens. Pollution was
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another, and a big one,- Turchin would be in Calcutta to lie his head off at the Earth Year
Conference there, answering Russia's accusers in that respect. Not that he would want to, for just
like Trask he knew the truth of it: that indeed the destitute Russian military was nuddying the
world's waters. But at |east the conference-one of many Earth Year conferences-would free himfrom
several far nore weighty problens back honme. It would al so nake hi mthe spokesnman of his people,
hel ping with his imge to boot.

In Brisbane Trask had worked out a deal with the premier: his help with Turchin's problens in
return for certain inportant information,- this could be it coming through right now. As for where
it was coming from

The norni ng newspapers carried the story. Last night Turchin had been insulted by Hans

Bruchnei ster, one of the German del egates. There and then he'd threatened to abandon the
conference, fly home, and |leave the rest of themto get on with it. But since Russia (along with
the USA) was alleged to be one of the worst offenders, what would the conference anount to without
a Russian representative? The other del egates had tried to cool things down, but Turchin had

i nsi sted:

"When | have received Herr Bruchneister's apol ogy-when |'ve stood face-to-face with himin the
German Enbassy here in Calcutta, bearding the lion in his ow den, as it were-then and only then
will | be encouraged to stay. For after all, I'"'mthe Russian premer. And | nust consider ny
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reputation and the honour of ny people . "
O course, Herr Bruchnei ster had been persuaded to apologise, with the result that Gustav Turchin
was now in the Gernman Enbassy building in Calcutta. But:
Oh sure! thought Trask, reading between the lines, understanding the real neaning of the report.
Bearding the lion in his den, bollocks! Turchin engineered the whole thing in order to get a few
m nutes on a secure line and speak to ne!
Paul Garvey was waiting patiently, and Trask said, "Patch himthrough to ny office, will you?"
"Just pick up your telephone," Garvey answered. "I've put himon scranbled, so there may be some
static."
The intercomquit blinking, and one of Trask's tel ephones took over the job. He picked it up and
said, "Trask?"

And an edgy voice on the other end said, "Ben? You appear to be busy. | told your man this was
urgent."
"It's only been a nminute," Trask answered.

"It felt Iike an hour!" the other grunted, and continued: "Look, I'min the Gernan enbassy, and
this is supposed to be a secure line-"

"And scranbled at ny end," Trask told him

"-But it's still risky. | like to keep nmy conversations as private as possible. So I'Il be brief
and probably a little cryptic."

"Wait!" said Trask, and tripped his intercomswitch to the Duty Officer. "Paul, is John Gieve in?
Good. Find himand tell himhe's needed in ny office right now " Then back to Turchin

"Ckay, go ahead, and I'll try to follow you."

"You . . . and your M. Gieve?" said the other.

"That's right," Trask answered. "You could say he's nmy interpreter.” And to hinself: Wen the
gadgets can't get it done, then it's tine for the ghosts!

"Your E-Branch always did have the pick of the crop,"” Turchin said knowi ngly, a touch of jeal ousy
comi ng t hrough.

And Trask told him "Yes, but all natural-grown. It's well known that when you force a crop, the
produce is usually inferior."

"We're blunt today," said the other, as a knock sounded on Trask's door

in

"Blunt and highly pissed off!" Trask told him And then to the door: "Cone

"Ahl" said Turchin. "M. Gieve. And now we can get on. But tell me: what's pissing you off, Ben?"
"Admin," Trask told him "Frustration. Al the duties that won't let nme get to ny real duty. Too
many small things getting in the way of the big things.” And then he sighed. "lI"'msorry | was
rude. But still, this isn't a good day to try, er, bearding ne in ny den, | assure you!"

"And | amsorry | was so inpatient,"” said Turchin. "Nerves are showing on both sides, it seenms. As
for bearding you,"-his voice lightened up a little- "you've obviously read this norning' s papers.
The Ti nes, perhaps?"

Trask switched the phone to his desk speaker and said, "Yes. Your little tiff at the conference?
You're getting good at that sort of subterfuge. But very well, now you can be as cryptic as you
like." John Gieve had come in and was standing by the desk with a notepad.

Gieve was in his md- to late fifties and had been with E-Branch for half that tine at |east.
Despite being extraordinarily talented, he had never been a field operative,- Trask and previous
Heads of Branch had found himtoo useful in the HQ as duty officer or on standby, to send him
into the far nore dangerous world outside. In any case, he wasn't a particularly physical sort of
person.

Alittle pudgy now, a lifetine smoker and short of breath, he was bal ding, grey, and prematurely
aged. But he was also upright, smart as his physical condition would permit, polite and very
British. Wth his head held high and stonmach pulled in to the best of his ability, he night be an
ex-Arnmy officer or nmaybe a fail ed businessman-to the man in the street, anyway. But in fact he had
al ways been E-Branch, and Trask relied upon him Sonetines heavily.

In earlier times Gieve had two extrasensory talents, one of which had been "dodgy" (Branch

parl ance for an as yet undevel oped ESP ability) and the other quite remarkabl e and possibly

uni que. The first had been the gift of far-seeing (renote view ng), which had eventually ceased to

work for him- his "crystal ball" had finally clouded over. But in any case this lost ability had
probably been a facet of his greater talent, which was a different slant on telepathy. And with
the loss of his "scrying," so his telepathic skill had increased proportionately.

The trouble with his far-seeing had been that he needed to know exactly
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NECROSCOPE: DEFI LERS

wher e and what he was | ooking for-otherw se he could "see" nothing. Hs talent hadn't worked at
random but required direction,- it had to be "ainmed" at a definite target.

And Gieve's special brand of tel epathy-which at tinmes like this was inval uabl e-was sonewhat
simlar. For yet again he nust aimhis talent: he could read a person's mnd only when they were

face-to-face, when he was talking or listening to the target . . . even on the tel ephone! And so,
i ke Trask, there was no way anyone could lie to John Gieve, not directly, and on occasions |ike
this his skill nmade every kind of mechanical scranbler redundant. That in the main was why he

could usually be found on duty at the HQ For his was one ghost that worked hand in hand with many
of the gadgets .

Trask had indicated to Gieve that he should stand beside him- he did so, and placed his notepad
on the desk where Trask could see it. Then the Head of Branch spoke again to the Russian premer.
"So what's up, Gustav?"

And Turchin answered, "Not |ong ago we tal ked about-oh, this and that, a few snall problens, sone
of them mutual -but not hing hugely inportant. Perhaps you renenber?"

"Indeed | do," said Trask, and Gieve quickly scribbled on his pad: Big stuff!

"You asked if | could | ocate soneone for you," the Russian prenier continued. "An old friend, who
flits about the Mediterranean quite a bit?"

Luigi Castellano? And: "Ah, yes!" said Trask. "Ad what's-his-name! Can't seemto find hide nor
hair of him But then, he always did keep a low profile."

"Ch, | don't know about that," Turchin appeared contradictory. "Marseilles, Genoa, Palerno .

He keeps in touch with the old gang. And he al so has a good many new friends in ny neck of the
woods, too, or so I'mtold."

Gieve wote:

Mob. Mafia. Russian Mafi a.

"But | knew that much already!" said Trask. "Wiat | really need to know is his whereabouts at any
specific tine, so that I can . . . well, contact him you know? | nean, | owe him and you know
how | hate being in anyone's debt."

"One of your finer points, yes." Turchin chuckled. "But as | was about to say, |'ve been | ooking
for himnyself-and for pretty nmuch the sanme reasons- all of the good things he's done for us, and
never asks a rouble in return. Not that | have much to offer himanyway. But now that you've
opened ny eyes to him well, | really do think we should be nore appreciative."

Gieve scribbled furiously. Turchin wants him too. Drugs. L C.'s nmaking millions, he's helping to
ruin both Russia's econony and the world' s health! Turchin hadn't realized how bad the drugs
trafficking situation was. Now that he has, he wants L C. taken out.

"Well, what do you suggest?" Trask said. "Are you going to take care of it? WIIl you nake somne
sort of presentation ... or should | see to it? If it's ne, please renmenber that I'mstill in the
dark as to his whereabouts-the old gadfly!"

"Well, it's like this," said Turchin. "lI've had one of our |ocal people back hone cone and see ne,

sonmeone who owes nme for a change. In a week or so

he'll introduce and reconmmend an internediary to our nutual friend-perhaps as a new club nenber?
Then we sit back and wait for a report-place, date, and tine. | think that should do it."
"Hrmm " Trask rmulled it over, giving John Gieve tine to scraw: He's coerced sonmeone in the
Russian nob to introduce an undercover agent to Castellano. Wen his nman has learned L C.'s
routines, he'll get back to us with a venue.

And Turchin continued, "But I'"'mafraid the presentation is going to have to be of your own

devi sing, and preferably on our friend s hone ground. The greater shane is that what with these

Earth Year conferences and what have you, | won't be available. | can't be involved personally, if
you see what | nean . "

What ever you decide to do with Castellano, it will have to be on L. C's or our territory. Turchin
doesn't want any part of it.

"Yes, | understand," said Trask. "You want to keep it politically correct.” "Well, | do have a
certain position to maintain . . ." He's nmuch higher profile than we are and woul d nake a bi gger

target. "And of course," Trask said, "you don't want to comit too nany of your own resources."
(Meaning the Opposition-Russia's own equivalent of E-Branch-of which Turchin was now the head
man. )

"Sinply can't," said the other. "There's so nmuch going on. | mean on a higher plane, you know?" Up
in the Urals. Perchorsk
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And Trask thought, He's committed his espers to getting ne those details on the Perchorsk Conpl ex
and Gate. While out |oud he said:

"Ah, well, it can't be hel ped. But still, we've got things noving at least. I'mglad that's al
sorted now. "

"Ch, but we've a long way to go yet, Ben. I'Il be in touch as soon as I've filled in some bl ank
spots. But if | seema bit vague |'m sure you'll understand."” He'll fax you sone stuff. |In Code.

But nothing you'll have too much trouble with. "Good!" said Trask. And tried to finish it off

with: "Talk to you |l ater " But the other wasn't ready to let himgo. "Wait!" he said, and

that edge-an edge of fear?-was back in his voice. "W had also tal ked about a little persona
probl em of mne? Well, time is pressing-l expect that very soon people will be |ooking for answers-
and you nentioned sone sort of solution that you m ght eventually have to hand? How are things
goi ng on that front?"

Per chor sk again? Russian military types? Putting some kind of squeeze on hin? And- Necroscope?
Gieve raised a surprised and querying eyebrow, |ooked at Trask

Trask shrugged it off for the nonent and said, "I'"mworking on it. Believe ne, CGustav, you'll be
the first to know. But until then . . . well, | still have a few very big problens of ny own.
Three of them in fact."

"Ah, yes, of course! But you'll also recall we tal ked over the possibility of your retirenent and
a place in the sun?" Political asylum Defection. But his, not yours. "Indeed | do."

"Well, keep it in nmnd," said the other. "I would like to be able to visit with you sone tine-that
is, if you do decide it's tinme you settled down."

For you read |I. He is talking about hinmself. If or when he makes a run for it, he wants to cone to
us.

"And of course you'd be wel cone," said Trask

"My time's up,” said Turchin. "I have accept ed-ahem -Herr Bruchnei ster's apol ogy, and he has

all owed ne these couple of minutes in private, away fromny, er, retinue-"

"Your cretinue!" Trask grinned, however wyly.

"-Precisely, to make this call."

"Let's not leave it so long next tinme," said Trask

"Goodbye, Ben," said the premier. And the |line went dead

Trask | ooked up and John Grieve was still there. Their eyes net and Trask said, "Do you want nme to
explain? | nean, a better or nore conplete explanation than the one you have now?"

"Only if you're so inclined," Grieve answered. "But in any case | think | got the gist of it-

except naybe that bit about a Necroscope. | mean, Turchin knows we have a Necroscope?"

Trask shrugged. "He's a pretty shrewd old fox. But anyway, don't go worrying your head about it.
He's only guessing. And | will explain . . . but not just to you." He glanced at his watch. "1350.
I"mgiving a briefing in just ten minutes, so |I'd better be on ny way. Wiistle the rest of them
up, will you, John? Especially Liz Merrick and Jake Cutter. | want every available man in the ops

roomin ten mnutes-espers and techs alike-and woe beti de any absentee who doesn't have a

wat erti ght excuse."

After Grieve had left, Trask sat there for a nonent feeling old. Hell, he was old now O getting
there, anyway. The reason he felt it so much on this occasion was because he'd failed out there in
Bri sbane, Australia. He'd failed Zek-failed to kill the one who had killed her

And so back to that again. It was eating at himlike acid, and he couldn't afford to let it.
Because that way the bastards would win. They would win and the world of nen, or of mankind's

dom nation, would die-or undie. There would still be nen, but they would be slaves, thralls, and
the wonen woul d be odalisques, chattel, cattle. And the bl ood would be the life, but not human
life. And everyone woul d be food.

That was why Malinari and the other two were here, but how they hoped to achieve it-how they

pl anned to bring it about, in a world with equal anmpounts of night and day-that was sonething el se,
as yet unfathonmed. O perhaps not, for out there in Australia there'd been clues. Wich was one of
the things Trask nust tal k about (he checked his watch again) in just five mnutes' tine.

He went to straighten his tie but wasn't wearing one. Too dam hot, in this ongoing, never-ending,
bl oody EI N no sumer. Tal k about Australia. Huh!

Trask stood up, slid out frombehind his desk and paced to the door, paused, shook his head in

di sgust and went back again. And picking up his notes fromthe pending tray, he thought:

A d and absenttni nded-. me, Ben Trask, who once thought he'd be young forever. That was Zek. Wth
Zek | could be young until | died. O until she died. And she did.

But he knew what woul d make hi m young again: to see Malinari cut down, beheaded, burned to ashes.
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Mal i nari and the other two, and all of theirs that they'd corrupted. Wen they'd gone, then he'd
be young again. For a little while, anyway.

But what the hell . . . this was E-Branch, and in the Branch you could get old pretty damm fast no
matter what. If you lived | ong enough! And:

Dam it to belli Trask got angry with hinself, stanped his feet, shook a fist. There's plenty of
life in this old dog yet! And telling hinmself that he felt a little better, he headed for the ops
room On the way out, he renenbered to snatch his light sumrer jacket fromthe coatstand.

For some forty-odd years now, E-Branch HQ in the centre of London had occupi ed the sane site.
Ostensibly, and viewed casually fromthe outside, the place was a well established hotel wthin
easy wal ki ng di stance of Whitehall,-down below, it was precisely that-an expensive hotel. Its top
floor, however, was totally given over to a conpany of "international entrepreneurs,"” which was
and had al ways been the sumtotal of a string of hotel managers' know edge about it.

The sel dom seen occupants of that unknown upper region had their own elevator at the rear of the
buil ding,- private stairs, also at the rear and entirely closed off fromthe hotel itself,- even
their owmn fire escape. Indeed they-"they" being the only identification one m ght reasonably apply
in such circunstances- owned the top floor, and so fell entirely outside the hotel's sphere of
control and operation. And while their private el evator gave them access to the hotel's
restaurants and various facilities, the hotel's elevators stopped short of the top floor. Their

i ndi cator panels didn't even show that such a floor existed. So that just like floor thirteen in
many anot her hotel, E-Branch sinply wasn't there.

Except it was.

The ops and briefings roomwas at the opposite end of the main corridor from Trask's office.

Wal ki ng down that corridor, he necessarily passed Harry's Room An old nanme plate, |ooking a
little tatty and spotted now, said just that:

HARRY' S ROOM

Trask paused and tried the doorknob. They had had knobs in those days, not handl es. Now they
didn't even have handl es! You just blinked at an eye-

| evel spot marked ID,- if the door recognized you it would let you in. Trask had often wondered
about that: how did dwarves manage? Did they have to junmp up and down or were they given specia
rooms? And what about soneone sporting a recent black or bl oodshot eye?

But Harry's Room was undisturbed. It had remained the sanme ever since he' d stayed over here, when
for atime he'd considered a position as Head of Branch. That had come to nothing and he'd noved
on, but the inpression he'd nade had stayed. And no one had ever thought to change Harry's Room
not even in the slightest degree.

The door was | ocked,- its key swung on a hook in the D.O"'s key-press,- no one went into Harry's
Room because . . . well, just because. Because it was a region out of tine, and sometines out of
space. Because it was still his room.

And Trask noved on, but Harry stayed with him

Harry.

Harry Keogh, Necroscope. The only man in the world-in this world, anyway-who could talk to dead
peopl e. And Trask shivered despite the unaccustonmed warnth. The only man who had spoken to Zek in
life who woul d have been able to speak to her even in ... in ..

But he rmust put that out of his mnd. For now, out of the blue, there was another. And Trask
didn't knowif he liked the idea of Jake Cutter speaking to Zek. Wth Harry, there had been
warnt h, courtesy, humlity, and understanding. But Jake Cutter . . . was Jake Cutter. And there
was sonet hing about him still sonething about him despite that he'd nmade a bl oody good show of
it out in Australia-that Trask couldn't fathom

Perhaps that was it: sinmply that he was unfathonmable, to Ben Trask, anyway. For Trask's talent no
| onger worked on him- face-to-face with Jake, his built-in lie detector switched off. The nman's
mental shields were that strong and getting stronger. Wiy, he could be lying his head off and
Trask wouldn't know it, not for sure! He'd probably suspect that sonething wasn't quite right,

nm ght even suspect his own talent, but had no way to deternmine the truth of it one way or the

ot her.

It was much the same for many of Trask's espers. lan Goodly had difficulty reading Jake's future, -
even Liz Merrick-who had sonmething of a rapport with Jake-could get into his mnd only when he was
asl eep and his shields were down. And that was yet another reason why Trask . . . why he didn't
Iike hinP Wiy he couldn't cotton to hin? Because it was Trask hinself, the boss, the faultless
Head of E-Branch, who nust break the Branch's unspoken noral code by using Liz to discover what
was going on in there, in Jake's unruly head.

Unruly, yes, and Trask was sure that he still had his own agenda, that given the chance he'd go
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of f and do his own thing, and maybe even get hinmself killed doing it. Wat, Luigi Castellano? A
gang boss, drug-runner, torturer, and murderer with the Italian and French police-sone of them

anyway-in his pay, and Mafia contacts deep in the heart of degenerate Russia? You couldn't be a
one-nman arny agai nst odds |ike that and get away with it. You needed backi ng. Backing such as E-
Branch might be willing to supply, and even Gustav Turchin,

if only Jake woul d back off and give themthe chance. If only he'd accept that he now had
responsibilities ranging far wider than the gratification of his own bl ood-lust. And:

Hah! Trask gave a derisive snort. Jake Cutter's blood-lust, indeed! But the fact was that Trask
want ed Jake for hinmself, to use in satisfying bis blood-lust, his craving for the blood and the
lives of the Vanmphyri .

At the end of the corridor, people were going into the ops room "Two mnutes," said John Gieve,
catching up with Trask and passing him And three of four nore of themright behind him naking
sure they'd be there before he got started. He paused at the doors to let themgo by, |ooked back
and saw that the corridor was now enpty, and followed themin ...

The ops room Half of it given over to gadgets, nainly conmunications, |like the eye-in-the-sky
links that could zoomin on an ongoing battle in Ethiopia and show you a pretty decent (indecent?)
picture of a soldier grinning as he pushed his bayonet up the anus of a crucified "rebel." O the

links to GCHQ the listening station that could tap any insecure (and some "secure") tel ephone
conversations anywhere in the world. O the extraps, conputers whose sole function was to
extrapol ate: to use as nany as possible of the known conditions of today's world to try to
deterni ne and descri be the world of tonorrow

Pretty amazing stuff. . . until you realized what it really was, that all it was was a

di sassoci ated brain controlling nothing whatsoever. Using it, you could see and hear, but you
could never taste, snell, or touch. And except on rare occasions you couldn't change anything
either. Trask sonetinmes likened it to God-but not exactly, because God is omniscient, and the
conput er can know only what you tell it,- even an extrap is only guessing-but he likened it to God
because of his belief that He was "of ommipotent. Having given men free will, how could He

possi bly control their actions? Even if He could, how could He apply hinself to any single act?
How coul d He select or correct or counter any single atrocity when a million nore were happening
simul taneously all over the world?

Answer: He couldn't. . . and in Trask's case, He hadn't.

Trask had thought a great deal about God since Zek's passing. He had tried to come to terns with
H m but as yet hadn't quite nmanaged it. Instead he put his faith in the gadgets and the ghosts.
The ops roomand its gadgets, which were usually attended by the "techs," the nen who controlled
them But gadgets, like God (in Trask's eyes, at least), sinply couldn't do everything. And nuch
| ess than God, their eyes and ears couldn't be everywhere at once. Hence the ghosts.

For where it takes tinme to make a tel ephone or video call, telepathy is instantaneous. And where
mechani cal extraps could only "guess" at future events, precogs such as |an Goodly occasionally
"glinpsed" the future. And however diligently spies in the sky nmight search for chem cal and
nucl ear pollutants in the world' s continents and living oceans, |ocators |ike David Chung

could actually sniff themout, like an X ray finding a cancer. In other words- and insofar as

Trask's weirdly skilled agents really did touch, taste, and snell nuch of the otherw se invisible-

they were in many ways superior to the machines, principally in that they didn't need progranmm ng
but there were tines when they did need inspiring.

El ectrical and nmechanical clatter-the hum and buzz and stutter fromthe other side of the |arge

roomfell to a mininmumas Trask clinbed four steps up to the podium then turned to face a

semcircular array of chairs in three ranks, so organized that no one's face was hi dden behind

anyone else's. And there they were: his ghosts, or the people who dealt with them | ooking right

back at him

"No niceties," he told themthen, his voice rasping like a file on glass. "No congratul ati ons on

work well done. |'ve been through all that,- and it was well done, but it wasn't finished. So no

' Good afternoon, |adies and gentlenen,' because it isn't, even if you are. It's a bad afternoon-

it's a black afternoon- | adies and gentlenen. Wrse, it could even be one of the |ast afternoons,

before a hellishly Iong night. And without wanting to seemtoo nelodramatic, you may be the only

ones standi ng between the twilight and the final darkness."

He | ooked at all the faces-blank, enotionless, waiting to receive enotion, inspiration. But where

to find it? Wiy, in the truth of course, where Trask had al ways found it.

"You all know the problem" he told them "But until we-our Australian teamwent out there, no one

knew, we couldn't be sure, that the problem knew us. Now we know. There are VWanphyri in our world,
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and they know that we know about them Which nakes it a very different ball gane. Now we hunters
have to be doubly careful and ensure that we don't end up the hunted."

It had happened before, sone thirty-odd years ago, when an Earth-born vanpire, Yulian Bodescu

bl ood-son of Thi bor Ferenczy, had set hinself against E-Branch to destroy it. Then, only Harry
Keogh and his infant boy child, a Necroscope whose powers rivalled his father's, had been able to
stop the inpending destruction of E-Branch and the plague of vanpires that woul d have ensued. But
Trask didn't need to el aborate,- his espers had read the files and knew the story al nbst but not
quite as well as he did. But Trask had actually been there. And their faces weren't so nuch bl ank
or enotionless as respectful -deeply respectful. For of all the great survivors who ever were,
surely Ben Trask must rank anmong the greatest.

And now that he had started-now that he'd settled down a little and saw how wel | he commanded t he
attention of his audience-Trask began to recogni ze those oh-so-respectful faces. Wy, he even
began to discover |ikenesses to faces that were no longer there! But with all respect, the latter
were real ghosts now who existed only in fond menory and inagination

Such as Darcy O arke. Darcy, the world' s nbost nondescript man, and the one with the world' s nost
ef fective, nost beneficent-to Darcy-and reliable talent. For he had been a deflector, the very
opposite of accident prone: a nman

with a guardian angel, who could stunble blindfolded through a mnefield in snowshoes and cone out
the other side conpletely unscathed!

Darcy had been Head of Branch once over-until the thing that had got into Harry Keogh got into
him too, and robbed himof his guardian. Some might say it was Harry's fault, but Trask didn't
think so. It was E-Branch, the job, this work that would get themall in the end. Darcy's face
lingered on for a second in Trask's menory, then it was gone. Cone |ike Darcy hinself.

But there were others, far too many others, ready to take its place,- crowding in, they appeared
to superinpose thensel ves on the new faces in the small crowd of people waiting for Trask to
continue. And he couldn't help but renenber them

Sir Keenan Gormley, first Head of Branch. Trask saw himas he had been: sixtyish and starting to
show hi s age,- round shoul ders on a once well-built but inevitably saggi ng body, supporting a
short neck and the lofty dome of his head. His green eyes a little nuddied but mssing very
little, and laughter lines in their corners that belied the weight of his duties,- his greying,
wel | -groomed hair receding just a little.

Apart froma minor heart problemcommon in nmen of his age, Sir Keenan had been good for -a | ot
nmore years yet. . . bad been, until he'd net up with Boris Dragosani and Max Batu, ESPi onage
agents for Russian's E-Branch. Dra-gosani had been a vanpire and a necronmancer, while Batu had
been so deadly that he could kill with a glance. His "talent" had stopped Sir Keenan's heart!

But all of that had been many years ago, and with the coll apse of Comuni smthe fornmer USSR had
suffered such turnoil it was still in a state of flux and political disarray even today. And in
any case Dragosani and Max Batu had long since paid with their lives-paid in full, and nore than
paid-for all their evil deeds/ they were gone into far darker places than poor Sir Keenan. Al
thanks to Harry Keogh

Gormey's face faded fromthe eye of Trask's nmenory, and in its place, in his audience, was the
living face of John Grieve, a contenporary of Sir Keenan's fromthe ol d days, whose presence here
had probably invoked the nenory in the first place

But that wasn't the end of these faces fromthe past,- they cane in seem ngly endl ess procession.
Faces such as that of the seer, Guy Roberts.

Cursing, irreverent, far-scrying, chain-snmoking Guy, who'd been the team | eader down in Devon that
time, after Harry Keogh had warned E-Branch about Yulian Bodescu. Trask remenbered that tinme well, -
he still had small white scars back and front, under his right collarbone, where he'd been
skewered by a pitchfork's tine in the barn of Bodescu's country seat.

That had been one bell of a bad tine for E-Branch. And hell was the only word that adequately
described it. Bodescu, a fledgling vanpire, had killed Guy Roberts (or rather he'd butchered him
battered his head to a pulp) as Roberts tried to protect Brenda Keogh and her baby son. But Cuy
hadn't been alone in paying the price of working for E-Branch

Their names . . . they weren't quite | egion, but that was how Trask thought

| L C 1V

of them So many friends gone fromthe world forever. Peter Keen, Sinmon Gower, and young Harvey
Newt on: Bodescu had killed themall. And then there'd been Carl Quint, blown to bits in the

Mol davi an foothills at the site of an ancient evil. Their faces cane and went, and the |ist went
on.
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Al ec Kyl e, another ex-Head of Branch: his brain drained of all know edge by the Opposition's
scientists in their HQ at the Chateau Bronnitsy. Kyle was quite literally dead-kept "alive" on
their machines-until the incorporeal Necroscope had stepped in and i nhabited the man's body,
reaninmating it. Trask renenbered it well: there'd been those who had hinted that maybe Harry had
taken advantage of the situation, but again Trask had denied it. It hadn't been Harry's fault, -
he'd been sucked in by the vacuumthat was Kyle's vacant head, wi thout which the world would have
been in dire straits a long tinme ago.

And on and on. Sandra Markham a neophyte tel epath who had been the | ove of Harry's life during
the tinme of the Janos Ferenczy affair. But Janos's netalismmay even have been as great as Nephran
Malinari's, and when he'd got into Sandra's mind . . . that had been the end of that. The end of
Sandra, too. The Necroscope hinself had put the vanpirized wonan out of her msery, which only
increased his own. But the list didn't stop there

The twi ce-dead Trevor Jordan, another telepath tangled in a vanmpire's web of nmentalism Jordan had
put a gun to his own head and pulled the trigger- at the "behest" of Janos Ferenczy. The

Necr oscope had brought Jordan back fromthe dead (God, that such things were or had been

possi ble!) only to have E-Branch kill hima second tine, believing that Jordan, too, nust be a
vanpire. For when a nan has di ed he shoul d stay dead. Unless, of course, he's undead.

And Ken Layard, a Branch |ocator who had | ocated sonmething best left undi scovered, whom certain of
Harry Keogh's "friends" from beyond the grave had been obliged to deal with in the Zarandulu

Mount ai ns of Romani a.

And Zek Foener, whose |ost but bel oved face had firmed up on the neck and shoulders of MIlie
Cleary. They were so different, those two, and yet in Trask's affections alike in so nany ways.
Tel epaths, for one thing, and loyal and true, for another. But Zek, poor Zek! Gone from himthese

three years and still unavenged: her eyes seened to stare at himfromMIlie's ever innocent face.
And finally the Necroscope-Harry Keogh hinself-lost in tine, space, and the Mbius Conti nuum
Dead, but not in the way we understand death. Gone . . . but not quite. Harry, wearing the face of

Alec Kyle as he had worn it in |ife and sonehow made it his own.

But here lay a problem because Harry's face sinply floated on the eye of nenory, drifting there
and refusing to settle on anyone el se's shoul ders. And then, as Trask searched through those
suddenly real faces |ooking back at him he knew why Harry's face didn't fit. It was because no
one in his audience, in that small crowd of faces, would ever be able to acconmpdate it. And the
one face he was searching for was m ssing.

Wth that realization the poignancy of Trask's nmpood gradually turned to anger, a slow burn that
began to twist his lips into a grinace-

-Until the door to the ops room quietly opened, and Jake Cutter and Liz Menck stood there for a
monent in the om nous, brooding silence and the know edge that everyone's eyes were on them
Especially on Jake

Irask was scarcely surprised to note, in those sane frozen seconds that Harry Keoghs phantom face
fitted Jake to perfection. Wiich only served to nmake hi m nore angry vyet..

2

OF THE FUTURE

Trask's thoughts, his reflections, had taken a few seconds. But they had felt |ike hours, and he
coughed to cover his |apse-also to choke back some of his anger. For this was perfectly
(inperfectly?) typical of Jake: insubordinate, contrary, and dilatory to the last. And he had Liz
warmng to himall the way, so that Trask was bound to think

If we can't change him turn him make himwo percent ours, it won't only be the waste of one nan-

one esper and all his incredible potential-but he'll take Liz with him too! And I"'mstill not
absolutely sure of him He | ooked good out in Australia, but ever since then. . . what is it with
Jake? | mean What the hell is it?

Thoughts, that was all, but in this place, with people such as these, thoughts had weight no |ess

than in the Mbius Continuum And Liz Merrick was a neophyte telepath. She couldn't send (unless
it was to Jake, or to sone other mentalist deliberately scanning her mnd), but she was a dam
good receiver. And despite E-Branch's code of not PSling (or, as sonme mght irreverently have it,
"pi ssing") on each other, she nmay have inadvertently picked up what Trask was thinking. Certainly
her expression was cold where it turned aside his own burning gaze. And before Trask coul d
actual | y say anyt hi ng:

"W were practicing," she blurted. And then, wyly: "Or at |east we would have been, if [|-"

"-She means we," Jake cut in. "If we hadn't lost it. But we have. It's gone." He shrugged,
apparently unconcer ned.
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"Tenporarily gone, anyway," Liz came back. "W were giving it one last try and we ... sort of |ost
track of tinme." She bit her lip, glanced at Jake accusingly and then away from him

Trask | ooked at her and read di sappoi ntnment, but not with him She hadn't "eavesdropped,"”

i nadvertently or otherw se. Her cool ness was frustration born of her failure, or nore likely of
Jake's. Then, looking at Jake . . . Trask didn't know

what he was reading. Nothing, truth be told! And if this were a gane of |lie dice in sone bar
Trask supposed he'd be buying the next round,- Jake's shields were that good. But if you're
tellincj the truth, why ness with shields? O was this sinply a byproduct of Harry Keogh's dart,
some sort of self-regulating or intuitive protective device? Wll, that wasn't totally

unantici pated,- Trask was fairly certain that the original Necroscope had managed to dupe hi m once
or twice, too. But all that aside, their excuses weren't good enough. "All skills wax and wane,"
Trask rasped. "No one's talent is in top gear all the tine. But there's tinme for practice and
there's tine for briefings, updates, staying in touch, knowi ng what's going down. There's no use
being in tip-top shape if you don't know what's happeni ng around you,- no point in nmy posting a
daily routine and calling O groups if people like you sinply ignore such obviously uninportant,
insignificant little itens! So, since you've already nmanaged to hold things up for several ninutes
now, do take your time but eventually find a couple of chairs . , and sit fucking down'"

Trask generally considered the indiscrimnate use of curse words indicative of the |ack of an
adequate or "decent" vocabulary,- he wasn't mnmuch given to swearing. But, however rarely, even he
was wont to slip up and curse under pressure or, like now, use bad | anguage to signal his
exasperation or displeasure. H's espers recognized that fact and knew when to back of f-nost of

t hem

Li z's face reddened but Jake nerely shrugged-by no neans apol ogetically-and continued to | ook

di sinterested. Then they separated,- she took a seat at the back, Jake in the front, dead centre
Trask quite deliberately waited, his gaze tracking themto their seats.

Jake Cutter was thirtyish, but his looks hinted of Iife on the fast track and | oaned him an extra
seven or eight years. As Trask had once heard the country and western singer Johnny Cash explain

it a quarter-century ago on one of his tours of England, "It isn't the years but the nileage." So
with Jake: he had certainly burned a I ot of rubber, not to nmention candl es.
He was tall, maybe six-two, long-legged, and with long arms to match. Hs hair was a deep brown

like his eyes, and his face was | ean, hollow cheeked. In profile he had an altogether angul ar
face. He looked as if a good neal wouldn't hurt, but on the other hand the extra wei ght woul dn't
sit right on him- it would only serve to slow himdow. H's |lips were thin and even cruel, and
when he smiled you could never be sure there was any humour in it. But that could have been his
background, - he hadn't had it easy, especially the last few years.

Jake's hair was long as a lion's mane at the back,- he kept it swept back, braided into a pigtail
Hs jaw, like the rest of his face, was angular, lightly scarred on the left side, and his nose
had been broken high on the bridge so that it slanted at a steep angle: hawklike, Trask thought.
But despite his | eanness, Jake's chest was deep under shoul ders broad and square, and his sun-
bronzed upper arns were corded with muscle. His jeans and T-shirt displayed his hard, fast body to
its full advantage, and there was little or nothing of shyness, reticence, or uncertainty about
him I|f anything, Jake was too quick on the uptake, and arrogant with it.

I ndeed, Trask thought, he has everything | would have |liked to have when | was his age! Not

j eal ousy, but sinple frustration: that all of this could end up wasted. But not if Trask had

anything to do with it.

As for Liz Merrick: well he wasn't about to let her go to waste, either! As a telepath, she was

just too valuable. Qut in Australia, despite that her nmen-talismhadn't fully matured yet, she'd

wor ked wel |, had seened a natural. So that if or when her talent cane nore fully into its own .
well, Trask just wanted to see it happen, that was al

Liz had settled into her seat, |looked a little less flustered now. She was a very good-| ooki ng

girl-no, a woman, Trask corrected hinsel f. She was nmaybe five-seven, w |l ow wai sted, and her

figure was filmstar stuff. Her hair, as black as night, was cut in a boyish bob, and when she

snmled, her whole face Iit up. Apity she didn't do it nore frequently, but working for E-Branch

was a pretty serious occupation. Damm, but she'd used to smile a |lot, before Jake Cutter. Trask

| ooked at Cutter, sitting in the front row, just slunping there with his long |l egs stretched out

in front as if he didn't have a care in the world. The next Necroscope? Jake? Huh

Trask felt his tenperature beginning to rise, got off Jake, and | ooked at Liz again:

Her green eyes, |ooking back at himfromunder that fringe of jet-black hair. A pert nose-the only

way to describe it, really-that could very quickly tilt when she was annoyed. Her full nouth, with
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lips so naturally red they needed only a daily dab of noistening colour, sitting slightly aslant
over a small, determined chin that was wont to set |ike a rock when her mnd was made up

Still very young, Liz was full of life and character, and the fact was that Trask found it a dam
shanme that she had ever got mixed up with this lot- with his lot, yes-in the first place. For

unl ess she was very fortunate, or one of a kind, the job was bound to age her, he knew. But what
the-? That was no way to be thinking! In fact she was the very stuff of E-Branch, and the Branch
al ways came first.

Trask knew that it came first with Liz, too, knew that she fitted in here alnost as if born to it
and wanted nothing nore than to be a nenber of the team O at |east, that was what she had

want ed, - her eager smle and readiness to join in had always said so. So, what had changed now?
For as Trask had so recently observed, Liz wasn't nuch given to smling. Not any | onger

It could be that he had put too much on her out in Australia, that she'd

grown up" too fast out there, seen too much and cone too close, until she'd

realized just how rough, dirty, and dangerous the work could get. O it could

be that her so-called rapport with Jake was breaki ng down, and that maybe a

different kind of rapport was devel opi ng.

As for that kind: E-Branch could do wi thout such conplications. But the two of them devel opi ng and
wor ki ng in unison-what a force for good they m ght nmake! Wuld make, if Ben Trask had his way .

"Right," he let his gaze rove over his audi ence and began again. "Now that we're all here, maybe
we can get on. Those of you who weren't with us out in

the G bson Desert, and later in the Macpherson Muntains resort and Jethro Manchester's island
will by now have read up on the initial report. Well, as reports go it isn't a bad one, but it was
very qui ckly prepared and obviously doesn't tell the entire story,- that will cone |ater and

won't waste tine on it here. So this isn't so nuch a debrief as ny opportunity to reiterate, to
tell you what we've achieved and what we failed to achieve, what little we learned and a | ot nore
that we can only 'guess' at-though usually our guesswork is closer to the mark than nost. "First
what we did:

"Wth all credit to David Chung-for picking up the first whiff of m nd-snpg-we successfully

| ocat ed and destroyed Nephran Malinari's bolt-hole in the G bson Desert. W also took out one of
his lieutenants, the engi neer Bruce Trennier, who Malinari had recruited at the Romani an Ref uge.
He had only had Trennier for three years, but he'd done a good job on him- that one was .

nasty! There's no question in ny mind that Trennier was well on his way to beconm ng Wanphyri! This
time the credit goes to Liz Merrick,- she challenged Trennier-called on himto draw, as it were-
lured himfromhis hole, and faced hi mdown. And we, the rest of the team finished it off, cut

hi m down, and bunted the poor bastard to a black, snmoking crisp!" Trask took a deep breath,
grunted his satisfaction, and conti nued:

"We al so took out his thralls, an entire nest of themwell gone into vanpirism But as you are all
well aware, there isn't any point of no return for victins of vanpirism even part-gone is way too
far gone. So we did thema favour, for there was no hope for any of them

"But Trennier and Malinari were linked telepathically. In the nonents of Trennier's dying he
contacted his master, which David Chung |ikew se picked up,- a nmonentary contact, which
neverthel ess led us to Brisbane and the Macpherson Range, and also to a second bolt-hole.
"Malinari had taken control of Jethro Manchester's Xanadu, a holiday resort in the Macphersons.
The place was an up-narket aerie, sonewhat renpved from any nanse that he'd ever inhabited in
Starside! In fact, his seat was a |uxurious bubble apartnment over Xanadu's central 'Pleasure
Dome'. . . would you believe, a casino? Now, if we were cynics-which | know we sonetinmes are, by
virtue of our talents-that sort of thing mght even give us pause about Las Vegas, right?"

Trask appeared to have lightened up a little,- his audience appreciated it, and there were even
one or two wy snmles, nodding heads. "But hey, let's not go into that!" he jokingly went on
"Lord knows that place has always had its bl oodsuckers!"

(Some nuted | aughter now, from Trask's audi ence.)

But as they settled down again, the snmile was gone fromhis face as if it had never been there.
He'd sinply been setting themup. And now the punch line:

"Xanadu is in ruins, gutted like a fish!" Trask rasped, no slightest trace of humour in his
sandpaper voice. "Qutted, yes, which wasn't down to us but to

Malinari. He did it to us, or he tried to, and we were damed |ucky he didn't pull it off!
"Li kewi se on Jethro Manchester's island: his thralls there knew we were comi ng, even though they
weren't any too well prepared. But then again, maybe they hadn't wanted to be ready for us, for
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after all, they were just people, dupes, victins.
"So what I"'mtelling you is this: that Nephran Malinari-this bloody vanpire, this Lord of the
Wanphyri -that he knows about us! He probably got quite a lot from. . . frompoor Zek, a little

from Trenni er, and God only knows how rmuch from us-when we were out there in such close proximty
to him He's a telepath,-no, nore properly a nentalist, a fabulously talented creature with vast
reserves of what we call ESP, and he's our deadliest eneny since . . . well, since the day we
caused the vanpire world to turn on its axis and destroyed Devetaki Skullguise and her brood in
Starside. That's how dangerous he is.

"And he escaped, got clean away . . . where to, we don't yet know, though we have evi dence that
suggests he's no | onger down under in Australia. But wherever he is, one thing seens certain:
finding and dealing with Malinari isn't going to get any easier the next tine around.

"Ckay, be got away. But his people-or those poor danmed soul s who were once people-they didn't. W
can at |east congratul ate ourselves that we got that right. So we're now satisfied about as far as
we can be that the Australian continent is free of contamination. Naturally we'd like to keep it
that way, and to be absolutely sure I'll be detailing a |ocator, a couple of spotters, and rmaybe a
telepath to go back out there and pick it up where we left off. There were clues we didn't get the
opportunity to look into, and other stuff that still needs tracking dow. So those of you who'l

be involved: I'"msorry for the short notice, but tine is of the essence. W can no | onger afford
to sit around doing nothing while three Great Vanpires out of Starside are on the | oose preparing
God only knows what mayhem and madness for our world.

"Very well, we'll know who's going within the next twenty-four hours, and after that the |ucky
ones will have just enough tine to pack before they're headi ng down under "

Trask paused to glance at his notes, then nodded and said, "A nonent ago | posed sonething of a
question. And it's a question that has to be in everyone's mnd. Just what are Malinari, Szwart,

and Vavara up to in our world? Just what is it they' re doing or planning to do? Wll, we know what
they're not doing. They're not recruiting, not taking thralls or making vanpires,- or if they are,
it's a small, localized, and tightly controlled industry. Wat | nmean is, they're not spreading it

around. Not yet, anyway.

"But surely that's what they do. It's their way of |ife-hahl Ask any vanpire and he'll tell you,
that the blood is the life!" (Trask seened gal vani zed now, his eyes blazing in a suddenly ravaged
face.) "They 'live' by taking thralls, by |leeching on the blood of their servitors and victins,
and by spreading death and undeath. So, why hasn't the plague cone anong us? | know that tinme
isn't of any real consequence to the Wanphyri, but they've had three years! By now

the great nations should be at war . . . even with each other! Half the population arnmed with
crosshows and wooden stakes, and the other half w th eyes dripping sul phur, hiding in the dark
wai ting for the night. Cheap silver crucifixes selling for twice the price of gold. Noonday
bonfires in every town centre, and the sickening stench of burning varnpire flesh. And by night,
the ever-growing ranks of the thirsty ones, raping, ravaging, and naking nore, hunting for new
souls to toss on their bonfires-the ones that burn in hell!"

Again Trask paused to let all that he'd said sink in, and in a far nore controlled, regul ated
voice went on: "If | seenmed to go a little over the top just then it was mainly to wake you up
spur you on, give you sonething of an incentive-not that you need one, |I'msure. But it's been
three long years, people, and all that tinme |I've sweated over information which you weren't privy
to. And now ... | think it's tine you were. A burden shared, and all that. . . "So what am|

tal king about? Well listen up, and I'Il tell you. "Wen we first | earned that we'd been invaded,
we knew that Malinari and the other two nonsters came out of the sunp at the Refuge with three
senior thralls, presumably l|ieutenants, which probably nmeant one |ieutenant each. Wen we went
out to Romania we di scovered that they'd also recruited three of our people-npt espers, no, but
Ref uge staff, personnel-to take with them wherever they were goi ng, perhaps as sustenance- Godl - but
nore likely as guides in this new world. And definitely as converts, recruits, vanpires.

"One of the three was Bruce Trennier, who we don't have to worry about anynore. But at the tineg,
that made two Lords and a Lady of the Wanphyri, three lieutenants or Wanphyri aspirants, and three
up- and- comi ng vanpi res who-depending on Starside's |laws of unnatural selection-mght or night not
make it into vanmpirism s upper echel on

"And those were the figures we fed to our extrap conputers, along with several conjectural rates
of transm ssion-of vanpirism that is. W were actually expecting an epidem c,- we prepared for
one, in the expectation that we'd find principal targets at three centres of maxi muminfection
and that then we'd be able to hit back in a nmassive nilitary raid followed by the world's | ongest
cl eanup period | asting maybe a hundred years! So we prepared, but we didn't tell everyone. And by
everyone | nean nost of you

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20Defilers.txt (16 of 263) [2/13/2004 10:10:51 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20D«filers.txt

"We didn't tell you that the extraps had v/orked it all out in their mechanical minds and given us
bet ween a year and eighteen nonths, to a maxi mum of three years, until Armageddon,- and that by
then, as |'ve said, the renaining human half of the population would be at war with the vanpire
hal f and probably with each other.

"W didn't tell you because first of all our Mnister Responsible had forbidden it,- you are hunman
after all, and many of you have wives and fanilies, and while we may be E-Branch, we're just as
prone to panic as anyone else in the face of the ultimate disaster. In short, we needed you here,
not running off to take care of your kith and kin. And we also didn't tell you because that
doonsday scenario | painted a mnute or so ago was just one of a handful of scenarios, and as the
ol d saying goes, 'Were there's life , '

c. r i L- ¢c. ix o0
"But nmainly we-nyself and one or two others who were in the know mainly we stayed silent because
right fromthe begi nning we'd seen signs of some kind of strategic cover-up, | nean by the

Wanphyri. What they'd done to the Refuge, they'd nade it | ook Iike vandalismon the grand scal e.
Maybe the three m ssing nenbers of staff had gone crazy, wecked the place and murdered everyone
el se before running off? Maybe that's what they wanted us or the world to think. And in any case
surely the last thing we would think-in a world that doesn't believe in vanpires-was that we had
been invaded by them And remenber, only six of those Refuge kids had actually been .

depl eted, and even then they showed no external signs of vanpirism Even if some Ronmani an doct or
had got there before we torched the place, it would have seened 'obvious' that the children had

been suffering fromsome form of pernicious anaem a. But pernicious? That isn't the word for it.

And those kids . . . ny God, those poor Kids!

"And here we see sonmething of Malinari's evil intelligence at work. He left no one alive to tel
the tale, no one to alert the world to what had really happened. But after . . . after exam ning
Zek, surely he would know that we- that E-Branch-would be on to himanyway?

"Well, | believe Malinari knew precisely what our world and its peoples are all about. | believe

he'd got it all from General M khail Suvorov and his expeditionary force |long before he ever set
out to cone here, and then that he'd had it corroborated by poor Zek and Bruce Trennier at the
Refuge. He knew first from Suvorov that the people of our world didn't believe in his kind, that
vanpi res are considered a nyth born of ignorance and ancient superstition. But while that is
generally true, he also |learned fromZek that certain people do have all or nost of the facts,
whi ch of course would tend to make E-Branch and its espers his deadliest enenies.

"So now let's look at it fromhis point of view, if that's at all possible. If Milinari and the
ot hers comenced vanpirising every human being with whomthey cane in contact, how |l ong before we
peopl e who know the truth broke silence? And how | ong then before mankind in its entirety fought
back-and with what terrible weapons?

"Malinari, Szwart, and Vavara, they were Wanphyri . . . they are Wanphyri! But they are only
three. Three of them and oh so many of us. And so nuch still to be | earned about the Earth and
its peoples, this very different world that they would conquer, with all its many diverse races.
"Zek, ny Zek, was the real key. She was a powerful nentalist, a telepath who knew others with
stranger powers still. She knew E-Branch, and she knew or she had known-other vanpires before
Malinari. And | can't hel p but wonder: when he | ocked on to Zek, did he see Harry Keogh in her
m nd? Did he perhaps glinpse the Necroscope in her nenories? Ah, but just think how that would
have given him pause: to have fled fromone such in Starside, only to discover that there were, or
had been, another or others of a like kind here! And so he nmust play this world with extrene
caution, in the know edge that he m ght call down netaphysical powers at |east as great and
possi bly greater than his own .

"All of this is entirely conjectural, guesswork of course, but our experience of events-and
nonevent s- has shown it to be near to the mark. Mlinari and the others, they have kept | ow

profiles while they prepare to do ... whatever. And the extraps' eighteen nonths are past, and
Ii kewi se the nmaxi mumthree years to Arnageddon . . . yet until we got that whiff of mndsnog it
was as if nothing was happening. So what has been happeni ng, and what have they been up to?
"Well, in Australia we found a nunber of clues. But first the clear evidence, which hit us right

between the eyes: Malinari, for one, hasn't been hiding hinself away in a ruined castle in the

Car pat hi ans! I ndeed, he was where we mght |east expect to find him Wich begs the question, what
of the others, Vavara and Szwart? Are they, too, in residence in places where we wouldn't dream of
findi ng thenf

"Ckay, | see what you're thinking.- that this isn't so nmuch what they are doing as where they are
doing it. But there mght yet be answers to both questions in what we found under Xanadu. W-and
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by that | nean Liz and Jake Cutter-found a m dni ght garden, a nmushroom farm of sorts, a breeding
pl ace for vanpires. And while the rest of us didn't see it, Jake forned the opinion that Malinari
had 'planted' his lieutenant out of Starside down there to fester in the earth. That's not such a
wild notion,- he would probably have been the only one of The Mnd's retinue who was ' matured' or
rotten enough to produce spores. And again according to Jake and Liz, the cave where they found
this nonstrosity was full of that filthy spawn.

"Worse, our G bson Desert |iaison person-sonmeone called Peter MIler, who for his own crazy
reasons had run off on us-was al so down there. He'd been vanpirized and. . . and sonething had
been done to him He had netanorphosed, - he'd been converted, reduced to a mass of nutrients for
bl ack, spore-producing, vanpiric fungi. And all of that |oathsone corruption in the earth, it was
feeding off his juices, \lcj\a}" Trask's shudder was by no neans faked. "Anyway, Jake torched the
pl ace and everything in it... "But the point is, Xanadu was a spawning ground, literally. \Wat if
Mal i nari had cropped all of those spores, released theminto the casino's air-conditioning or
ventilation systen? Wat? Legi onnaires' disease wouldn't have a look-in! Forget it! But in fact we
can't forget it because | might just have it right. And Xanadu wasn't The Mnd's only place in
Australi a.

"Anyway, that's a job for the next Australian team so naybe they're not the |lucky ones after all
Malinari's 'bolt-holes' may have been nore than just places to escape to. W've really no notion
what may be hi dden away, breeding and waiting out its tine, down in that old mne in the G bson
Desert. So we'll have to open it up again. As for Jethro Manchester's Capricorn G oup island: we
burned what was on the surface, but who can say what may have been- and what mght still be-
under neat h?

"Let's for the noment just suppose that these three Great Vanpires were preparing to seed the
world with spores. Ckay, so we've delayed the schene for one of them but what of the other two?
That's why now, after three years of nothing, there's this sudden urgency. O rather, that is why
I''mbringing the
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urgency hone to you, for it's been with ne all of that tine! And if you don't believe ne, well
just take a look at my hair!" There was no hurmor this time, faked or for real, in Trask's tone.
"Ch, | know how hard you've all been working," he continued, "using every possible nmeans to track

these creatures down,- we've put every spare nonent into it, and we've frequently negl ected ot her
tasks to stay focussed on this one job. So when | say 'three years of nothing' it's not to
belittle anyone but to point up my owmn frustration. But nowit's nore than just frustration, and a
whol e ot nore than sinple anxiety for the world at large. For now |I'm al so anxi ous-deadly afrai d-
for you, ne, us.

"Why? Well, let's go back to square one:

“Malinari knows about us. He knows now for sure that we've been looking for himall this tinme, and
that we're not going to stop. And if he's in contact with the others, they knowit, too. But if
you've read the files on the Yulian Bodescu business all of thirty-odd years ago-and if you
haven't, | suggest you do it nowyou'll know what that nmeans. It may well be that from now on the
Wanphyri won't be so happy just sitting around waiting for us to cone |ooking for them but

i nstead nmay cone | ooking for us!

"I''mjust about finished. But starting right here and now, | want extra effort, people. | want
daily think-tanks, and nore tinme spent at your machines and in your nminds. Put your gadgets to
their full use, and |ikewi se your ghost talents. W have to find Malinari again, and Vavara and
Szwart, and we have to find them soon, before those extrap conputers are shown to have been
correct. For renenber, our three years are up

"And one last thing. | want extra vigilance fromeveryone. Not for ne but for you. And especially
in the dead of night. "

As the espers filed out into the corridor and on to their workplaces, and the techs went back to
their viewscreens and conputers, Trask stood in the doorway and stopped his joint Seconds-in-
Command, | an Goodly and David Chung, telling them "Come and talk to ne in ny office.”

And when they were there: "I've pretty nuch left you al one since we got back," he told them "No
duties, and no additional pressures. That's because of all our people you two have enough on your
pl ates already. David, although I have two other |ocators-Bernie Fletcher being the better of the
two-with all due respect, they can't hold a candle to you. And lan, our other precogs are precogs
in nane only. Mainly hunchrmen, they're good at making clever guesses, at seeing how things are
going to add up. But since we have machines that can do that, their only advantage is they don't
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require programmng. So as usual, you two are ny nmain nen. Qur telepaths aren't in short supply,-
it seems to me Liz Merrick is comng along just fine, and that's despite this sudden 'setback'
with Jake Cutter, which-"

"Whi ch you're not buying?" |lan Goodly, tall and skeletally thin, and |ooking |ike nothing so nmuch
as an out-of-work undertaker, raised a thinly etched, questioning eyebrow.

Trask shook his head. "No, I'mnot. Liz-. | read her |like a book-and |I al so read sone of the |ooks
she was giving Jake in the Ops room She thinks he's been stalling, keeping her out of his mnd
And as for Jake: well, | can't any longer read himat all! So it's |like | suspected: he doesn't

intend on making it easy for us. And hardest of all for Liz, for | think she's got sonething of a
crush on him"

"A crush?" (Again Goodly's raised eyebrow, lifting higher yet.) "Now you're really show ng your
age! 'Fancies him' would be nore in tune with the times, | think. O perhaps, 'she'd like to get
into his pants?" Good grief!™
"What ever," said Trask, shrugging.
"But he is going to stay with us,"
"You' ve seen that?"

"I see lots of Jake, in the future. No great detail, nothing definite, but he's there."

"Wth us, or getting in our way?"

"l can't say. Maybe both."

"Hub:" Trask grunted, and took a deep breath before going on: "Anyway, and as | was sayi ng, you
are the top nen and it's up to you to notivate, activate, and gal vani ze the others while
continuing to do your own things to the best of your abilities in the current circunstances.
Meaning, | knowit's not easy for you to work under duress. Your skills aren't like that. They're
more or less free agents in their own right."

"Exactly," said Chung. "And where Jake Cutter's concerned, ny talent has never been freer

Anyt hing that once bel onged to Harry Keogh-such as that old hairbrush-it just conmes alive when
Jake's in the vicinity. So he can kid us all he wants that he's 'lost it' or it's 'gone away,' but
I know better. Wiatever it is that he got fromHarry, he's got it in spades!”

Trask | ooked at Chung-a Chi nese "Cockney" in his late forties, slight in figure but awesone in his
abilities as a scryer and | ocator-and nodded. "W're agreed on that... we saw it in action out in
Australia . . . we'd all have been dead without it! But having something, and being willing to
explore it or put it to good use-to our use, the world' s use-are entirely different things.
"Anyway, enough of Jake for the noment. When we're through here I'll speak to himand Liz both,
see if | can find out what he's playing at." Trask went behind his desk, sat down, and continued
"Meanwhi | e, how are things going with you two? We've been hone nore than a week now, gentlenen,
and | haven't heard a peep out of you. David, what about the Wanphyri battle gauntlet that our
Australian major found in underground Xanadu? It could only have belonged to Malinari, or maybe to
the lieutenant Jake says he used as fertilizer. Anything on that? Anything at all?"

Chung shook his head. "Ri ght now, nothing," he said. "Malinari seens to have gone to earth.
Not hi ng strange in that. For three years he hid hinself away and we didn't get a sniff. He's so in
control he never shows a trace of mindsnmpg. And renenber, it wasn't hi mwho gave the show away in
the first

Goodly declared with a quiet certainty that Trask knew of ol d.
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place,- it was Trennier's nest in the G bson Desert that |et himdown. Even in Xanadu, | had to be
that close before | located him If it wasn't for Jethro Manchester and those others out in the
Capricorn Goup, we still mght not have found him So it's ny guess that if or when we get our

break it will be his thralls that |et himdown, not Nephran Malinari hinself. And the sane thing
goes for the others, too."

Trask tightened his lips, growed, "Well stay on it. W'I| set up a separate maps room away from
Ops, give you nore space, lots of privacy. You can sleep in there if you have to, you and that
gauntlet! But we have to get results . "

He turned to the precog. "lan, how s the future | ooki ng?"

Goodl y' s expression was, as usual, nournful as he answered, "My problens are the sane as al ways.
The future is a hell of a devious thing. And the nore | force it, the less it works. You know that
old saying: nore haste, |ess speed? WIIl, that's what it's |ike. Like when you're given a Chinese
wood puzzle, a junble of geonetric shapes, which in the correct positions all fit perfectly into a
square box. If you're allowed to work at it in your own time you can do it. But the nonment there's
atine restriction your fingers turn to thunbs, and bits of wood go skittering in all directions.
You may not have been pressuring ne, Ben, but | have. And the future doesn't nuch like it."
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"You' ve seen not hi ng?" Trask was obviously di sappoi nt ed.

But the precog was chewing his top lip as he answered, "I have seen . . . things. dinpses,

fl ashes, daydreans-call themwhat you will-but I'"mreluctant to call themthe future. |I'mas prone
to deia vu feelings, dream ng, and par-ammesi a as anyone el se, and that could be all these things
are. They haven't been those very definite scenes that send ne reeling, the ones that can't be
anything else but the future, and usually a dangerous future. So naturally I'mreluctant to send
anyone off on a wild goose chase. Not when we might need all of the manpower we've got. . . and
not that 1'd know where to send hi m anyway."

"You' d better explain," said Trask. "Just exactly what are these things that you' ve been seeing.
Anything has to be better than nothing."

"Not necessarily," CGoodly sighed. "But, if you insist:

"I'"ve seen-1 don't know shapes, figures. Black-robed figures, drifting or floating. And |I've seen

sonet hi ng si nking, deeper and deeper into groaning abysses of water. |'ve seen ... a warren of
tunnel s and burrows, like gigantic wornmholes in the earth, all filled with | oat hsomeness
nmorbid mucus in a cosmc sinus. |'ve seen hooded eyes, watching, and a weird shadow approachi ng,

getting closer every tine | see it.
The precog fell silent. He gave a sharp, involuntary shudder and blinked eyes that had seened
momentarily blind or vacant, until they refocussed on Trask. And:

"That's it," he said. "That's what |'ve seen . . ."

But Trask had fallen under the spell of the other's words, so that he, too, had to give hinmself a
shake before he could say, "And you call that nothing?"

"Not hi ng we can do anything with," the precog answered. "I nean, it has no application.”

"But it's not nothing," said Trask. "It's something, and | want you to wite it down. And from now
on you and David-and you can pull in one of our telepaths, but not Liz-1 want you working
together. In a special map room yes. And then if these things-especially these eyes, or this
shadow i f they conme any cl oser, perhaps you'll see themthat nmuch nore clearly."

"Come closer?" Goodly |ooked nore gaunt than ever. "But if they really are the future, that's one
thing that's guaranteed. You see, the future never stands still but cones closer all the time .

When Trask was al one again he got on to the duty officer, asking him "Paul, where's Lardis
Lidesci? | didn't see himat ny little pep talk."

"He's where you sent hima week ago, presumably," Paul Garvey answered. "Downstairs in the hote
with his wife. O maybe they're outdoors in the park. They niss the wild. Lardis was sitting on
the desk when | relieved the night duty officer this norning. He said he wants to get back to work-
any work! Says he thinks he'll go mad doi ng nothing."

"What about the knock on the head that maniac Peter MIler gave himin Australia? And then the
conplication of that infection he picked up on our flight hone?"

"The infection has just about cleared up. A shot or two of penicillin was all it took. Lardis is
lucky it wasn't worse. We have infections here that they never even heard of in Sunside."

"True," Trask nodded. "But they've got one | know of that's a |ot worse than all of ours put

toget her! Anyway, send soneone to find himw Il you? I never did find the time to ask hi m about
that job in Geece. Also, while I"'mwaiting, could you tell Liz Merrick and Jake Cutter to come
and see nme? Thanks. "

When Liz knocked on his door just a mnute or so later, she was on her own. "Were's Jake?" Trask
asked her, as she took a seat.

She had been told to keep an eye on Jake. He had a roomat the HQ but he didn't know that Liz had
the room adj acent, with access to his quarters fromthe back of her small office. Liz's orders
were sinmple.- she was to listen in on Jake's dreans. She shoul d have been doing so ever since they
got back from Australia, and reporting her findings back to Trask. It went against E-Branch's
code, Trask knew, but on this occasion he felt conpelled. It was that inportant to find out what-
or who (Harry Keogh, presunably)-was going on in Jake's mnd. So far, however, she hadn't reported
a thing.

Simlarly, during waking hours, she and Jake were supposed to be working together, inproving their
tel epathic rapport, beconming a team But again Trask remenbered that | ook she'd given Jake in the
Ops room the one that said she was baffled and maybe a little hurt. By her inability to get
through? Trask didn't think so. No, it was far nore |ikely obstinacy on bis part.

Dam the man! he thought, feeling his frustration bubble up again.
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"He said he'd nmade arrangenents to neet Lardis Lidesci and Lissa in the park," she answered.
"Lardis had said he wanted to see the British Miseum - Jake offered to give hima guided tour
Actually, | think Jake was only too happy to get away fromthe HQ for a few hours. | get the

i mpression that he's been feeling out of things here. He can't seemto fit in."

"What ?" Trask got to his feet in a fury. "He can't seemto fit in? Well that's because he doesn't
damm well try to fit inl | mean, what's going on here, Liz? Everything seened to be working just
fine down under, and now this? Is he really such a petulant child? And don't tell me |'m w ong.
And don't go covering for himl saw that | ook you gave himin Ops. He's obstructing you, right?"

H s anger wasn't unexpected, but he'd blown up so suddenly that she was neverthel ess taken aback
"I ... 1 mean, I ..."

"Did you know | 'd called the dogs off?" Trask thunped his desk. "Jake's wanted for rmurder in Italy
and for questioning in France, yet |'ve had our contacts in Interpol pull the files on him albeit
tenporarily. H's nug should be scowming at you fromthe front page of just about every newspaper
in Europe, yet the lid' s on so tight he doesn't even rate a half-inch of colunn on page six of the
Daily Sport. That's what |'ve done for him and probably damaged ny own reputation in the bargain
But for E-Branch, Jake Cutter couldn't stick his nose outside this building wthout being
arrested, and he shows his gratitude by going sightseeing with Lardis and Lissa to the British
Museun? | just don't believe this! W in hell said he could | eave the HQ anyway?"

Li z's mouth opened and cl osed but didn't say anything, and Trask sat back down again with a thunp
and gl ared at her across his desk. "Well?" he snarl ed.

And finally she found sone words to say, and said them despite knowi ng they woul d probably set him

of f again. "He has things to work out... he has problens . . . sonething's got himworried

that's all | know. " And she sat there biting her lip.

But Trask was nuch cal ner now. Colder, too. "No, that isn't all you know," he said. "Because even
if my talent doesn't work on Jake anynore, it still works on you. And don't accuse me of spying on

you, because you know that | don't control this thing of mne, it just is. It's |like any other
sense. If you stick me with a pin | hurt, and if you lie to nme I knowwhich in your case hurts
just as much. You've changed just recently, Liz, and it isn't for the better. Okay, so this is
what you would call a white lie, correct? But it's alie just the same. And ne, I'monly
interested in the truth.”

Trask sat back, took a deep breath, and finished off: "Now tell ne, please, is he obstructing
you?"

Liz bit her |ip again and said, "Yes, | think so. |I think | could read himeasily if he'd |l et ne.
And | think-in fact | knowthat | could send to him Let's face it, | did it in Australia, and
that was when he was three hundred miles away!"

"That was under duress," he nodded. "You were stressed out and it was your |last chance for life: a
tel epathic shout, a psychic cry for help. But still, three

hundred mi |l es! And he heard you, he even 'came' to you. And then his subsequent junps, into and
out of Malinari's bubble dome in the |ast seconds before it blewitself to hell. And finally he
took an entire nmonorail car full of us-the whole damm car!-through the Mbius Conti nuumto our
safe house in Brisbane. And now . . . now you can't get through to him across a desk?"

"1 know," she was biting her Iip again. "And he can't renenber the nunbers."

"Nurbers?" Just for a nonment Trask failed to connect, but then he renenbered. "Harry's fornul a?
For the Conti nuunf"

Li z nodded. "In his dreans, that's all he does. It's like a repetitive nightmare, |ike watching a
conmput er screen processing an endl ess display of figures, fractions, decinals, algebraic equations
and obscure mat hemati cal symbols, and all of it scrolling and nutati ng down the screen of Jake's
m nd while he searches for that one all-inportant fornula. But he can never find it. . ." "And
that's all he dreans about?"

"No," Liz shook her head. "Sonetines he dreans about that Russian girl- her dead face |ooking at

hi mt hrough the wi ndow of a car as it sinks into night-black water-and sonetines he ... sonetines
he dreans about ne."

Trask shrugged (he hoped not negligently). "He, er, 'fancies' you, right?" "No," Liz said again,
perhaps ruefully. "He rejects ne, as if I'msone kind of intrusion. He rejects everything, and
he'll continue to do so until he's solved his own problens.”

"Castellano and the nob," Trask said sourly. "That's one of them" "And the others?"

"One other, | think. But | don't know what it is. But | do know he's frustrated, and it woul d hel p-

"Who isn't frustrated?" Trask cut in, becom ng heated once nore. But having gone this far, Liz
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wasn't about to be stopped.

"-1t would help, if he knew everything and had access to all the Keogh files, or better still if
you personally told himall you know about his... well, his condition."

For a |l ong nonent Trask was silent, and then he said, "And is that it, the lot?"

"That's it." And this time it was the truth. O ninety percent of the truth, anyway. As for the
other ten percent.- that could be very personal, especially since she was in his dreans.

And after a nonent Trask sighed and said, "Liz, |"'mreally sorry | blew up on you. You're not
Jake's keeper, after all. It isn't your fault that he has 'problens.’ And in a way it isn't his
fault either. But believe ne, I'"'mdoing what | can to solve his problens, and | just wish we could
get sonme nutual cooperation going, that's all. It's that inmportant.”

"I know it is," she said, standing up
"Ckay," he nodded, "you can go. If you see himbefore | do, please let himknow 1 want to speak to
him™"

L> fc f | Lt Kb

"I will," she said, and at the door turned and | ooked back. And yet again she was biting her I|ip.
"Ben . . . ?"

"Eh?" He | ooked at her. So what was this about: the other ten percent, perhaps?

"I ... I"mnot sure about this,"” she said. "But when he's asleep and I'min his mnd, | get this
weird feeling that someone's watching. | feel - | don't know - hooded eyes, burning on ne. A
strange i mage that retreats when | reach toward it."

Hooded eyes? Agai n? Trask renenbered what Goodly had said. But this had to be different, surely.
"Harry Keogh?" He took a stab at it. Mre than a stab, really, for to himit seenmed perfectly
obvi ous: some revenant of the ex-Necroscope was in there with Jake. But:

"No," Liz said. "I don't think it's Harry. | nean, | never knew him but those who did always talk
about his warnth. Well, this one isn't warm This one's cold. Very."

"Maybe it's the other side of Jake," said Trask. 'The dark side. The side that's lusting after
revenge. "

She | ooked relieved. "You think that's possible?"

"I''mno psychol ogi st," he answered, "but | do know we have different |evels of consciousness, and
even when we're awake we don't always say what we're thinking. Huhi And personally, well, | don't
al ways think what |'msaying - which, incidentally, is about as close as you'll get to a rea

apol ogy! So, maybe those eyes are one of Jake's other levels, sensing an intruder."

"You're probably right," she said. "Because that's usually when his shields go up and | get driven
out."

"And now you're out of here, too," Trask told her, and actually managed to snile. "Because |'m
busy. But stick to it, Liz, stick toit. And next tine don't hold back. You could have told mne
this stuff without all the agony."

"Except there wasn't anything to tell,"” she answered. "Not of any real inportance."

"Even little things could be inportant." He forced hinmself to smle again. "You' d be surprised.”
But a monment |ater, as soon as the door closed behind her, the snile slipped fromhis face.
Sonmeone el se in Jake's nmind? Someone other than Harry? The teem ng dead, perhaps? The G eat

Maj ority? But if so, why would their eyes be hooded? Because Liz was an intruder, and only the
Necroscope Jake Cutter could be trusted with the secrets of the dead? Huh! |f he could be trusted.
But right now Trask woul dn't trust himas far as he could throw him

What was Jake hiding that he had to carry on with this deception, pretending he was just another
enpty vessel again?

It was baffling, a nmystery within a nystery.

And Trask had nore than enough of those already .

NhCROSCUHh
Ut H1 L fc K

3

OF THE PRESENT

Fi fteen hundred hours in London, but 1,400 nmiles to the east it was five in the afternoon, and the
smal | Greek island of Krassos in the Aegean was coming awake fromits siesta to the bl azing heat
of an EIl Nifio evening. The last tinme it had been this dry was followi ng a previous El N no, the
sumrer of '98. Then fires had swept across the Greek mainland no | ess than in the Philippines,

Mexi co, Florida, and South Western Australia. And the Greeks, along with
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everyone el se, had | earned fromthe experience.

Now, in every village and on every beach, there were warning signs in four

| anguages, and apart fromthe native Geek it seened likely that all the others

read as badly as the English:

NO FI RES!

NO BARBEKU' SMOKERS

PLEASE EXTI NGUI SH Cl GARETE

BEFORE YOU THROW NG AWAY!

But everyone got the nmessage, and it gave the sun-scorched English tourists sonething to chuckle
over other than the translations in the taverna bills of fare.

On the other hand, there was an itemin the Greek newspapers that no one was chuckling over
especially not the Greek |Islands Tourist Board in Athens. A wonan's body had been washed ashore
near the village of Limari. It couldn't as yet be called a nurder, because the circunstances of
her death were a nystery and her identity was unknown. The way she'd been found (the condition of
the body, which had been in the sea for a week to ten days) left no clues as to what had befallen
her. But there were several anonmlies that at |east suggested foul play: nanely the fact that nost
of her face was m ssing, which

i ncl uded her upper teeth and entire | ower jawbone. She wasn't going to be identified by use of any
dental records, that nmuch was certain. O course, she could have been hit in the water by sone
boat's propeller, but how did she get in the water? Swi mm ng? Wiat, in the nude? There were nude
beaches in the islands, true, but not on Krassos. Nor was the rest of her body intact/ her nipples
were gone (probably nibbled by crabs or fishes), her eyes were eaten away, and her ears had been
shorn off close to the skull-accidentally or deliberately was simlarly conjectural. And strangest
of all, no one had been reported m ssing.

Det ective I nspector Manolis Papastanps, an expert on Geek island Iife, lore, and | egend, had cone
over by ferry fromKavala in answer to a request for help by the island s constabul ary, which
consi sted of one fat old sergeant and four mainly untried village policenen. This kind of
investigation fell well outside their scope on an island that was | ess than sixty niles around,
where touri smthe sun, the sand, and the clear blue sea-was the principal industry. But tourism
had been suffering for nore than fifteen years now, and at a tine when the drachma was only very
shaky this sort of thing nade for extrenely bad publicity.

The body had been in cold storage for twenty-four hours by the time Papastanos and El eni

Barbouris, a forensic pathol ogi st who had cone over with himfrom Kavala, got to see it where it
lay under a crisp white sheet and a light dusting of frost in a comrmandeered ice-cream chest in
the back room of a whitewashed, bare-necessities police post at Linari.

Manol i s Papastanos was small and sl ender, yet gave the inpression of great inner strength. Al
sinew, suntan, and shiny-black, wavy hair, he was very Greek with one noticeabl e exception: in
addition to the fierce passions of his honeland, he was al so quick off the mark in his thinking,
refl exes, and novements. In short there was nothing dilatory about him and his nmind was inquiring
toafault. In his md-fifties, Manolis | ooked dapper in his charcoal -grey |ightweight suit, white
open-necked shirt, and grey shoes. And despite the weat hered-|eather | ook that was beginning to
line his face, he was still handsorme in the classical G eek arrangenment of his features: his

strai ght nose, high brow, flat cheeks, and rounded, slightly cleft chin

Twenty-odd years ago he had been full of fire and zest-al so ouzo, and Metaxa!-but then sonething
had happened that changed him turned his |life around. He was a | ot nore serious now, far nore
studi ous and thoughtful. But if his hard-bitten, down-to-earth police colleagues in Athens knew
what he studi ed, and what Manolis researched al nost to obsession in what little spare tine his
duties allowed him. . . well, they might find it peculiar, to say the |east.

"We should get her out of there, onto a table," Eleni Barbouris told him after renoving the
sheet. "She's not so cold | can't cut. In fact the cold should hel p keep down the odours. You see
the swol |l en abdonen, all bloated fromimrersion? There will be gasses. "

He knew what she neant. As a boy in Phaestos on Crete, he had seen a

dead dol phin washed up on the beach. A large animal, seven feet long by four w de (because it was
so badly swollen), it had been too heavy to nove. Local firenmen wanted to burn it, but they had
thought it nust be full of salt water, which would only hinder the burning. Best to let the water
out first.

But then, when one of the nmen pierced the dolphin's belly with the pick end of his fireman's axe-
The creature literally exploded! Wth a great hissing, farting and shuddering-a veritable

vi bration of dead, rubbery flesh-the thing had split open |ike an overripe nelon, showering every
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onl ooker, including the young Manolis and his village friends, with a geyser of rotten vileness!
The awful stench had seenmed to | ast for days, and his nmother hadn't been able to wash it out of
hi s cl ot hes.

"You'll perform an autopsy?" he said, backing off a pace.

"You' ve seen plenty of thembefore, |'msure," Eleni answered. "Or is it that people don't die in
pecul i ar circunstances in Athens?"

"This one's been in the water," Manolis said, and winkled his nose. "Gasses? | can do w thout

gasses. "
El eni was about his age, but time and the work hadn't been kind to her. Her hair was greying and
she seened to have shrivelled down into herself. She was a small,-pale wonan, but still very

capabl e, Manolis was sure. Moreover, he suspected that she wasn't nearly as cold or callous as she
liked to pretend.

"l have gauze masks,
snell. But they won't keep it out. Not entirely.

she said. "Soaked in eau de col ogne, or naybe ouzo, they'll dilute the
" Turning her head on one side, she |ooked at him

qui zzically. "On the other hand, you don't have to watch at all if you don't want to. A queasy
stomach, perhaps?" There was no hint of hunmour in her voice,- no synpathy, either
So maybe it wasn't pretence and Eleni Barbouris really was cold and callous! "I'Il stay," he told

her, nodding. "But first let's invite the local boys to help us get her out of there ..."

After the village policenen had |left-and they wasted very little tinme in | eaving-El eni got down to
it. First an external exam nation of the body. There was nothing to be done about the corpse's
head, but if the damage to the ears and | ower face was the work of a propeller, there was scant
sign of any abrasions to the rest of the body. The neck was scarred on the left, where sonething
had gouged a groove half an inch wide and quarter of an inch deep in the puffy flesh between the
m ssing ear and the collarbone,- this night have been caused by the bl ade of a propeller, but

El eni seened dubi ous. The throat, however, was choked behind the nissing mandi bl e, probably with
weed, and the pathol ogi st started there, cutting the windpipe to lay it open in twin flaps above
the clavicle.

Wthin the incision, near the top of the oesophagus, there was a dark mass that formed a solid

bl ockage. El eni prodded the nmass with a rubber-clad finger, finding it resilient and spongy to the
touch. It wasn't weed, and it wasn't a part
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of the human body-not unless it was some sort of grossly enlarged tunour.

Intrigued, she cut through the pectoral nuscles to hal fway down the chest and used an electrica

surgical saw to separate the upper sternumfromthe ribs and detach it. And finally, she cut

through the rest of the upper oesophagus, revealing nore of the bl ockage. But still she hadn't

exposed all of it.

Manol i s had been watching all of this while doing his best to ignore the snell of death and decay

that kept getting stronger all the time. Now, through ouzo-drenched gauze and the reek of aniseed

and rottenness, he munbled, "Wat in hell ... is that?"

Looki ng back at himover the grotesque, sonmehow intimdating shield of her mask, Eleni's grey eyes

were wide and uncertain. But then she shrugged and answered, "W won't know, until we get it out."

The object, whatever it nmight turn out to be, conpletely blocked the dead woman's gullet. It was

grey blue, and corrugated |ike a concertinaed wormor slug. As for its texture:

"It seens firmenough . . . uhi." Eleni grunted, digging her fingers in to expand the gullet,

"that | don't think it's going to break up under pressure. Maybe | can get it out in one piece

wi thout nore butchery.” And without further ado she dragged the thing free, holding it up for

Manol i s's inspection.

He had backed off nore yet, which was as well. For as with the dol phin in Phaestos, so now with

this poor dead wonan.

It was as if the pathol ogi st had shaken a bottle of chanpagne and | oosened the cork. But what had

been rel eased was anything but fine wine. Gasses and pus and mucus foamed out of the neck cavity,

and di sturbed by internal convul sions, a stream of yellow shit and gooey cadaverine spurted from

the opposite end. The corpse seened to withe and nutter as it settled down into itself.

Manol i s choked, "Good God!" and turned away. And: "I'Il be back when |'ve been good and . . . and
." But he couldn't finish it. Open his noputh again and he'd be sick right there, not that that

woul d spoil the | ooks of the room

But in the toilets, throwing up, at |east he had the dubious satisfaction of hearing El eni doing

the sane in the |adies' cubicle next door
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"That rarely happens,"” she told himfifteen mnutes |later, when he canme out of the toilet. "One
gets used to such things. Maybe it was the sight of your face that did it, its colour and aw ul
grimacing. Perhaps | ... cane out in synpathy?" She was hosing down the white marble fl oor
flushing the ness out through the front roomof the police post into the street and down a drain.
Qutside, there was no sign of the village policenen in the sun-bleached street, just two nuns of
some obscure order, wearing cow ed cassocks that covered them head to toe. The pair had paused in
their strolling to stare, but in another nonment their pale hands fluttered into view as they
covered their faces with handkerchi efs before turning and hurryi ng away.

Manolis couldn't blane them Still very drawn and pale hinmself, he said, "This place is going to
stink forever!"

"No, no," Eleni answered. "Powerful antiseptics will clear it inno tine. It will smell just like
a hospital, that's all."

The corpse was anazi ngly clean, Manolis thought. Eleni had done a very good job. Wll, better she
than he! "WIIl you continue with the postnorten?" "I can see no point," she answered. "I shal

take a sanple of the stomach contents, though of course they will have rotted down, degraded. But
don't concern yourself. There's no need for you to be present, really. In any case | won't be able

to conplete an analysis until I'mon the mainland. So, if | may nake a suggestion.- why don't you
go and have a drink?"
"No," said Manolis, "but 1'Il take you for one later. Meanwhile, what have you done with the

that thing?" He couldn't help the shudder that had crept into his voice, but hoped she'd think it
was a late reaction to what had happened.

Manol i s had caught only a glinpse of the thing in Eleni's hand before the interruption (or
eruption) of the dead woman's body, but there had been sonething about it. Something that rem nded
himof a time nore than twenty years ago when he'd been out in the islands-Rddhos, that tinme-on a
different case. Different entirely fromany other he'd ever handl ed or been involved with. That
was when a group of nen-and one very special nman, who could not be denied-had told himabout just
such organi sns as he had seen dangling fromthe pathol ogi st's hand. O perhaps not, for he had
never seen one hinself and couldn't be sure.

"The sea cucunber?" El eni Barbouris was denying his norbid suspicions even now. "Well, that didn't
kill her, if that's what you're thinking. It's under the sheet there."

"Sea cucunber?" Manolis frowned, but at the sanme tine felt a great wash of relief flooding over
hi m

"A hol othurian," she answered. "A cousin to the sea slugs. They normally live in holes in the
rocks. This one crawed into a different hole and died there. It night even have battened on her-
don't know that much about them but if it did, its own gluttony killed it. It got fat and stuck
in her gullet."

The sheet, defrosted now and linp, lay on a small occasional table in a corner of the room Two
paces took Manolis to it, but he paused a nonent before turning back the sheet. The thing |ay
there, lifeless, some fourteen inches long, blunt and spatul ate at one end, tapered at the other.
It was like a blind, cobra-headed | eech, its body corrugated or segmented, with rows of erectile
hooks lying flat along its back and sides. Rooted in nodules at the base of the tapering neck, a

frill of sticky, dew beaded strings |like the byssus threads of mussels lay linply on the glass top
of the table.
Manolis took a ballpoint out of his pocket and lifted the tail. Protruding froma short tubular

organ-an anus, or perhaps an ovipositor-a greyish, flaccid spheroid the size of a marble was hal f
visible. It oozed a few droplets of a silvery, glistening liquid that slimed the glass.
"And that?" Manolis | ooked at El eni where she had followed himto the small table.
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She answered himwi th a shrug. "Some kind of sea nobuse? | really can't say. Sonething the

hol ot hurian ate but didn't have tine to digest?"

"A sea nouse?" Manolis said. "First sea cucunmbers, now sea nice?"

And agai n her shrug, but a trifle inpatient now. "An annelid, Aphroditidae, iridescent and quite
pretty when alive. Wien | was a child, | was interested in every aspect of biology. But now |'ve
put aside ny childish interests and |I'm a pathol ogist, not a marine biologist! Wat is it with
you, Manolis-and why are you sweating?”

"I ... still don't feel too good," he told her, which was true enough

She' d taken of f her elastic surgical gloves and now began to reach out her naked hand towards the
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organismon the table. "As for this thing, it's dead and snells, and it should be-"

"I't should be burned!"™ Manolis said, and with a |ightning-fast novenent arrested her hand. "Don't
touch that thing. Don't you ever touch anything like it!"

"What ?" she stared at himin shocked astoni shrment.

He put her gently aside and said, "I nmay be wong, and if so | apol ogise in advance, but | really
don't think this is any kind of holothurian. I'll see to it that it's incinerated i mediately."

El eni continued to stare at him followi ng his every novenent as he wapped the organismin the
sheet. "Not a holothurian? So what on earth do you think it is? And if it's in any way connected
with this case-a clue to foul play or sone such-why do you intend to burn it? Wat, you'll destroy
evi dence?"

"Qur descriptions, fromwhat we've seen, will suffice," he told her. "But one thing is for sure: |
won't be letting anyone cut into this to see what nade it tick! Just be happy that it's stopped
ticking, that's all."

"You talk as if it's a bonb!" she answered. "But-"

"No buts," said Manolis. "You' ve done a good job here. Now | suggest we go back to Krassos town to
our hotel, freshen up a little, and then eat at one of the excellent tavernas. The neal and that
drink | pronised you will be on ne."

"Wel | ," she shook her head in utter bew | dernment. "I suppose you're in charge here, and-"

"Yes, | am" he was pleased to agree. "And now let's find those policenen. | want this body kept
on ice-but deep frozen this time, perhaps in Krassos town. | have friends in London who nmay want
to see it."

Hol ding his small white bundle at armis I ength, he ushered her out of that place, and as they went
said, "As for your alleged sea slug: you're right about evidence, of course. So we'll photograph
it first-and then I'Il burn it!"

Manolis was driving a small Fiat hired fromone of the island's many tourist-oriented outlets. At
about 7 P.M, driving in the shade of pine-clad nountains, he passed a stone-walled, gauntly

i npressive nonastery built on a false plateau where high cliffs fell sheer to the sea.
Concentrating on his driving upon the

wi ndi ng, contour-clinging road, he took no special note of a |arger, heavier private vehicle where
it indicated its driver's intention to pull out of the otherwi se enpty nonastery car park. But as
he sped by, Eleni Barbouris did notice

it.

"On atiny island like this," she comented, "sonmeone desires yet nore privacy."

" Unmp”

"That expensive car back there-the black one, with dark, one-way w ndows? They can see out,
whoever they are, but no one sees in."

"There are plenty of cars like that in Athens," the inspector answered. "But you're correct: rich
peopl e do seemto enjoy their privacy nore than nost. Ah, but then, they can afford to! As for
those wi ndows: they're far superior to dark glasses when it conmes to keeping the sun out of your
eyes."

"l suppose so," she said. "But here on the eastern side of Krassos, in the shade of these
mount ai ns and the gl ooy evening |ight, they seem so unnecessary."

But Manolis, a frown etching his face, was scarcely listening to her. Instead it was something he
had said that continued to resonate in his mnd. So that suddenly he found hinself nuttering,

"When . . . when it cones to keeping the sun out, yes."

"Personally, | don't see nearly enough of it," she said.

"What. . ."? Manolis barked, startling her

"The sun," she said. "I said | don't see nearly enough-" But then, as she glanced sideways at him

she saw that his eyes were fixed not on her but on his rearview mrror

"Way, whatever is-?" she started to say, craning her neck to | ook back. Just a few feet behind,
the other car was bearing down on themlike sone great blind snarling beast!

Manolis couldn't hit the brakes because the black car was i nmedi ately behind him He couldn't
accel erate because the road ahead made a sharp right turn and di sappeared fromview. On the right,
a wall of rock where the road had been cut fromthe nountainside. And on the left... a sheer drop
of a hundred or nore feet to jutting rocks and the tideless sea. And no safety barrier between
When the big car's horn blared, Manolis was trying to negotiate the bend. Centrifugal force sent
his Fiat sliding across double white lines into the oncoming lane. Gitting his teeth, hauling
desperately on the steering wheel, he gasped his relief when he saw that the road ahead was enpty.
But it nmade no difference. His car was out of control and skidding. Wich was when the heavier
vehicle, its horn still blaring continuously, slamed into the Fiat from behind.
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The collision served to slow the big car down, whiplashed Manolis and his passenger, and sent the
smal l er vehicle rocketing out into enpty space. And all of it happening that fast, as accidents
usual ly do, so that human reactions and even thoughts are al nost inpossible. Except this wasn't an
acci dent. And:
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Well, | suppose it's goodbye to all that! Manolis did manage to think, quite calmy and usel essly.

And | don't even know why, or maybe | do. And where's ny safety belt! Oh, shit!

El eni had just started scream ng when the car hit a jutting outcrop, sliced through a clunp of
stunted, cliff-clinging heather, and struck sonmething far nore solid that sent it hurtling
outwar ds agai n, spinning end over end.

And glinpsed through a crazily whirling pi nwheel of stone and sky, the rocky base of the cliffs,
washed by a sl ow surgi ng ocean, cane rushing to neet them.

In London it was 9 P.M and alnost cool. In all the hotels the air-conditioning systems were
running at full blast, and people were in the streets and the bars in their shirt-sleeves,

enj oyi ng the Indian-sumer atnosphere. But for others there was work to be done.

At E-Branch HQ the work hadn't stopped, Trask's espers did their various things, but theirs was
work with a difference. As for Trask hinmself: he was just about through for the day, |ooking
forward to a drink and a good night's sleep. He would sleep at the HQ which had been his habit
for alnost three years now. But waiting-still waiting-to see Lardis Lidesci and Jake, he'd found
plenty to occupy his time. For where news, theories, or any information in general about the

i nvaders from Starsi de was concerned, Trask's office door was al ways open

Last of several people to cone and see himwas MIlicent Cleary. MIlie was a telepath and
conpetent conputer operator,- she was al so a nenber of E-Branch's master think tank, Trask's
current affairs adviser, and one of his favourite people-the kid sister he'd never had. But she
wasn't a kid anynore, -none of the gang fromthe "good ol d days" was. Like Trask hinself, they'd
been here too | ong and E-Branch had aged t hem

Such were his thoughts . . . just a second or so before she looked at himin a certain way that he
recogni zed of old. And
"I'f that was your idea of a compliment,"” she told him "I don't think much of it. The kid sister

bit's okay-I think-but | can do without all those winkles you just gave ne!"

Trask tut-tutted. "Ch, ny! Here's MIlie Ceary spying on the boss's thoughts."

She shook her head. "Not spying, just worrying about you. And incidentally, Ben, / neither | ook
nor feel as old as | am but you really do. And you' re |ooking older day by day. That's why |
worry about you-big brother!"

And in fact she didn't ook as old as her years, which in any case were a good deal shorter than
his. MIlie would be in her late forties but |ooked five years younger. A very attractive bl onde,
her hair was cut in a fringe | ow over her forehead, flowed down onto her shoul ders, and franed her
oval face while partly concealing her small, delicate ears. Her eyes were blue under pencil-slim
gol den eyebrows, and her nose was snmall and straight. MIllie's teeth were very white, just a
little uneven in a slightly crooked, frequently pensive nouth.

Five feet and six inches tall, anmply curved and slimwai sted, she had al ways nmade Trask feel big
and strong, and sonetinmes clunsy. He |liked her a lot- indeed, a great deal-and as far as he was
concerned she was one of the few who could get away with murder

But conscious of her talent, and channelling his thoughts anew and wonderi ng why he felt the need
to-Trask got down to business. "So what's up?" "I think 1 nay have sonething," she told him "You
remenber when you got back from Australia, you asked me to find out what | could about Jethro
Manchester's financial affairs? Knowi ng that Malinari had coerced Manchester into sonme kind of,

er, partnership, you were hoping that maybe cash transfers and other transactions mght help track
Malinari down? Well, as it turns out- and while Manchester may have been a big-tinme philanthropist-
he wasn't entirely the big softy people think he was. And he certainly wasn't softheaded." She
paused to order her thoughts, and continued:

"So being, as you have often called ne, 'a devious female creature,' it had crossed ny nind that
such might be the case. Let's face it, one doesn't get to be a billionaire without one has just a
few extra cards up one's sleeve, right? So, just an hour or so ago, | had John Gieve cal

Manchester's accountant in Brisbane. That's Andrew Heyt, of Haggard, Haggard and Heyt, and-"
"You had himcall who at what tine?" Trask cut in, frowning as he did a quick nental calcul ation.
"At six in the norning-Heyt's tinme, that is?"
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"Deliberately, yes," MIlie told him "People are usually off guard at that time in the norning,-
that's why police carry out their raids in the early hours."” "And you were carrying out a raid on
Manchester's accountant?" "Exactly. Wrking on a hunch, so to speak. Anyway, without identifying
hi nsel f, John asked Heyt a few | eading questions-like: what would be happening now, to
Manchester's ' hi dden' deposits in Switzerland and other countries? And before Heyt could blink the
sl eep out of his eyes, get his nercenary little brain in gear, and slamthe phone down-" "John had
done his thing," Trask nodded.

"Nanely," she continued, "he read in Heyt's nmind the facts of the matter, that apart from Jethro
Manchester's regul ar accounts and hol di ngs-stocks and shares and the like in various businesses in

Australia, UK, and the USA-he al so has several nunbered accounts in Zurich." "John got the

number s?"

MIllie |l ooked at Trask in that w de-eyed way of hers, innocent and shrewd at the sane tine, and
said, "John's good, but not that good! | mean, what do you want, niracles?"

"Yes," he answered drily. "I'Il accept nothing |less. Okay, go on. |I'm hooked." "No, he didn't get

the nunbers,” she answered, "but he did get the nane of the bank: a branch of the rather obscure
Burger Finanz Gruppe, or Citizens Finance Goup. In fact it's the only branch we were able to
find, and | think if we were to dig just a little deeper we nmight well discover that it's owned-or
was owned- by Manchester hinmself! His owmn little piggy bank, as it were.

Anyway, as you know, seven years ago nost of the world' s countries, or their governments, were
signatory to a convention that opened up their banking systens to scrutiny. This was supposed to
spell doomfor the world' s crooked, high-finance speculators, and wite finis on the noney-

| aundering activities of the organized crine syndicates. It was supposed to, but didn't, mainly
because several nmajor players wouldn't sign up to it."

"I remenber,"” Trask nodded. "Russia, China, Italy, Geece, oh, and one or two South American
countries, naturally."

"And Switzerland!" she told him "For in case you' ve forgotten, sone of the big Swiss banks are

still fighting off Second World War Jewi sh claims on massive suns of noney that the Nazis stole
and stashed away. As for Italy: well, the Italians didn't at all fancy the idea of opening up
their Mafia-riddled banking systems to scrutiny. And G eece didn't have any cash worth arguing
over! The Chinese weren't interested,- indeed, in light of China's alleged 'lack of crine' - the

fact that under its then reginme nerely socializing with international crimnals was punishable by
long terns in their infanbus 'correction facilities'-they felt insulted! And then there were those
South American countries you nentioned, which for obvious reasons wanted nothing at all to do with
it. As for poor old Ma Russia: well, financially speaking the Russians didn't know and stil

haven't di scovered-which way's up . . ."

She paused again, and Trask noticed she was | ooking a little pensive.

"Go on," he urged her.

She shrugged and went on, but mainly on the defensive now "The trouble is," she started slowy,
"that |'ve always been an eager beaver, you know? Sort of rushing in where angels fear to tread?
And this time | may have sailed too close to the wind."

"You're certainly full of cliches," Trask's eyes had narrowed. "And perhaps just a little of the
other stuff, too?"

"Ch, | wouldn't try to, er, '"shit' you, Ben Trask," MIlie said. "No, not you."

"So get on with it."

"Well," she shrugged, "I suppose that | really should have got authority before |, er
"Before you what ?"

"Er, before | spoke to the Burger Finanz G uppe bank," she told him and paused yet again.
Trask sighed and said, "This is like pulling teeth! So who did you, 'er,' speak to at the bank?"
"Not ne, exactly," she answered. "I nmean | didn't speak to anyone-or thing-at the bank. But | got
our tame tech, Jimy Harvey, to do it for nme . "

And now t hi ngs cane together

First the time: an hour ago in UK it was nine at night in Zurich. The banks would be cl osed. And
MIllie had said she didn't speak to anyone-or thing-but that Jimy Harvey had done it for her
Harvey, a tech, one of E-Branch's whiz-kid communications and covert surveillance experts. The
answer was obvi ous.

"You got Jimmy to hack into the bank's conputer?" Trask's question was nore an accusation, and his
stare was penetrating.

Still 1| ooking innocent, but not, MIlie tried to shrug but her shoul ders weren't working. "The
work of five minutes,” she said nervously. "Enough tinme to get in, get Manchester's file, downl oad
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a few details-like all deposits and withdrawals for the |last five years-and get out again."”

"Acrimnal act," Trask told her bleakly. "But nore especially so if it served no purpose except

to get me in trouble!™ "But it did serve a purpose.” "Wat did you get?"

"W got that soneone had transferred a large sumnanely three quarters of a mllion dollars US-

fromone of Manchester's accounts just twenty-four hours after he died."

"You're forgiven!" Trask said, suddenly excited. "If these were nunbered, personal accounts, no

one but Manchester hinself-or a 'partner'-could touch them And we had made sure that news of the

"tragic accident' at his retreat wouldn't break until after our Australian friends had sanitized

the ness on that island. So even Haggard, Haggard and Heyt woul dn't have had any reason to be

interested in those nunbered accounts just twenty-four hours after Manchester died. And even if

they had it's unlikely they'd have the authority to nove large suns of his ill-gotten gains around
isit?" "No, it isnt."

"So, | think you're probably right and this was Malinari's work. And-" "But it didn't have to be,"

she cut in.

Trask's face fell. But then he | ooked at her suspiciously, frowningly, and said, "Go on."

"Well, it could have been a paynent to one of Manchester's beneficiaries, | nean, one of the many

charities he gave to."

"What, after he was dead?"

"A standi ng order, maybe?" she answered. "I nean, it could have been in the conputer, waiting to

automatically click in on a certain date."

Trask shook his head. "MIlie," he said, "you're a devious fenmal e creature. Wat you just said

wasn't a lie, but it wasn't the truth, either. It was a "what if?" Now, | know you woul dn't pick

me up just to drop ne again, so for whatever reason you've got to be teasing ne. Well, believe ne

this is neither the tine nor the place. So without nore ado, let's have the rest of it-or is this

per haps one of your stunbling bl ocks?"

"I't could have been," she answered. "For you see, the transfer was nade to a charity."

Trask's face fell further yet. "Say agai n?"

"To charity nunber nineteen, of nineteen nunbered charities,” she nodded. "No name or nanmes?"

"Er, no," MIlie shook her head. "Not of the charity. Just nunbers. It was the fifth seni annua

paynent to a charity that Manchester had been supporting for two years."

"So what's our interest in it?" Trask knew the punch line was coming. He read it in her face: that
i ndeed she'd got sonething. But what?

"I've got the big one!" MIlie had read his nmind, literally. "That's what |'ve

"Do | have to say please?" he said.

She shook her head again. "No, but there are still stunbling blocks. So what do you want first,
the good news or the bad news?"

"The good," he said.

' The previous paynents to charity nunber nineteen were all in the sumof a quarter mllion
dollars, all of them authorized by tel ephone by Manchester using his PIN and vari ous

aut hentication codes. Ah, but this transfer tripled that anmount, and of course it wasn't
Manchester's PIN but his partner's. It's dated the day after Manchester died-and the nane of the
partner is on Jinmy Harvey's printout."

Al of this tine she had been clasping a roll of printout. Now she stepped around Trask's desk to
stand beside him |eaned over himand opened up the roll, and weighted it top and bottomw th desk
bric-a-brac. Trask saw that it was page fifteen, torn froma far larger printout. But then his
eyes skipped to a serial that had been highlighted in yellow

The details of date, tine, and amount, were all as MIlie had reported them but Trask scarcely
noti ced them beside the one itemthat seened to leap at himfromthe paper: the nane in the
authorization colum . . . Aristotle MIlan! Milinari's pseudonym

And as that hated name burned itself into his brain, MIlie said: "lIt's the first tine in two
years that Mlinari has given hinself away |like this. Oher tinmes when he's used Manchester's
account, he's had Manchester hinself authorize it. This time he had no choi ce because his
"partner' was dead."

Trask felt galvanized. In his excitenent he had started to his feet. He stared at the printout,
glared at it, unwilling to take his eyes off the paper in case it should disappear. It was the
best lead yet. . . possibly as good as the one that had sent himout to Australia. But-

"The extra noney," he said, frowning, "or maybe all of it, is obviously for his use while he gets
hinsel f set up again. So why didn't he take nore?"

"Maybe he doesn't think he needs nore," she said. "Perhaps he didn't want to alarmthe bank. |
can't say. But don't forget the extraps: our three years are up-you said so yourself-and things
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could be conming to a head. Maybe noney won't be inportant in the world that Malinari and the
others are pl anning."

"But we tranpled on at lea-t a third of those plans out in Australia!" Trask protested.

She nodded. "So now nmaybe they're going to speed things up a little. For as you al so pointed out
during your pep talk, the Wamphyri know for sure now that we're after them. "

Feeling tired, Trask sat down again. His mind was finding it hard to take in everything that
MIllie was telling him the picture wouldn't firmup until the

| ast piece was in place and he could scan the whole thing. And so.- "Okay, now you can tell me the
bad news," he said, angling his head to | ook up at her

"Anot her one of those stunbling blocks | mentioned,” MIlie said.

"Li ke what ?"

"Well, like | said-the charity is just a nunber: nunber nineteen of nineteen charities. There has

to be a separate file that details exactly who, what, and where this charity is, but Jimy didn't
have the time he would need to hack into any nore files. Let's face it, there could be thousands
of them™"

"He didn't have the tinme?" Trask was astonished. "Wat are we paying himfor? He could nmake tine!"
MIlie was | ooking unconfortable again. "No, you don't understand," she said. "The bank's computer
was programred with a whol e bag of counternea-sures. Jimy worked wonders but he could override
themfor only so long before getting | ocked out.” She shrugged hel plessly. "So that even if you'd
sanction it-"

"Whi ch | woul d-which | do-al nost anything!"

"-We can't get back in. Er, and that's not all."

"Their system has probably backtracked us down!" Trask got there first. "And there'll al nost
certainly be an official protest. Which neans tonorrow norning, bright and early, 1'll have our

M ni ster Responsible bleating at me on the bl ower!"”

"And | know that when you get bleated at, we can expect to get it in the neck, too," she said.
"Hence all of the shilly-shallying," Trask growl ed at her, "when you could have cone straight to
the point and maybe saved us a little tine."

"But | wanted you to see how clever | was," she said, "and appreciate ne for it. \Wich night take
some of the sting out of it when you get around to shouting at ne."

"Do | do too nmuch of that?" Trask asked her, and shook his head, prom sing, "No shouting. Wy, if
| were ten years younger | might even try to kiss you!"

"What's age got to do with it?" she said. "You' re as young as you feel, or as soneone can nake you
feel ."

Trask knew a different version of that, which went: "You' re as young as the one you're feeling,"
but he didn't say so. Suddenly he was very aware of MIlie's perfune where she was standing cl ose
besi de him

But as if she'd read his nind-and perhaps she had-she went back around to the front of his desk
and stood there looking at himin that way of hers. One of her ways, anyway.

"Er, you said stunbling blocks," Trask said, bringing his thoughts to order. "Mre than the ones
you' ve mentioned, presumably. Okay, | can see one such: we don't know where the nobney went, which
is where Malinari is. But we're talking about three quarters of a mllion dollars here. Surely we
can trace it?"

"W tried," MIlie told him "That international convention | nentioned?

Jslo problem - any major signatory can gain entry to the database. Wth our security rating Ji mry
simply accessed it, went in, and took a |ook."

n And?ll
"Woul d you believe that on that date about that tinme there were nore than twenty novenents of that
preci se nunber of dollars left, right, and centre around the world? Wll, there were, but not one

was destined for charities real or contrived."

Trask understood what she was saying. "Manchester's noney went to a nonsignatory country, which is
to say Italy, Geece, China, Russia, or one of those South American places."

"Or Switzerland itself,"” she rem nded hi m again.

By now Trask's nmind had sorted itself out. He was thinking again, and doing an excellent job of

it. "That nakes for a hell of a |ot of places where Malinari could be," he said. "The way 1 see
it, this so-called charity can only be one of his friends from Starside. Wen they cane into this
world they split up. He ended up in Australia, but where did the others go? Well wherever, he now
needs a safe haven and has fled to one of them And why not, since he's been subsidizing that one-
let's continue to call it a 'charity'-for the last two years. Ckay, we know where he hasn't gone
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to one of the signatory countries. So now let's see if we can elinminate some of the places where
he m ght have gone."

"I" mwith you," she answered.

Trask waved her to a chair and told her: "MIlie, sit dow for God's sake ... or mne, at |east!
It's nine-thirty at night and you're still mobile. You're tiring me out, little sister."
"Funny," she said, seating herself and crossing her pretty legs, "but | thought |I'd woken you up
Anyway, let's do some of this elimnating.”

"You' re way ahead of ne, right?" he said. "Ckay, go on."

"Well," she began, "for five years now ever since Hong Kong's third big financial collapse-China
has hi dden herself away behind a banboo curtain, convinced that the decadent, capitalist West is
deliberately trying to destabilize her. And now they have this plague to contend with, a new
buboni ¢ strain running ranmpant through China and spreadi ng west, which they haven't the resources
to conbat. Also, what with their current disinclination toward foreign types in their country,
especially rich foreigners, but including diplomats and aid agencies, well they're not the nost
friendly of people. In short, there aren't too many Westerners retiring to Beijing these days! And
I don't think Malinari would go there either."

"Strike China," said Trask. "And probably Russia, too. Ch, Malinari's dollars would be wel cone
there, for sure, but | have it on good authority that he wouldn't be. Gustav Turchin is the new
head of the Opposition, and |'ve already alerted himto the threat."

"Which | eaves Italy, G eece, Switzerland, and South America," she said.

"OfF which | fancy Switzerland,"” Trask nodded. "O perhaps South Aner-

i ca?" Concentration lined his face. "Switzerland has high mountains and it's cold. Quite

appeal ing, | should think, to soneone-or sonething-from Star-side."

"Not necessarily,” MIlie answered. "I read your prelinmnary report on the Aussie job, and | was
at your pep talk. You make a point of saying that Mlinari was where we woul d | east expect to find
him So why not the others? Personally, | would think that the nost Switzerland has going for it
isits neutrality, its autonony, and the fact that it welcones people with |ots of noney. But
Geece and Italy aren't dismissive of high rollers either."

"This gets us nowhere fast," Trask stood up. "Or should | say sonewhere slow y? \Wichever, it's
given me a headache. And it's way past drinkies time. Also, | haven't eaten yet. You?"
"I"'mtrying to watch ny figure," she said. "But-"

"It looks fine to ne," he told her uncharacteristically. So uncharacteristically that he could
bite his tongue off.

"-But," she continued, "if you insist?" "I do."

MIllie smled and said, "Qur first date!"

And as Trask put on a tie and shrugged into his jacket, he found hinself wondering, Just bow | ong
have | been going blind, anyway?

For the "truth" of something had suddenly becone astonishingly clear to himwhi ch nmade him al so
wonder how | ong she'd been hiding it from him

Three years, nmaybe? Long enough for himto recover? MIlie was thoughtful that way. The only
trouble was that Trask didn't think he'd recovered yet.

Not yet, no ..

OF STRANGE PLACES, SURVI VALS, AND SUPERSTI TI ONS

The term "E-Branch" wasn't known to the staff of the hotel downstairs/ to them the upper floor
was the headquarters of a firmof nultifaceted international entrepreneurs, whatever that was
supposed to nean. But Trask and his upper echelon were known to them especially to the head

wai ter of the excellent restaurant and carvery: the peculiar hours that the "upstairs people” were
wont to work-and at which they occasionally dined-sonetines nade for problens in the kitchen. Such
as tonight. The hour was | ate and the kitchen had been busy all day.

Trask and MIlie took a table in a spot favoured by Branch personnel: a slightly el evated al cove
surrounded by snall palns in hal f-barrels, and varnished pine trelliswork interwoven wth
imtation clematis and bougainvillaea. Sufficiently remote fromthe rest of the restaurant, it was
considered safe to tal k business here/ but to be absolutely certain, Jimy Harvey or one of the
other techs would eat here now and then and check the place for bugs . . . the electrical variety.
To date, they hadn't discovered any.

Seating his conpani on and then hinself, Trask reached for a pitcher and poured water into two

gl asses. He would have preferred to get straight back to their conversation, but decided to wait
until they had ordered. The short walk to the el evator and the ride down had provi ded an idea
opportunity to get the blood flowing to his brain again and process MIlie's information/ he felt
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nore able to concentrate,- his weariness, nore nental than physical, was lifting noment by noment.
Whi ch nade hi m wonder out [ oud:

"That office of mne. | sonetimes feel isolated in there. Is it ny imgination, do you think, or
has it got snaller over the years?"

"The whole world is snaller,” MIlie answered. "A touch of claustrophobia, mybe?"

Trask shook his head. "I've been down in the Perchorsk Conplex under the Urals, the site of the
Russi an Gate. | know what cl austrophobia isl If you ever get the chance to see that place-which
hope you never do-you'll see what | nmean. No, it's not claustrophobia, nothing physical, anyway.
Though certainly |I sense things closing in on nme ... or on us." Hs sigh, involuntary though it

was, gave a | ot away.

"You're carrying a |lot of weight,’
"You'd think that being an enpath of a sort,
mysel f."

"Knowing it is one thing," she told him "But admitting it is sonething else. Once you admt it
you can do sonething about fixing it. There are ways to let off steam |'mtold."

He | ooked at her-really | ooked at her-and said, "You were never married, were you, MIlie?"

Now it was her turn to sigh. 'That's one of the ways," she said. And: "No, | never was. But you've
known me al nost as long as |'ve known ne, so you know that. And you know why."

He nodded and said, "These so-called '"talents' of ours, of course. It's the sane for quite a few
of us. lan Goodly because he wouldn't want to know i n advance how thi ngs woul d work out-between

hi nsel f and a wonan, | nean- and he certainly wouldn't want to know when harm was comi ng her way
and there was nothing he could do to avoid it! The future, as he's frequently wont to renind us,
is a devious place."

she said. "Stressed out, and no way to relieve the tension."
' he answered, "1'd be able to figure that out for

"And so are other people's minds," MIllie said. "I've been out with nmen, dated nen, and behind the
snmles all they've been worried about is how nuch ny neal and the wi ne was costing, and what
they'd get back for their investnent. |'ve bedded nen-oh yes, a fewwho were mainly concerned
about the size of their own egos." "Only their egos?"

And MIlie shrugged. "That, too," she said. "It seens that mal e egos and you-know whats go hand in
hand, er, and no double entendre intended! Ch yes, | know that if I didn't know things woul d be

easier. But if | see a certain |look in someone's eyes, or maybe detect a certain tone of voice,
then 1've just got to know what's going on in there. The tenptation is irresistible. Any tele-path
who tells you different is aliar. W nmay not want to | ook, but we just can't help ourselves."

"I know," Trask told her ruefully. "I have problens of nmy own, renenber?" "That thing of yours
must be a real killer," she said. "I nmean, everybody has their little secrets. But the one you

|l ove really shouldn't have. So how do you avoid getting hurt when a special soneone slips up and
tells you alie, even a white lie, or sinmply covers up for sonething he or she pronised and forgot
to do, or-"

"Or, or, or," said Trask. "Precisely. But I've learned to differentiate between

65
NECROSCOPE: DEFI LERS
i nnocent and deliberate deceit. There are degrees of truth, you know? But yes, | know what you

mean. It's never easy."

"And yet you were nmarried, and to a telepath at that."

Trask thought about that, and for the first tine in a long time found hinself able to tal k about
Zek. "She never lied," he said. "If she couldn't tell ne the truth she said nothing."

"But she could read your nind."

Trask nodded. "Funnily enough, she never read anything she thought shouldn't be in there. That's
what she told ne, and I'mthe one who would know it if she ... if she didn't nmean it."

"Neither have |I," MIllie said. "Read anything in your nmind that shouldn't be there, | nean."
"Am | that innocent?"

"No, you're just straight. It's the other side of your talent, Ben. You give what you expect to

get."
"Maybe it's just that |I'mcareful where tel epaths are concerned," he said.
"And maybe you shouldn't be," MIlie answered. "I'ma big girl. | could stand the occasi ona

shock, 1 think."

Then the waiter came .

Everything was of f except roomservice fare,- if Trask was anyone but Trask, they wouldn't get
served at all. "Alittle ham nustard, sliced tomatoes, lettuce, and sone fresh white bread," he

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20Defilers.txt (32 of 263) [2/13/2004 10:10:51 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%620L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20D«fil ers.txt

told the portly, fussy, pseudo-ltalian waiter. "Wiite wine for the lady and a |arge WIld Turkey
for me, on the rocks. But do please renenber, Mario: the ice is for cooling it down, not for
diluting it."

"OfF course, sir," and then they were on their own again.

"That Swi ss bank has a |list of these so-called charities," Trask said. "They know who, or at | east
where, that noney went to. O course they do because they sent it."

"But getting it out of themcould take tine," she said.

"Probably nore time than we've got."

"Even if we told them Manchester's death was suspi ci ous?"

"They'd freeze his accounts,” Trask said. "Now that they know he's dead they've probably already
done so, but even with the Mnister Responsible on the case | can't see themgiving in too easy.
Wiy, they mght even see it as their '"duty' to informthe charity that it's under investigation-
especially since M. Mlan is/was Manchester's 'bona fide' partner! And knowi ng that Jinmmy Harvey
has been into their files, they may even have done that already, too . . . or first thing in the
nor ni ng, when their conputer starts telling tales on us."

"And that's ny fault," she said, |ooking dowcast. "Fools rush in, and like that. So maybe you
shoul d speak to the M nister Responsible tonight?"

"That's not a should but a nust," Trask said. "I'Il do it when we've eaten. Maybe he can pull sone
strings, do something we haven't thought of."

"I't nakes me wish | were a bank robber!" she said.

v"w BKI Al NLUM_t Y

"Well, you've nmade a very good start to your new career!" Trask told her without a trace of
hunour. "Damm it all, but if we had Jake Cutter up and running we woul dn't need to break in. He
could simply . . . well, go there, take Jimy Harvey with him be in and out |ike a couple of

ghosts, and to hell with all the Burger Finanz G uppe's gadgets!"”

She | ooked at him "So that stuff |'ve been hearing about Jake-the stuff you left out of your
initial report-is for real? He really did do his thing out there in Australia?"

"I'f he hadn't," Trask answered, "you'd be talking to yourself right now And incidentally, since I

hadn't planned on making it general know edge until he had it down pat, until it was routine,
where did you 'hear' about it anyway?" He already knew the answer to that one.
MIlie nodded. "I amwhat | am" she said, and fell silent while their nmeal was delivered

But while they ate:

"Somet hi ng el se you nentioned during your pep talk," MIlie said. "That you were pretty sure
Malinari had fled from Australia. | accept that because you say so-al so because we know his
"charity' isn't in Australia-but what nade you so sure?"

"We saw Malinari in Xanadu," Trask told her, "Manchester's casino resort in the nmountains. But
"saw is probably the wong word for it: rather, we glinpsed himas he passed overhead. But you
can't know what it's like, MIlie, until you ve seen it for yourself. A man shape, yes, but only
roughly. A bat, an aerial manta, a pterosaur-any of those things, or all of them It's a fearfu
concept in its own right: that the Wanphyri have such power over their flesh. They're netanorphs,
shape- changers. And we're just men and wonen, nerely human .

"Anyway, he 'spoke' to us. To me mainly, but since |I"'mnot a telepath he really drove his nessage
home, had to in order to get it through nmy thick skull. He spoke of us neeting again, in a
different place, a different country. Myself, | only felt the threat, but Liz Merrick got a dea
nore. Malinari was there and he was gone-it was over in a flash-but Liz received various

i mpressions. He would go to one of his former colleagues, Vavara or Szwart, and lair with her or
himwhile starting afresh.”

"You said Various' inpressions,” MIlie said. "Like what, for instance? What else, | nean?"
"Qpposites," Trask answered. "Like light and dark: a burst of sunlight on the one hand, and

m dnight in a mneshaft on the other."

"I'n other words |ike Vavara and Szwart thenselves," MIlie said, and nodded. "Vavara the gl eam ng
jewel, albeit evil, and Szwart the heart of darkness, the Lord of N ght."

"Maybe, " Trask shrugged. "But it was fast, as | told you, and Liz is still thinking it through
trying to renenber exactly what she saw in that nonster's mnd before he shut her out."

"Hmml " said MIlie, and: "I think perhaps I"'mjealous. In all these years you never sent ne-or
took ne-on any field assignnents! So maybe this kid-sister status of mine isn't getting ne very
far."

No, but it is keeping you safe, Trask thought-and hoped she wasn't listening . « e

They had finished eating, were al nost ready to | eave, when Lardis Lidesci joined themat their
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tabl e.

"Been | ooking for you," he grunted at Trask, and sat down. "They said you wanted to see ne."

"If you'd been a little earlier you could have eaten with us,"” Trask told him And then
renenbering that he was supposed to be angry: "And anyway, where the hell have you been? No, |et
me guess . . . you've been out with Jake Cutter, right?"

"Jake's not bad conpany," Lardis answered, nonentarily surprised by Trask's tone. But then he
recovered and snapped, "And he doesn't shout at nme! What's nore, it seens to ne he's as out of

pl ace here as | am So what else can | tell you?"

Lardis was Szgany: a Sunsider, a Traveller, a Gypsy. These terns all meant nuch the sane thing,
but he was a Gypsy froman alien parallel dinmension, the vanpire world of Sunside/Starside-
honmewor | d of the Wanphyri

He was shortish, maybe five foot six or seven, barrel-bodied, and al nost apelike in the I ength of
his powerful arms. His lank black hair, beginning to grey, franed a | eathery, weather-beaten face
with a flattened nose that sat unconfortably over a nouth that was mssing too many teeth. As for
the ones that renained: they were uneven and as stained as old ivory. But under shaggy eyebrows
his dark-brown eyes glittered his mnd's agility, denying the encroaching infirmties of his body.
Seenming to jingle when he wal ked-clearly a Gypsy, even in jeans, a nodern shirt, and Western
boots, and perhaps especially in the latter-still there was sonething about the O d Lidesci that
commanded respect. Rightly so, for Lardis had been a | eader of his people for a very long tine,-
he woul d be again, when things were put right in Sunside. If things were put right in Sunside

"Hub!" Trask grunted. "First MIlie, and now you. It seens |I've been shouting all day |ong!"
Lardi s shrugged and said, "Don't apol-er, apolo-er "
"Apol ogi ze," said Mllie.

"That's right!" said Lardis, who still wasn't too confortable with the | anguage. "It's inact-, er
inactivity-that's all. | feel it, too. But ny being here isn't anyone's fault, so I've no right to
be shouting either. Indeed, | should be grateful, if only for Lissa's sake. Huhl-but she frets,

too! About what m ght or mightn't be happening in Sunside.”
"But it's alnopst ten at night," Trask said. "And |'ve been wanting to talk to you all day."
"You should have let ne know" said the other. "You can't expect ne to

just wander round | ooking for something useful to do. | saw ny nane on one of your pieces of paper
on the notice board,- at least |I've learned to read that nuch! | thought sonmeone was sure to tell
me if it was inportant. | wasn't about to show ny ignorance by asking. No one nentioned it, so

figured it didn't matter. As for where we've been: we were in the park, the British Miseum the

ci nema! "

"The ci nema?" Trask shook his head in disbelief. "Watching a nmovie with Jake?" And angrily: "Then
be shoul d have tol d you-except he probably doesn't go much on reading orders either!"”

"Wth Lissa and with Jake Cutter, aye," Lardis nodded his grizzly head. "Lissa and |, we've been
here three of your years, Ben Trask, one hundred and fifty Sunside sunups, and never been to a
cinema! Anyway, | enjoyed it. A classic, Jake says, that's doing the rounds again, whatever that
means. Anyway, it's about a ship that sinks and drowns a | ot of people. The story's true, but some
of the people were imag-, er, img-?" "lnmaginary?" Trask hel ped himout.

"Aye, that's it. The imaginary hero dies in the cold after saving his beloved. Now | ask you, what
kind of a story is that, where after all his troubles the hero sinks into the cold, cold water?
Hub: It nade ny Lissa cry!" "Titanic," said Trask, wearily now

"That's it!" said Lardis. And after a nonent: "So, why did you want to see ne? And what is it
that's annoyi ng you so?"

An innocent, Trask thought. No, a barbarian. A larger than life roughneck illegal inmmigrant froma
paral l el dinension. And yet an innocent, too. For no blame attaches to Lardis Lidesci

Wi |l e out | oud:

"I had a neeting, a talk with everyone this afternoon," he answered. "Everyone except you, that
is. Timngs were posted. | had hoped you woul d be there, so that |I could speak to you when |'d
finished with the others. We haven't had tinme to talk about that Greek job I sent you on. And
you're quite right-1 should have ensured that you were told, or told you personally. But in any
case |'msure that if you had found anythi ng suspicious you would have reported it by now. "

"The Greek thing you sent nme on?" Lardis said. "I think it was what you would call, er, routine?
Anyway, wasn't it you who called ne off it? You sent for ne, brought ne out to Australia. And I'm
glad you did. | wouldn't have missed the action for the world-for anyone's world, that is! Hah

But G eece? Too damm hot for ny liking. And those Travelling folk weren't nuch to ny |iking
either." He frowned, and his bushy eyebrows tangled over his nose.
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"It's time | heard all about it," Trask told him "But not here. Mario is getting ready to shut up
shop, so we'll go up to ny office. | can offer you a glass of brandy to settle you down for the

ni ght. What do you say?”

"I say it's a deal," said Lardis, smacking his lips. "That stuff of yours has a |lot nore kick than
anyt hi ng we ever brewed on Sunside, that's for sure!”

When they stood up, neither man noticed that MIlie Ceary was looking just a little di sappointed.
Her plans for the night-or at |east her hopes-had just flown out the w ndow.

But there was al ways tonorrow .

Lardis sprawled in a chair in Trask's office. Nursing his brandy in its bow, he stretched his

stumpy | egs, sighed his pleasure, and said, "It's good stuff. | can't taste the little green
pl ums, but there's sonething in there that bites!"
"Not plums,"” Trask shook his head. "Grapes ... | think."

"You don't know?"

"There are plenty of things | don't know, " Trask answered. "Your world's a lot sinpler than mne
That is, there's a great deal less to know. " Wiich in a way was true, and in others not. "Anyway,
tell me about that Greek job."

The "Greek job" was sonething he had sent Lardis on mainly to give himsonething to do. The Ad

Li desci had not been exaggerating about the inactivity,- he was seriously mssing the ebb and fl ow
of Iife-and the ever-present threat of death, or undeath-on Sunside/ Starside. Lardis knew that

even with Nathan fighting the war there, still it nust be a terrible war for Sunside's Szgany. For
Necroscope that Nathan Ki klu was-nessenger of the dead and nmaster of the netaphysical Mobius
Continuumstill one man coul dn't be everywhere at once. The Wanphyri were raiding on Sunside again

as of old, and Lardis felt guilty that he wasn't there to lead his people in the fighting, not
even in an advisory capacity.

But Nat han had offered to bring himand Lissa to safety in Ben Trask's world, and Lissa would hear
no argunent against it. "Ad man," she'd told Lardis, "this fighting is for the young ones. It's
for themto learn the way. For if you do it for them again, now, then who anobng themw ||l know how
to do it when you are gone? Trial and error taught you-and an amount of skill, I'Il grant you, and
sone |uck-but your legs can't run so fast these days, and your lungs are like bellows with holes
in them So come with me and Nathan now, and no nore swearing and stanping your feet, or |'m off
to find a younger, nore agreeable nman in the world beyond the Gate."

Her threat had neant nothing,- her |love neant everything in the world- in two worlds-to Lardis.
And he'd known that she was right. Hs fighting days were over and younger nen nust now shoul der
that burden. And who better than the Necroscope Nathan Kiklu, called Keogh in this world? But at

| east here in Trask's world Lardis could continue his fight against the Wanphyri, and not only in
an advi sory capacity. He and his trusty nachete had been of indispensable use out in Australia

But before Australia, when Trask had sent Lardis out to the Geek mainland, it wasn't sinply a
wi | d- goose chase, a subterfuge to keep hi menployed. There had been legitimte reasons, too.
Ever since the covert "invasion" of the Wanphyri, E-Branch had been on the | ookout for signs of
vanpire infestations. MIlie O eary-nicknanmed "Cur-

/i

u h

rent Affairs" by her esper colleagues, and sonetinmes "the Reference Library," because she had the
ability to log all sorts of rmundane, day-to-day minutiae in her extraordi nary brain-had been the
one to bring a certain itemof interest to Trask's attention

Commuting in to the HQ on the tube one norning (one of the fewlines still operating after the
systenis al nost total collapse following the Geat Flood of 2007), MIlie had chanced to pick up a
di scarded copy of one of the nobre sensationalist newspapers. This was scarcely Reuters-quality
reporting-it wasn't the sort of thing that Trask's sources would bring automatically to his notice-
but a page-four headline had caught MIlie's eye.-

Vanpi res! - Fol kl ore or Fact?

Al so, there had been a picture of a girl with silver coins stuck to her eyelids, being | owered
into her grave in a coffin sonewhere in Geece .

But the story had been oddly atypical in this kind of publication,- not at all lurid or

sensational (certainly not in MIlie's eyes, with her E-Branch background and inside know edge),
but a straightforward steal or direct transcript froman original G eek newspaper report, done

wi t hout recourse to this dubious rag's usually hysterical attenpts at dramatization.

The story had been sinple: a band of Gypsies had wandered down from Hungary on some pil gri mage or
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ot her, and one of their young wonmenfol k had taken sick. Diagnosed with anaenia, she had been
hospitalized in Kavala- until her menfol k had taken her by force out of the hospital before

|l eaving the area! Traced to a nearby village, Skotousa, which lay on their route north, the band
were then discovered in the act of burying the girl, as in the picture. Since there was no

evi dence of foul play, the local police had been reluctant to interfere with the cerenony.

A day or so later, pathologists at the hospital in Kavala had decided that since the cause of
deat h was suspected but not known for sure, the body rmust be exami ned, the death registered, and a
certificate issued. The doctors were of course sinply covering for thenselves and their hospital
But when the grave in Skotousa was opened . . . the girl was found with a grimace on her face,
burns on her eyelids-and a stake through her heart! Soneone (if not one of her own band of

Travel ling fol k, someone el se) had obviously seen her as a dire threat to the local comunity. A
vanpi re, of course

Trask hadn't been too nmuch inpressed. He knew from experience that old nyths and practices die
hard in the Mediterranean islands and the Bal kans, and these people were after all Travelling
folk, Gypsies, with ancestral nenories that went back centuries. A so, and for various reasons
(mainly financial), Gypsies weren't the only ones who "believed" in vanpires. Filmuakers in
Hol | ywood were soon to release three new vanpire novies, including yet another Dracula/ the so-
called vanpire fad in popular fiction was still filling nore than its fair

i Lt K

share of shelf space in the bookshops,- the Downliners Sect, a cult London rock group resurgent
fromthe late '70s, were at nunmber three in the charts with a grotesquery titled "Sonmethin's Up
That Should Be Down" ... ad infinitum

As for "Somethin's Up": MIlie had even caught herself singing the words fromtine to tine:

Hey, man, |ook what's wal kin" round. Sonethin's up that won't stay down. Sonmethin's up fromthe
rotten ground. -Time we all got outta town.

Qutta town. CGet outta town .

"Thus for a world that in the main doesn't really believe in the vanpire,
"we appear to be doing a damm good job of pronoting the fiend!"

And, nuch like the Head of Branch, the O d Lidesci hadn't been too inpressed with MIlie's find
either. "Travelling folk, you say?" he'd queried Trask when the subject was broached. "Do you nean
like those original Travellers- Szgany from Sunsi de-that you once told ne about? Those

m sbegotten, flea-bitten Wanphyri supplicants, bani shed through the Starside Gate with their
vanpire masters two thousand years ago? Aye, it could be themtheir descendants, that is. But then
again, nost of the Gypsies of your world are Szgany descendants, all of themwth the true
Travel l er blood, that is. Not that there was nuch of good blood in any accursed supplicant tribe
that | ever heard of-buhl"

"Which is why | want to send you out there,” Trask had answered. "You and a |ocator, and a couple
of minders to make sure no harmbefalls. | need to know that this burial ritual is just a ritual
sonet hing that has cone down the centuries. | mean, | know that in some of the Geek islands, the
Bal kans, and especially Romani a, even today they bury people who die in suspicious circunstances
with silver coins on their eyes . . . presumably to keep them closed! Just in case, you know? But
this stake thing is sonething el se. W know what that's all about. So who suspected this poor

girl, and why? And was it just superstition, or what?"

And so it had been Lardis's task-because he was a Gypsy hinmself, and with any |uck woul d be
acceptable to the Hungarian band-to fly to Greece and find out.

And now, finally, the O d Lidesci told his story.

"W got into Kavala in the early evening, just as the sun was failing. There was nyself, Bernie

Fl etcher, and that burly pair of likely lad m nders you found for us" (Special Branch nen on | oan
fromWwitehall's Corridors of Power, courtesy of the Mnister Responsible). "W took a taxi-a
short drive of just a fewmles-into Keranoti on the coast where we could eat and hire a car
Bernie got the car while the mnders and | ate at a taverna on the seafront.

Trask had responded,

"But the sea, Ben, the seal! Even with the sun going down-no, especially with the sunset-1 never

saw such a sight in nmy entire life! That incredible blue, |like sone vast nmirror of the sky,
turning darker as night drewon. It nade nme realize what | was missing-tied down in London, | nean-
to see that wonderful ocean all curved on its horizon. You must use ne nore,- send ne out into the
world so that | can see it all. Ah, the stories I'll take back with me to Sunsi de one day!

"Where was |? Ah yes: Kaval a, and Keranoti
"We didn't go to the local police. Bernie thought it would only conplicate matters. W were, after
all, only "tourists' and chances were they wouldn't care for us interfering in their business.
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Wrse, they nmight want to know what was our business! And anyway, Bernie wanted to show off his
skills.

"He got out his maps on the table where we'd eaten, picked a route to Skotousa. And:

" 'l have a feeling that that's the way they went,' he said, 'fromKavala to Skotousa. So we'l
take the sane route, see if |I can get the feel of them'

"And we did. Me, | kept wanting to tell himhe was driving on the wong side of the road, but of
course | was wong. They drive on the right in Greece! | can't see why you people don't choose a
system and stick to it! Likew se your |anguages. What, a hundred or nore different tongues, with
as nmany and nore dial ects? No wonder you've been plagued with so nmany wars, nation against nation
In Sunside we have just the one tongue.- Szgany! No chance of errors in transla-, er, translation

And no roads at all, just leafy tracks through the cover of the woods.

"But I'Il tell you something: that Geek tongue has a damm sight nore in common with mine than
yours does. Wiy, in no time at all | could understand al nost everything they were saying!

" Skot ousa was some seventy-five nmiles,- by the time we were there the sun was down and the |ight
was going fast. I'll never get over your sunsets. . . you can actually see it going, especially in
Bri shane, Australia. Bang-and it's gone! "Anyway, in Skotousa:

"Lodgi ngs weren't difficult. W stayed at an inn, and that night went down into the bar. | had

changed into Sunside clothing for confort's sake, but it wasn't all that far renoved fromthe way
sonme of the locals were dressed. Farnmers and such, they canme in for their ouzo and Metaxa, or just
to cool off fromthe day's work in all that terrible heat. They sat under those big, slow fans,

pl ayed board games or watched television, and didn't seemto find nme at all out of place-not at
first-though the bartender did ask if |I was Szgany.

" "Aye, froma long tine ago,' | told him with a nod. But | didn't say fromhow far away! 'M
peopl e used to wander through these parts, or so I'mtold," | went on. 'But they sold nme when

was just a boy.' This was a lie, of course, a story |I'd heard fromMIlie Oeary, about your
world's Travellers, which hadn't surprised me a jot! A d habits die hard, Ben. Wat, descendants
of gutless supplicants out of Sunside? Hah! But their ancestors used to give their children away,
to the Wamphyri!
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" '"Sold you?' The bartender | ooked shocked.

To English people, who could care for nme better.'

" "Ah, that explains your friends, these English,' he said, nodding towards Bernie and the others.
"So then, what were your parents? Romani an Gypsies, maybe? |'ve heard they've been selling their
children for years!'

" That's what |'mhere to find out," | answered. Tmtold ny people used to wander this way in
their caravans, about this time of year. |I'mlooking for nmy roots, you know?

" 'Coing back to the Gypsies, after what they did to you?'

" '"No, not going back to them' | answered. 'I just want to know what they are |ike, how they
live. Wuldn't you be curious if you were nme? About where you sprang from | nean?

"And then he | ooked around, all sly like, and said, '"If | were you, |I'd forget about them W get
the Szgany through here fromtine to tine. Sone strange fol ks pass through Skot ousa

" 'Recently?' | said.

"Recently,' he nodded. And then he | eaned across the bar and said, Try across the border into
Bul garia, a place called El eshnitsa.

" "You think they're there?" | questioned him 'But how do you know?

They' ve been travelling these old routes for years,' he told ne. 'And aye, they were here, but
the | aw noved them on. A dubious lot, ny friend, your Gypsy clan. Once across the border they were
out of Greek jurisdiction, which | say is a very good thing. Leave well enough al one, eh?
certainly woul dn't want a Gypsy curse on nme! Can't blane the police for letting themgo.'

" '"So what had they done wong? | persisted. 'For the police to nove themon, | nean.

"Again he | eaned across to me and quietly expl ained, They buried one of their own, a young girl,
in the woods nearby. But sone folks didn't think they'd made too good a job of it. Loca
superstitions-you understand?’ At which he nust have seen how intent | was. Straightening up, he

gave hinself a little shake, glanced all about the room and said, 'But there, |'ve said too much
al ready, so let's have done with all that.'

"And so | was forced to push ny luck. Before he could nove off and serve soneone el se, | grabbed
his arm 'Haven't | heard sonething about that?' | said. 'Didn't sonmeone dig her up again, open up

her grave, and put a stake through her heart, as if she were a nonster or sonething-or one of your
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vrykoul akas, eh?' For | knew that was what the Greeks call the Vanpire.

"And how he backed off then! H mand the entire inn or taverna or whatever with him each and
every man of themin there. For if they' d heard nothing else, they had certainly heard that one
ugly word: vrykoul akas!

"So that was that. Fromthen on no one talked to us, and the next norning we noved out. Still, |
didn't find it too odd, and | still don't. For it's like you said, Ben: in places like that old
myt hs and superstitions never die. Wiat, with Romania and the prinmal Gate at Radujevac just a
hundred and fifty or so nmles away? And the Szgany wandering those roads for a thousand years or
nor e?

Oh, | could well understand the fey of the folks in Skotousa ... | even understood them di gging up
that girl and putting a stake in her heart, perhaps because they renenbered a time when such had
been routine. / could understand it, aye

"But Bernie Fletcher couldn't. He wanted to know what the |ocal police had done about it... apart
fromletting the Travellers go, that is. So the next norning, before we crossed the border, he
sought out ol d newspapers for the |last few days and read up on it. It was a good idea of yours,
Ben, to send Bernie out there with ne. H mbeing a Gaeco-, er, a Gaecophile? Is that it? Being
able to speak and read it and what all. "And there it was in the newspapers:

"When the pathol-, er, the doctor from Kaval a-when he'd | ooked at the girl's body, cut her open
and what have you, he'd seen that she had been well dead before she'd been staked. Dead of this
anaem a, that is. And since there's no crime in killing the dead, and since there was no proof

agai nst the Gypsies anyway, it had been thought as well to let themgo on their way.

"Al nost enough to see us on our way back hone, too-bahl Now see- |'ve even begun to think of this
pl ace as 'home'! But no, we carried on to Eleshnitsa in Bulgaria. Incidentally, that was Bernie

Fl etcher's choice, too. Before 1'd even nentioned it to him why, he'd already fathonmed it for

hi msel f! These nen of yours, Ben Trask: their skills are strange and rare

"The people in Eleshnitsa told us where we'd find the Gypsies: in woods to the north of the
village. And do you know, it was alnost as if | really was back hone again, when | saw those ruts
in the track through the trees. The hooves of horses can't be that nuch different fromthose of
shads, | reckon, -anyway, | knew for sure that caravan wheels had chewed those deep ruts in the
good rich soil, and I felt it in nmy bones that we were that close. And we were.

"When we saw the snoke of their fires rising over a clearing in the trees, Bernie dropped ne and
our mnders off. Expert in covert-er, in covert sur-, er, in watching wi thout being seen, dam it!-
that pair of likely lads just seemed to vanish into the greenery. Quiet as nmice they were, so as
never to disturb a bird in the trees, but |I knew they'd be watching out for me. And so | went on
al one, on foot into the Gypsy canp.

"The | eaves were all brown on the trees fromthis terrible sumer, but at |east the canp was in
shade. The snoke cane fromthe chimey stacks atop their caravans,- only a nadman would set a fire
in open woods with everything as dry as this! But sonme of the Szgany fol k were about, and they saw

my approach. O course they did, for | wanted to be seen. | even jingled as | cane on, all dappled
under the wilted trees. And long before their first greetings rang out, they knew that | was
Szgany, too. But they . . . didn't jingle!

"Well, not strange. Wanphyri supplicants-and their descendants, too, apparently-don't wear silver.

Perhaps there's a lesson in that, Ben. If you see a Traveller in your world, in this world that
is, and he doesn't wear silver, you can be sure he's the son of the sons of sone scurvy supplicant
servant of a Lord
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or Lady of the Wanmphyri in olden Starside! Take bets on it, if you like, for I don't think you'd
| ose. And yet again we see how ol d habits die hard.

"But whatever their custons, they didn't seemto notice ny silver, though it should be said we
didn't shake hands or clasp forearns either. So perhaps they only use silver in their noney, or
when they place it on the eyes of their dead when they |lower theminto the ground

"I'n any case | was Szgany,- they didn't shy fromnme or seemto consider ne an outsider,- | asked
to see their chief, and was taken to himin his varni shed caravan. But he was old, that one, an
old, old man. If you think I'mold, he could give ne fifteen years at | east!

"He was all dark-stained leather, a glint of gold tooth, a plain gold ring in the |obe of a hairy
right ear, and nore gold on his gnarly fingers.

"After he had | ooked ne over, satisfied hinself that | was Szgany, he gave a nod and ny escort
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left us alone together. And then he asked nme: 'Wiy do you cone here? Is there sonething you woul d

tell me? Are you a messenger? For | can sense that you're fromfar, far away.'

" 'l have no nessage,' | answered. 'I'mjust a Traveller-as you and your people are Travellers-but
indeed | have cone fromfar, far away. What is this nessage you're expecting?

"He had seened eager at first, expectant, but nowwithdrew a little into hinself, and nunbled: 'No

message. Ah, no nessage for old Viadi!'-only to brighten in a nonent, and say, Then perhaps you
are sonething of a nessage in yourself!'
" '"In what way?' | asked him

"But he only cocked his head on one side and wi nked, saying: That's for me to know, and for you to
answer . '

" Then question nme by all neans,' | shrugged, 'and if I'"'mable to answer, be sure | wll."'

"Hmi' He nodded his winkled old head of white hair, as if he pondered on sonething, and fell
silent awhile. But then he started up again and said, There are some strange, strange places in
the world, don't you think?' H's voice was a dry rustle, |like dead | eaves stirred by a breeze.

" "A great many,' | answered. 'Vast deserts, nighty oceans, and nountains high as the sky. But |
fancy that's not what you nean. In what way strange, old chief?

"OfF a sudden his rheuny old eyes cleared, and clasping nmy knee he said, 'Wuat clan are you? \Wat
Travel ler tribe? Wiat's your nane, eh?

" '"lI'mlLardis, a Lidesci,' |I told himat once. And why not, for |'mproud of it.

" "A Lidesci. . . eh?" He blinked at ne then. 'Ah, a Lidesci, you say! Hub! | don't knowit, never
heard of it-or if I did | can't remenber. Perhaps in the old days . '

" '"We were only a few, and it was a long tine ago,' | told him 'Now we're no nore, except me. And
when | see the Travelling Folk, | always stop and speak to them For the old tines, you know? It

seens only right.'

Aye, you're right/ he answered. 'But not many renenber the old tinmes. And fewer still the
strange old places!'’

" The places of which you spoke?

"He tapped his veined, crooked old nose and nodded wi sely. 'Places this beak of nine can snell!
Places it takes nme when an oW hoots just so, or the bats flit sideways in the face of the noon.
Strange and tinel ess places, aye. Places the Szgany renenber-sone of the Szgany, a few of us,
anyway-which we visit fromtine to tine. Ad places we have always visited, but sonetinmes a new
place if it snells right to this old beak. Hubt But this tinme it let me down. So perhaps |'m past
it, eh?

"Well, he was infirmof body-and probably of mnd, too-and it seened to nme he was ranbling. And
despite that his forebears were nost |ikely a dubious [ot, or perhaps because of it, | felt sorry
for him For a while at least, until he said:

" '"So then, Lardis of the Lidescis: well net, whoever you are. But your use of the old tongue is
strange-even antique-which is why | thought you were ny nessenger, for whoml've waited an entire
lifetime, as ny father and nmy father's father before me. For | am M adi Ferengi, and much |ike
you, the last of nmy Iine.

"He must have seen ne start, for he said, 'Eh? Eh? Do you know us then, know of us? And now his
voi ce was sharp.

"Did I know of then? But in Sunside their name has been a curse-word since tinme inmrenori al

Ferenc, Ferenczy, Ferengi-in all its forns, an evil invocation! Wy, they had been | egendary even
anong their own kind, the Wanphyri! The nutant gi ant Fess Ferenc had been the |ast of themthat |
knew of, one of a handful who escaped alive fromthe battle at the Dweller's Garden. Habl Did
know of then? And so these people were the descendants of sone ancient |ine of Ferenc supplicants,

eh? Ch, along time ago, |I'll grant you: two thousand years or nore, and all of it long forgotten
if not inits entirety. But still, it had given nme pause

"I quickly covered up. 'Ferenczy is a nane that's not uncommon in Ronania, which is where you're
headed/ | said. 'Wy, | think there may even be a Ferenczy or two in nmy own ancestry, which is why

| was startled to hear you speak it.' The |last was a dammed lie, of course, but not the first,-
for as you yourself have told me, Ben, the Ferenczys are an ancient, honoured, established line in
old Romania, as are many old fam |y names out of Sunside.

"But Vladi had soured of our conversation,- now he sat silently gloomng on nme, until ny escort
reappeared with bad news.

" There are strangers in the woods!' that one reported to his chief, the while | ooking nme up and
down, with suspicion in his narrow brown eyes.

" "Ahl' said |. "But they'll be ny coll eagues, who brought ne here to see you. They're not Szgany,
so | didn't bring themwith me into your canp.'
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" '"So they're friends of yours, are they?" M young escort hissed, gripping ny el bow 'Reporters?
Newspaper men, perhaps?

"And old Vladi, he |ooked at ne and grunted: 'Eh? Eh?

1J hh1LDbK

Nt CROSCOPH

" 'No/ | shook ny head. "They're English, visitors to this country. Didn't | tell you |I cane from
afar?"

"Then nmy escort held ne nore tightly yet, saying, The nen are waiting vour word, Vladi. First
Maria goes down with the blood curse, then those wspaper people show up with their caneras and
not ebooks, and those soiled Sisters of Mercy, poking their noses in. What with that doctor from
Kaval a and the police, we've had enough! Now | think we should bloody this one up a little, him
and these English friends of his. | think they are spies and we should fling themin a thorn

thi cket for their troubl e!

"But M adi shook his head and said, 'Spies? But what would they be spying on? W have nothing to
hide! So let it be. There is trouble enough in our wake. And anyway, this Lardis has spoken to ne
in an anci ent tongue that my grandfather knew, and he may be of our blood." But having said his
pi ece, then he turned to ne.

" 'You,' he said. 'I've seen enough of you, Lardis Lidesci. |I'll accept what you've said, but I
can't accept that you canme anmong us in a sly fashion. Go, and take your secretive friends with
you. | don't want to see you again.'

"And so | went.

"Bernie had turned the car around. My minders nmet ne halfway, and | rather fancy that for all they
were burly lads, they were glad to be out of there, too. The Szgany are fearsone in a fight and
can hurl their knives with awesone accuracy. Aye, and we could feel Ferengi eyes on us all the way
out of the woods.

"In El eshnitsa, at noon, Bernie contacted the HQ as usual. There was a message ordering our

return, along with your instructions for ne to join you in Australia.

"And that's it. I've told it all . . ."

5

OF THE N GHT

Trask poured another brandy into Lardis's glass, and for a little while remained silent while he
pondered over what he'd been told. Then he said, "I think that naybe | should have spoken to you
sooner . "

"Eh? Sonething in it, you nmean?" Lardis seemed surprised. "You sensed nothing out of the

ordi nary?" Trask, too, was puzzled. Wiy had Lardis found nothing suspicious in what he'd seen and
heard? "But the way you told it, there was a definite air of nystery about these people."

"Aye, but there's that about all the Szgany!" Lardis protested. "Now |listen: "They had been
through a lot. They'd had sickness in their conpany, and when it was tine for themto nove on
they'd taken this girl of theirs froma hospital by force and w thout perm ssion. That was stupid-
or nore likely stubborn-of them vyes, | agree, but such is their nature. Then they'd aroused old
superstitions in Skotousa by burying her with silver on her eyes, which is probably a custom of
theirs, just as it is anbng various Szgany clans in Sunside. And fromthe tinme of their |eaving
Kaval a, all of these newspaper people had been followi ng after them not to nention the police.

Then that poor |ass was dug up again,- perhaps by the Skotousa villagers, | don't know, but
soneone saw fit to put a stake in her, for sure! And after her grave had been opened yet again, by
that pathol-, er, that doctor fromthe hospital, | nmean-and after he'd cut her open and what have
you . . . well, can't you just see how upset these people nmust have been?"

"Yes, | can see all of that readily enough," Trask agreed. "That doesn't bother me too nuch-or it
does, the entire sequence of events, and the events thenselves: the girl's sickness, and what have
you-it's all bothering nme! But not specifically, not at this stage. | nean, 1 accept your

expl anation of the facts as we know them Leukaem a, anaenia, various blood infections, they're
all killers. And | believe that in certain Geek islands and certainly in Romani a

they still bury people who die that way with silver coins on their eyelids. I'mnot disputing that
old custons die hard, Lardis, or that what we've seen here isn't perfectly nornmal practice anong
the Szgany. But there are other things that you nentioned which conplicate matters . "

"Such as?"

"This old chief, er, Vladi Ferengi?"
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"Yes, what of hinP"

Trask sat chin in hand, fingering his lip, staring across his desk at the AOd Lidesci. "Sonme five
and a half years ago," he eventually said, "we had another visitor from Sunside ... a human
visitor, that is. |I'mtalking about Nathan Keogh when he came through the Gate into Perchorsk-if
not exactly 'of his own free wll '" He paused nusingly.

"Of course he didn't," Lardis nodded. "He was thrown into the Starside Gate by his vanpire
brother, Nestor of the Wanphyri! O rather, by Nestor's first lieutenant, Zahar. Later, in this
worl d, Nathan | earned the secrets of the Mbius Conti nuum and brought you, your people, and your
weapons back to Sunside with himto help us fight Vormul ac Unsl eep and Devetaki Skull gui se. Huh
But that's old news. What of it?"

"When Nat han escaped from Perchorsk," Trask continued, as much to hinself as to Lardis, "he was
hel ped by a band of Travellers. Strangely-or even incredibly-they were journeying that far north
despite that it was winter! And as for what this Madi hinted to you about these 'strange places
"Yes?"

"Well, | never did have the entire story from Nathan-it wasn't considered relevant at the tinme-but
if | remenber correctly, he had nuch the sane conversation with the chief of the band that hel ped
him Also, that chief's description as | recall it was identical to this VMladi's."

"His nane, this chief?" Lardis was fascinated now

"I never learned it," Trask shook his head. "But | do renenber Nathan saying that these people
wer e descendants of Wanphyri supplicants who nust have conme through the Gate with their nmasters
mllennia ago. Their nane al one would have told us that much. He al so said they believed that one

day their masters . . . that they would return.’
"And the strange pl aces?"
"Well, it's pure speculation, of course," said Trask, "but couldn't the strange places be those

regions to which these masters would return, or in which they were schedul ed to reappear? For

i nstance, the Gate under the Carpathians, upriver fromthe resurgence at Radujevac? They
frequently had Szgany visitors in the nei ghbourhood of the Refuge. Then there's the ol d Ml davi an
Khorvaty, - Faet hor Ferenczy had a castle there, oh, fifteen hundred years ago. And Romania in the
regi on of Hal magi u under the Zarandul ui Mountains, where Faethor held sway, and nore recently his
bl oodson, Janos. W might even consider Perchorsk, which this M adi mght have sniffed out with
that talented 'old beak' of his. It's by no neans inpossible, Lardis. Wy, you yourself are fey in
your Szgany fashion, and-"

"-And there'd be far more of the Wanphyri taint in their supplicant blood than in mne, that's for
sure!" the other nodded.

"Il give you odds that these are the same people," Trask said. "Except |I'mnot taking you on!"
said Lardis. "But. . . what does it all nean?" "I don't know, " Trask answered. "I'm not sure. But
what | would like to know is this: where had these Szgany Ferengi been before that poor girl went
down with her weird disorder, her so-called anaem a? And what was this Gypsy band doing in that
part of Greece anyway?"

"To which I've no answers." Lardis shook his head.

"Nor have |, not yet," said Trask. "But if this VM adi Ferengi has the power to sniff out the
strange places, as he calls them the places where in olden tines the Wanphyri cane through from
Starside, or where they then established thenselves in our world. . . mightn't he also sense their
presence in the here and now?"

"I begin to see what you're getting at," Lardis grow ed.

"And didn't he say that this tinme his old beak had | et himdown, suggesting that he and his people
had been-1 don't know on some kind of mission, maybe searching for sonething?"

"For sonething or soneone," said Lardis. "Aye, sonmeone . . . though | think you're right and |
too, prefer sonething! Something . . . which had perhaps only recently arrived here?"

"Exactly!" Trask nodded.

"Hubi" Lardis grunted. And: "Am | blind, then? Wiy haven't | nade this connection?"

"You didn't have all the facts," Trask told him "And anyway, two heads are better than one." He
sat up straighter. "And four or five heads are better yet. W have a think tank tomorrow. Good,
for now !l can give themsonething to think about. But right now" He paused to stifle a yawn.

And Lardis said, "You're tired, Ben, and so aml. | fancy it's partly this good brandy's fault."
"No," Trask shook his head. "Maybe that's what does it for you, but for nme it's this job. | need a
good night's sleep, let things work thenselves out in ny head while ny body rests. It's too late
tonight to do anything nore anyway. | feel the need to work at it, of course, but can't see us
achi eving anything nore right now than we'll get through in a single hour tonorrow norning."

“I'"ll be on ny way, then," said Lardis, easing hinmself upright in a creaking of old bones. But:
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"Wait!" Trask stopped him frowning.

" Cho"

"There's sonething else in what you told ne, which doesn't seemto fit in

anywhere. "

"You'll have to renmind ne."

"Sonet hi ng about Sisters of Mercy? Your escort |isted themanmong his concerns when he was trying
to have VI adi punish you. So who were they?

Nuns? But who woul d conpl ai n about nuns 'poking their noses in'? | nmean, poking their noses into
what ?"

"I didn't have time to question further,'
out of there in a bit of a hurry!"

Trask gave a shrug. "Well, not to concern yourself. Geece has a great many nonasteries and such
If the Gypsies were seen as poor itinerants, these Sisters of Mercy mght have made thensel ves
available for ... | don't know, whatever reason. To help themover their grief, perhaps?"
"Perhaps," said Lardis. "But all of the Szgany | ever knew were solitary people in that respect.
Any grieving there was to be done, they did it alone. Aye, for in Sunside in the old days-and
perhaps right now, for all | know that was as often as not the only way . "

After Lardis had left, Trask pondered things for a few mnutes nore, until he remenbered that he
had to call the Mnister Responsible. By then it was well after el even.

Ah, well, he thought, reaching for the phone. Wiy should | be the only one who works | ate?

But in fact Trask wasn't the only one who was working |ate.

In her tenmporary secret acconmobdati on adjacent to Jake Cutter's quarters, Liz Merrick had fallen
asleep while waiting for himto return fromhis unauthorized outing with Lardis and Lissa Lidesci
It had been the sound of himslamm ng his door, and then his preparations for sleep-his occasiona
muttering and his toilet flushing, the liquid hiss of his shower, and finally the | ow humof his
fan-that had brought her awake just forty-five mnutes ago. O course she couldn't have a fan, in
case he heard it. And if she needed the toilet-which she had, but had to wait until he was bunpi ng
around in his bed before using the "back door" and tiptoeing through E-Branch HQ s night corridors
to the ladies'-well, that was just too bad.

But in fact these things weren't Liz's main concerns. She only got angry over these |esser details
to cover for her inpotence in the |arger schenme of things: nanmely, the fact that she had to sneak
around like this in the first place, and especially that she had to sneak around in Jake's m nd

| npotent, yes, because she couldn't do anything about it,- she knew that Ben Trask was right and

said Lardis ruefully. "For as | explained, | was ushered

this was all-inportant-that Jake hinself was all-inportant, and not only to the Branch and its
work and the world in general. He was very inportant to Liz, too, and if he caught her spying on
himlike this (again), well, that wouldn't nuch help her case either

By the time she'd returned fromthe toilet to what she had conme to think of as her hidy-hole, Jake
was on the verge of sleep. And when Liz extended her first, tentative probe in his direction, she
recei ved vague, swirling inpressions that she at once recogni zed of ol d:

A dreany wandering-indeed, a nmental somanbulismhis nmind s subconscious searching for a direction
in which it mght take itself, . . undecipherable anxieties. . . a nervous

shifting of nental patterns. . . the lure of an incredible swirl of nunbers, equations, caculi-a
veritable wall of numbers, enclosing Jake and shutting himin, yet hovering just beyond his reach-
i ke sone elusive, sentient cyclone.

Al'l of these things, and sonething el se. The very weirdest of weird sensations: that he wasn't
alone in there

Well, and he wasn't al one, not any longer. But was it Liz herself, an echo of her intrusion
reflecting fromJake's nmainly relaxed shields, or was it sonmething el se? Was it perhaps sonething
that the Necroscope, Harry Keogh, had left in Jake's nind to watch over hinP But if so, why did he
seemto shy fromit?

Li z's questions were in ward-directed, of course, but they were also intense, and as a telepath
she shoul d have known better. Thoughts are thoughts, and telepathy is telepathy. A sensitive
person, whether a mentalist or not, may sonetimes detect the uninvited interest of a talented

O her (usually as a prickling at the back of the neck, a warning that soneone is watching), and
Jake Cutter was a |lot nmore than nerely sensitive.

H s mental shields imedi ately strengthened-and Liz as quickly backed off! Fortunately she hadn't
been detected, or if she had then her probe had been perceived nuch as a fly: an irritation
monentarily sensed, brushed away, and otherw se ignored in the face of some other, nore serious

i ntrusion. Wiich caused her to wonder: if Jake's shields hadn't gone up on her account, then on
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whose?

And as on several occasions before Liz shuddered uncontrollably at the thought of what Jake was,
and of what he could do, albeit subconsciously. For the nonent subconsciously, anyway.

But in any case it would be prudent to play safe, she supposed, and keep her nind to herself unti
she was sure Jake was asleep. The trouble with that was that Liz, too, was tired. And as she
finally drifted back into sleep she m ssed the deadspeak conversation that took place in the room
beyond her cell's thin walls.

Not that she would have heard it anyway, though she m ght have sensed sonething of it-night have
detected the swing of Jake's enotions, nade guesses at his denials or rejections, his heated
assertiveness-but that would be all. For only the dead are fully receptive of deadspeak.

And only a Necroscope can hear them when they answer

You are being obstinate. Mreover, you would shirk your duty to your conmitnent, our agreenent,
the pact we swore! Korath, once Korath Mndsthrall, made guttural protest, his dead voice welling
up fromthe darkness of Jake Cutter's sleeping nind.

And because Jake could no |longer pretend to ignore him as he did when awake, he answered, "Yes, 1
want out of it! Because your interpretation of our 'agreenment'-this 'pact' you say we swore-in no
way agrees with mne!"

| saved your life'. Korath continued. But for my intervention, you and your friends- especially
your woman friend-were dead in Malinari's inferno in Xanadu. Except before being rendered to her
fats, sweet Liz would have suffered even worse tornents in The Mnd's garden of metanorphosis.
Have you forgotten the thing with the not-so-vacant eyes, which

once was Denetrakis M ndsthral h Denetrakis, of the drooling nmouths and swol |l en peni ses? They were
for seeing, those eyes, or at |least for gauging distance and direction, and the nmouths were for
eating, for reducing sweet Liz to nulch for Malinari's mushroons. Wat, and do you suppose the
peni ses were for nothing? Wll let ne informyou that Denmetrakis was once an extremnmely iusry nan
who made no less a lusty vanpire! What little of himremained in Malinari's garden . . . ah, but
you may believe it when | tell you that that would have known what to do with your sweet Liz/

And then, when Jake made no answer:

Now hear me out, Korath went on. You can't dispute that in your hour of greatest need | showed
good faith. Since when, for paynent, you've betrayed or thought to betray nme at every turn. And
you dare to incjuire what is that for a pact"? Hah! \Wat, indeed! But surely | should be the one
doi ng t he aski ng!

"I've asked no such thing," said Jake.

But you have thought it, inplied it.

"Damm right!" the other exploded. "That 'pact' you devised was sheer hog-wash! Nothing but a ploy
to give you unlimted access to my nmind. Harry Keogh was right when he warned ne to have no truck
with vanmpires, dead or alive. Wuld you |like me to rem nd you of how it was supposed to be, this
al | eged arrangenent or agreenent of ours?"

By all neans! said the other, trying to conceal his pleasure that at |ast Jake was engaging himin
conversation, however bel atedly. For ever since Xanadu, Jake had becone nore and nore | eery and
stubborn, - so that during the handful of nights passed between, Korath had made little or no
progress with him As for the days: in Jake's waking hours his shields-the sane shields that kept
Liz Merrick out-were firmy in place, and if Korath cane too close Jake would think of the sun
picturing its glare and its searing, cleansing fire, which tended to hold the vanpire at bay
however tenporarily.

He thought of it now. . . but it was night and he was dreaning, and in any case he must have this
out with the dead Korath sooner or later, one way or the other.

That, too! said Korath, nonmentarily shrinking as he glinpsed the notion in Jake's mind, the sun's
cosnmic furnace, origin and staff of life to living things, but nolten death to the undead. And was
that, too, part of our deah No, | think not!

"And was this?" Jake countered. "This constant badgering? | think not! Let nme repeat what you said-
your very words, Korath-which | remenber well, if only because they were lies:

"WAs it too nuch to ask, you wanted to know, that in return for your gift to me | should give you
my conpani onshi p-al beit rarely, however infrequently-when little else intruded on ny tine? That
was it. That was all. My conpany, soneone to talk to. But rarely, infrequently, when | wasn't

busy. Yet this | ast week you haven't been out of ny mind . . . literally! And you' ve very nearly
driven ne out of it! Do you know what Ben Trask and his people would do to ne if they knew about
you? Well, 1 don't know either-but |I've a dam good idea! Wiy, | wouldn't put it past himto put a
gun to ny head and blow it off! | don't think anyone would blane himfor it, either."
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But they don't know, Korath answered. Nor tvill they, if you keep your nerve. Also- "-Let ne
finish!" Jake cut himshort. "So for one thing, you're placing nme in jeopardy, and in so doing

pl aci ng yourself in jeopardy, which has to be sheer stupidity on your part. Wthout me you're
not hi ng, a handful of bones washed clean in a subterranean sunp, you've said so yourself. So

what ever harm conmes to ne cones to you, for when |'m gone you'll have no one at all to talk to
"rarely' or 'infrequently' or ever!"

But | know that as well as you! Korath protested. It is to preserve you-us, if you will-that |
persevere when others would sinply give up on you

"And as for your gift," Jake ignored that last, "what gift are you tal king about? You've given ne
not hi ng! "

Your life, and the lives of your friends and a | oved one?

Jake knew he'd have difficulty arguing that one. He didn't try but answered, "That's all part and
parcel of the sane thing. If |I had died then you woul d have gone with nme."

Not so, Korath gurgled in his mnd. For | am already dead. But yes, | do know what you are talking
about. This gift you so desire-which | agree was part of our pact-is the place of the prina

dar kness, the nowhere place which exists between the places we know, the Mbius Conti nuum Am |
right?

"That's it," said Jake with a deadspeak nod, "and you know it is. You promised to give ne the
nunbers, Harry Keogh's formula, the nmeans to ride his Mbius strip."

And have | not kept ny pronise? Korath seened taken aback, even hurt. OF what do you accuse ne

now? Not once, not twice, not three tinmes but four, | have given you the keys to the Mbi us
Conti nuum Wt hout which you were dead. Deny it if you can
"I can't," said Jake. "Even if | were expert at these word ganes as you, still | wouldn't try to

deny that one. But what's that for a gift, which | can't use unless you're tagging along? It's
only half nine."

And is it my fault, too, that you've no head for numbers? Korath chuckl ed now, |ike gas bubbl es
bursting in a swanp, only to sober in the next monent. And: But of course it is only half yours!
he snapped. For w thout me you have no formula, and w thout you I have no nobility. Hah! And what
little I have of that is borrowed!

"But | need to be able to use the Continuumof nmy own free will,"'
recourse to you."

Good! | agree! said Korath. Your own free will. Yes, certainly, that's very inportant. Here then
the formulal | give it to you

And at once, inmediately-so rapidly that Jake was taken conpletely by surprise-Mbius equations
commrenced nutating on the screen of his (or Ko-rath's) mind. An ordered march of evol ving cal culi
and ever-changi ng al gebraic characters and synbols, it was as if the solution to a mathematica
probl em of enornmous conplexity were unravelling onto the nonitor screen of some gigantic conputer
But Jake had been here before, half a dozen tinmes and nore, first with the Necroscope Harry Keogh
and then with Korath. The weird progression of numbers was just as baffling to himnow as it had
been the first time,- but

Jake protested, "without

NECROSCOPE: DEF1LHRS 85

instinctively-or intuitively, with Harry's intuition?-he knew where to freeze it, knew how to stop
it at the one point that he renenbered.

He did so ... and the nunbers flowed at once into a trenbling outline and forned a Mbi us door
"That's it!" Jake breathed. "A door to the Conti nuum"

Aye, said Korath, equally in awe of what they'd done, despite that they'd done it before. Aye,
that's it. And I, Korath, have given it to you. It was our pact, do you renmenber now? And with
this great gift | have earned the right to-

"To nothing!" said Jake, letting the door collapse in upon itself. "I know where to stop it, yes,
but not howto start it! | can't possibly remenber the entire sequence. No nman could."

But nen didl said Korath. More than one. Mbius was first, then the Necroscope Harry Keogh. And on
Starside, | saw Harry's son, called Nathan, performjust such wonders. | nyself learned it from
Harry when he tried to show you how, | used a skill passed down to nme by Nephran Malinari's bite,
by his awful essence, which runs in my blood. Unlike yourself, | do remenber the sequence! But
what good does it do when | can't use it? Incorporeal, | can't nmove without I nove with you, as
part of your mnd. And | say again-, aml to he blaned that you ve no head for nunbers?

Plainly that wasn't Korath's fault, but still Jake's principal argunent-that the gift of life,
however great, wasn't the promi sed gift-remai ned unshakabl e.

"Very well," he said, "we're at an inpasse. But don't you see that the nore you pester ne the nore
likely it is you'll be discovered? Now frankly, | don't w sh you any harm You're dead and | don't
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see how you can do nme any great physical injury . . . physical, that is. Though | have to tell you
that you're slowy driving nme crazy! And not so slowy, either. But anyway, if you should be found
out, still Trask and his people couldn't do you too rmuch harm What, |ike they'd kill you again?
But ne, | just don't know what they'd do about ne."

What coul d they do? Korath seenmed genuinely curious. Is it really likely that they would kill you?

| doubt it. Please renmenber, Jake, that | have been present in or quite close to your nind al nost
since you and Harry first cane to talk to ne in the shattered sunp where | drowned and was nelted
away. | know that in fact Ben Trask desires that you should conmune with the teeming dead! It is,
as you yourself mght put it, all part and parcel of being a Necroscope. W erefore, since it would
seemto be a basic requirenent-that you speak to dead people, | nmean-how can Trask conpl ai n? For
surely it nust be obvious that | amnow one with the Great Majority.

"You're a vanpire!" Jake answered. "And |'ve seen vanpires in the flesh. | know what you were like
before you died. And as for 'being one' with the Great Majority: you're forgetting that 1've heard
them whi spering in their graves and know it couldn't be further fromthe truth! And then there's
Trask,- but | don't think I could ever express just how nuch he detests you and all your kind.
Vanpi res? The Wanphyri ? Trask lives to destroy them Even before Malinari nurdered Zek, after he
nmur dered you, vanpires were Trask's mmin obsession. He's lost too many friends to them You'd |like
to know what he could do to ne in order to rid nme of you? Wll, at |east one unpl easant solution
springs readily enough to mnd."

8/
Such as? And now Korath really was curious.
"Did you ever hear of prefrontal |obotony?" Jake inquired. "No, | don't suppose you did. It's a

medi cal termfor sonething they used to do to 'relieve' cases of severe schizophrenia. But you
have to agree it's kind of drastic, right? So tell me, what the hell are you if not a case of
severe schi zophreni a?!"

Si nce deadspeak, |ike nore orthodox mental telepathy, frequently conveys far nore than any nerely
"spoken" word, Korath had seen in Jake's mind sonmething of the procedures involved in prefronta

| obot orry. Now, thoughtfully, he said, My once-master Malinari the Mnd, could do nuch the same
thing. (And Jake actually felt the nonster shudder!) Except he did it with his bare hands, his
liquid fingers, his awesome nmind! Ah, hut what Malinari did "relieved" his victinms of. . . why,
everything! It was a cure for life itself.

"But | don't need or want relieving," Jake told him "Only of you. So we have to work sonething
out and put alinmt onit. And we have to redefine the terms of this so-called pact." Its terms? A
limt?

"Alimt intinme," said Jake. "For see, | don't want to be a Necroscope and never did. Three weeks
ago, | didn't know what a Necroscope was. And still don't know all of it because they won't tel

me. Wiat, something that's so weird, so unnatural, | can't be told about it? That's not for nme. So
until | know what it's all about, | don't want any, thanks. GCh, sure, | would use the Mobius
Continuumw Il use it, to my own ends-but after that, | don't know, | haven't nade up nmy nind yet.

On the other hand, there's sonething that |'ve very definitely decided: that | won't be behol den
to you forever and a day!"

Alimt in tinme, then, said Korath. Yes, we can talk about that, | think As for ternms, what did

you have in mnd. . . well, apart fromnyself, that is? (Again his phlegny chuckle, a glutinous

reverberation that echoed hollowy and hunourlessly in the deadspeak aether.)

"First the time linmt," said Jake when the echoes had subsided. "Qur-God, our 'partnership'!-our

deal, lasts only as long as it takes both of us to achieve our objectives. But just as soon as we
have, and whether |'ve cracked Keogh's formula or not, you're to get out of nmy mind. But I
appreci ate your absolute loneliness, and for ny part | promise that if or when | can I'll give you

some of ny spare tine. Talking to you, about your life in a vanpire world, could prove interesting
after all."

I f or when? Sone of your spare tine? But without the Conti nuumyou wouldn't he able to visit ne
anyway.

"Al'l the nore reason to ensure that | get it," Jake answered. "Also that eventually I'mable to
renmenmber it. But in any case, surely you' re wong? The way | understand it | won't have to visit
you,- we'll be able to communi cate at a distance-just about any distance-much as we're doing right
now. But wi thout you being on nmy back all the tine."

Hrmm  Kor at h nused.

And Jake urged him "Make up your nind, before | change mine. The way |I figure it, I'mmaking a
deal with the devil anyway." But:

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20Defilers.txt (45 of 263) [2/13/2004 10:10:51 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%620L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20D«fil ers.txt

NECRCSCOPE: DEFI LhRS

Let's nove on, said the other cagily. For you tal ked about objectives, and I'minterested to know
what yours m ght be.

"You haven't plucked themright out of nmy mnd, then?"

| may be on your nind, said Korath, but I'mnot exactly in it. You' ve denied ne the access
initially requested-and for which we bargai ned-el se we woul dn't be having this conversation

Jake was taken aback. "What? Did you expect even nore than you' ve already got? Because if so, |'d
better tell you here and now that it's nore than | intend to give!l You wanted access and you' ve
got it. You can talk to nme whenever you like-though so far you' ve only chosen to do it when

don't like!l"

But that's hardly access to your mnd, said the other. Being able to talk to you does not define
conpl ete access to your mind. Your shields exclude ne, blanketing nore than three-quarters of
everything you're thinking. My original suggestion, the way | remenber it, was that | should be,
well, nmuch like a part of you, and-

"A part of nme?" Thoroughly alarnmed now, Jake cut the other off. "Are you crazy? Once you were in
how could |I get you out? I'mhaving a hard enough tine of it as it is!"

Exactly! said the other. And |, too, amfinding it difficult, I'mhaving an extrenely "hard tine"
of it, as you put it. But don't you see how easy it would be if we worked nore truly as one?

Maxi mum ef fici encyl You with your expert know edge of your world-which is an entirely strange

pl ace to me-and ne with ny uni que know edge of Malinari, Vavara, and Szwart . . . and of course
with my keys to the Mbius Conti nuum Two minds working as one, Jake, to the benefit of both! What
could be sinpler or nore, well, accommobdati ng?

Warning bells rang deep in Jake's subconscious mnd. Even dreanmi ng he knew this was a word gane,
and al so that Korath was very good at it. Al factual discussion and legitinmte argunent to the
contrary, if the Wanphyri and their disciples were politicians, all of their political opponents
woul d find thensel ves right out of their depth, swept away by sheer word-power al one!

And so, in order to gain a little breathing space, he was obliged to resort to the other's ploy
and murnmur, "Hmm "-as if thinking it over

Wl | ? said Korath. And:

"To quote you," Jake answered, "Let's nove on. But before we do there's sonething that needs

clearing up. |I've never said that |I'd accept you as 'part' of ne-as part of ny mind, that is-not
even tenporarily."
But -

"-But before we got sidetracked," Jake cut the other off yet again, "we were exam ning our

obj ectives. And you wanted to know what nine m ght be."

I ndeed, said Korath. What is it that you seek to do? Qther than what Ben Trask and his people
woul d have you do, that is.

Agai n Jake was taken by surprise, this time not so much by the dead creature's skill at argunents
and word ganmes as by his nore than hinted know edge of Jake's pursuits outside E-Branch. And he
couldn't hel p wondering just how often had Korath "eavesdropped” on him "Ch?" he said. "So you're
thinking | have ulterior notives, are you?"

Not necessarily ulterior, no. (The shake of an incorporeal head.) But wasn't it

you who said you would "use the Mhius Conti nuumto your own ends?" Yours as opposed to Ben

Trash's, that is, and perhaps running contrary to his? O have | in sone way, er, m sunderstood
you . . . ?

And so Jake told himabout his vendetta with Luigi Castellano, finishing by saying, "I've killed
three of them who were there that night, but two remain. Castellano hinmself,- he's the drug-
runni ng bastard who ordered that. . . that. . . who ordered what took place. And one other who-"

Who was one of the performers, aye, said Korath. And then, as if changing the

subject: But did you knowand this is an exceedingly strange thing, Jake-that when you

talk to me, as we argue our points and so forth, gradually getting to know one another, you
are-how may | put it?-you're a warm one? For despite your harsh, often hurtful words

and your bruscjue nmanner of expression, | can feel your warnth! It is the warmh of life, |
fancy, which | only knew as a youth on Sunside, before Malinari destroyed ny people, stole
me away into Starside, and nade nme one of his. Wich was so long ago that | had al nost

forgotten it. But you . . . you have rekindled old nmenories.
Jake had been a little choked up with nenories of his own, but now he put them aside. "Are you
goi ng soft on nme?" he growed. "I don't think so. So what's all this: sonme kind of schenme to help

me see how badly life, and undeath, have treated you?"
Ah, no, said the other, his deadspeak voice as deep as the Arctic ocean and as bitterly cold. For
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I amwhat | am and |'ve done what |'ve done. And the truth of it is, |I've no regrets at all
Well, except that it all ended so badly for me-and that while ny bones are rubbed away, whirling
in awatery sunp, Malinari lives and | aughs-and that while we argue and fyht I'll go forever
unavenged! But. . . you didn't let ne finish. "Go on, then," said Jake. "Finish."

/ was saying that when we engage in nornal or shall we say "trivial" conversation, you are warm
and | can sense your humanity. But when you speak of these dire enem es of yours, you are cold in
your heart. Even as cold as | amin ny sunp. It isn't a physical thing hut sonmething of the soul
"And so you know about souls, right?" Jake sonehow doubted it.

/ know that whatever it was that made nme human, Korath answered, Malinari the Mnd took it from

me. And | know that when all | had | eft was undeath, he took that back, too, in exchange for the
true death, and that therefore he is in ny debt as nuch and nore than Luigi Castellano is in
yours.

"We'll, then," said Jake. "It seens to nme we've defined our objectives."

But mine was known fromthe start, Korath told him Didn't | say that all | wanted was to hit back

at Malinari? Just think of the irony of it: that |I can strike back at himfromthe very heart of
darkness, fromthe watery grave to which he sent ne!

"But only through ne," said Jake.

Through you, and Ben Trask, and E-Branch, aye.

"So, it's not only nme you've recruited but E-Branch, too!" Jake's tone was

accusing, but with very little of energy in it. Instead he felt weary of this entire

epi sode, tired of talking, tired of listening. Mentally and physically exhausted.

Except they don't know it, Korath "chuckled,” in his hideous fashion. Nor wll

ever, for when Malinari has paid the price-along with these enenies of yours, of course-then

shall get nme gone fromyou. Though | trust you'll abide by your word and visit with ne and ny poor
old polished bones fromtine to tinme? Eh?

The i dea was seductive. But so was everything about Korath. H's dark, deadspeak voice,- his al nost
hypnoti ¢ manner of expression,- his very presence. Suddenly Jake could feel the lure, the strength
of the dead creature's aura-and of his argunent. Wthout Korath, what chance woul d he have of
bringing Luigi Castellano and his henchman to justice, however rough? And w thout Jake, what would
Korath have but an eternity of |oneliness-or however long it took for himto fade away?

VWhat say you, Jake? said Korath. Are we finally agreed? Do we have a deal ? And

"What would it entail?" Jake wanted to know, the question slipping fromhis lips (or fromhis

m nd) al nost of its own accord, as the peculiar |lethargy continued to creep over him

It nust he, | think, a very sinple matter, Korath answered, his voice the nerest whisper now, a
sibilant hiss, the brush of cobwebs agai nst Jake's sleeping being. A sinple matter of will, you
m ght say-of your own free will, that is. For | remenber upon a tine, nmy once-master Malinari told

me, "The mnd is |like a manse with nmany roons, where thoughts wander |ike ghosts. And | have the
power to reach in and exorcise those ghosts, reading their lives and | earning their secrets-and
then driving themout!" Aye, that is what he said. And there's a great deal of my once-nmaster in
me. |, too, might enter into one of those roons, one of your roons, that is, and listen with ny
ear to the door, until you have need of ne..

Korath was very open now,- he could afford to be, because he could sense that the hypnotic spel
he was casting was working. And even if this initial experinent should fail, still its subject
woul d rermenber little or nothing of what had gone on here fromthis time forward.

"What's that you say?" said Jake, flopping uneasily in his bed, adrift on the nesneric cadence of
Korath's voice and gradually falling nore deeply asleep.

Isn't there roomenough for both of us, Jake, the vanpire's deadspeak voice went nonotonously on
in the innocent, echoing, oh-so-spacious nmanse of your nmind? Only say the word, Jake, bid ne
enter, and | shall be one with you. Ahhhhhh

"The word?" Jake drifted between |levels of sleep, one natural and the other hypnotic. But he felt
lured toward the latter because it was so calm restful, devoid of conflict. Once there he m ght
stop worrying, reasoning, thinking, and | et hinself be guided by the deep, dark voice of the

O her. It would be easier that way, yes

Not so much a word as an invitation, Korath answered. Only open up your nind, Jake, and invite me
in. Let down the shields which even now protect you-and from what? From nme? Why, | am your one
true friend in a world that fails to understand or appreciate you! Wiat would you rather be: Ben
Trask's puppet, his tool as | was Malinari's, or a Power in your own right? A Power in our right,
Jake ny friend?

"Open up ... lower nmy shields . . . invite himin ... ny one true friend
And are we so very different, you and 1? (Korath's clotted gurgling, his insidious
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whi spering continued.) / think not. For | have seen you perform deeds which the Wam phyri
thenselves, in all their cruelty, mght not have dreaned. But you have dreaned them and | Korath
feel privileged to have w tnessed them

"The Wanphyri? . . . Cruelty? . . . Deeds?" Jake rolled in his bed, got tangled in his single

bl anket .

Your deeds, aye. The things you nightnmare. Mdt so strange, really, that you should feel afraid in
the night. Even the nbst nonstrous of creatures nightnare! They dream of what frightened t hem
before they were nonsters! Perhaps of what nade them nonsters, eh? And the ones who nmade you a
nmonster?. . . Ah, but what you have done to theml And | wonder, Jake: does this Castellano

ni ght mare, too? And who do you suppose features in his dreans? Little wonder he wants you dead.
"Castellano . . . dreams . . . nightmares.”

Only let me in, and we shall nake his nightnmares real, you and |I. And who knows what el se we shal
make? Ahhhhhhi

Jake was struggling now, fighting as a drowning nman fights the water, even know ng there's no | and
in sight; but he struggled mainly with hinmself. Tossing and turning, sweating a cold, clamy sweat-
with his single blanket wapped about himlike a danp, strangling shroud-he flailed his arms and
didn't feel a thing when his fist struck against the thin wall

But on the other side of that wall, Liz Merrick cane starting awake. Now what in-?

The wal |l at her ear bounced again, and Liz at once reached out with a clunsily gropi ng probe.

It was Jake . . . fighting . . . but fighting what? Sonmething was in there with him sonething
tangi bl e yet intangi ble. Sonmething in his room or in his mind ... his dreans? Not yet fully awake
herself, Liz couldn't tell. But she sensed Jake's dread, and his determinati on not to go under
More than that, she al so sensed that the Thing he was fighting knew that she was there!

Surprised and angry, it recoiled fromher telepathic probe, the probe that only Jake shoul d be
feeling, if he felt anything at all. There was no actual contact, no comunication with this
Thing, not for Liz,- it was sensation pure and . . . not so sinple. But w thout knowi ng how, Liz
knew that the Thing she sensed was utterly inhunman.

It was sliny, sluglike, sentient. And it battened on Jake |like a | eech. Then it dawned on Liz that
she wasn't reading the Thing itself, but only what Jake was reading of it: his fear of it, and the
fact that his shields were going down before it! It couldn't be read, not by Liz, but only sensed-
in the sane way that it was sensing her-and then not by any of the five mundane senses, or even
telepathy. But it was nore than any nightmare, she was sure. N ghtnmares are personal things/ they
don't recognize or react to outsiders, and they certainly don't snarl at them but confine

thenmsel ves to their victins!

There was a tel ephone in the corridor. Liz reached it in a tangle of bed-sheets and a fever of
trenbling. The duty officer. She had to call the D.O

But damm it to hell, she couldn't renmenber the nunber! And just a few

paces away Jake's door, behind which sonething terrible was happening or about to happen. And Liz
the only one who could stop it.

When she had called on Jake for his help in that hell hole at Xanadu, he had cone to her w thout
reckoni ng the danger. Yet here she stood like a ghost in her sheet, trenbling for himbut unable
to do anything about it for fear that she would give herself and Ben Trask and E-Branch away. And
no physical danger in it at all, not to Liz, not that she knew of. Only to Jake-or to his mnd
Well then, to hell with E-Branch

She clutched at her sheet, stunbled to Jake's door, began to hanmer on it with her small fists-and
only then thought to try the eye-level scanner. Her hidy-hole, before they walled it off, had been

a rear annex to Jake's room If the scanners were still linked, his mght identify and accept
Liz's corneal patterns in addition to Jake's own.
Tilting her head, she stared up at the ID spot and forced herself to stand still. A small I|ight

glowed into life, scanned her eye and "recogni zed" her. And the door clicked open. Al npost falling
i nside, she tripped on her sheet and went sprawling towards Jake's bed.

And as the door closed behind her, Liz fell on him grabbed his shoul ders, shook himwth all her
st rengt h.

"Jake!" she sl apped his face. "Jake, wake up!"

Hi s body and | egs were wrapped tight in his blanket; only his arms and hands were free, and they
at once grabbed hold of her as his terrified eyes blazed open. "Korath!" he said. "Korath!" In the
gloom Liz felt her hair grabbed in one hard hand as the other released her and balled itself into
a fist.

She managed to get a hand up, groped above the bed's headboard, found the overhead |ight cord. And
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giving it a yank, she flooded the bed with light. But only just in tinme.

The | ook on Jake's face was vicious, a snarl, and the muscles of his arm were bunched, coil ed-
spring tight, on the point of driving his fist into her face. Even now she feared he mght do it!
But no, he was awake.

"Li z?" Jake said, his voice a shudder at first, a breathless gasp, and then a sigh of relief.
"Liz? But | thought that you were-?"

"No, it's only ne," she said, and fell against his chest-and in the next noment realized that only
hi s bl anket separated their naked bodies.

"God!" He held her tightly for a second or so, then kicked his legs in an attenpt to free hinself
fromhis blanket. "I was-|I nust have been-ni ghtmaring?" And then he, too, realized that they were
bot h naked. "But how ?"

"You . . . you called out to ne," she lied. "I had been working |late and stayed over. My roomis
close by. You were calling out tome . . . and ny telepathy ... | heard you. |I'ma receiver, Jake.
And whether you'll admit and accept it or not, we do seemto have this rapport. You woke ne up."
"Well, thank God for this rapport!" he gasped. And now she saw that he was shaki ng.

"What was it, Jake? What was it that scared you so?" He shook his head, sending droplets of cold
sweat flying. And blinking his eyes, he | ooked anxiously all about his small room But of course
there was not hing and no one there-only Liz. Then, getting a grip of hinself, he said, "It was a
dream or a nightnmare. O sonething.”

She sat up, wapped herself in her sheet again, told him "You said a nanme. Korath. And that's a
nane we've heard before, Jake. You asked ne to wite it down for you, so that you'd renenber it.
That was just before we started our sinmultaneous assaults on Xanadu and Jethro Manchester's

i sland. So now perhaps you'll tell ne.- Who is he? W is this Korath, Jake?" But he was fully
awake now and in control of himself. "Forget it," he said, shaking his head. "It's-1 don't know a
recurrent thing, a nightmare, something I dreamfromtine to tine, that's all. It's not usually as
bad as this, but tonight it was. It was getting kind of... well, kind of rough. So I'mreally glad
you cane . "It was all lane stuff,- he wasn't nearly as good a liar as Liz, but it was the

best he could do.

And suddenly she felt for him really felt for him Watever it was about Jake Cutter, Liz knew
that she was involved. Just a few weeks ago he'd come into her life and was now a big part of it.
And she'd been telling herself to hold himat bay,- but not really, for he hadn't tried that hard,
hadn't tried at all,- or maybe she'd sinply been fooling herself that she wasn't getting invol ved,
and trying to fool him too

But damm it, she was involved! And suddenly she was saying it, admitting it in a way that nust be
unmi st akabl e:

"Are you really glad | canme, Jake? | nean, | don't have to go, not if you want ne to stay ..."
"No, it's okay," he said. "I don't think I'"Il be trying to sleep anynore anyway, not tonight.
Maybe 1'Il read up a little nore on the files that Trask has given nme, and-" And then he paused,

for like a fool he hadn't seen her neaning, until now.
Then she was in his arms, feeling his body-and his |onging-trenbling against her. But only for a
nonment, before she felt the change in him too, the need turning to fear. But fear of what? O
I ovi ng, and perhaps of |osing again?
Instinctively, she tried to probe him to | ook inside, but his shields were there as ever. And now
he was holding her amay fromhim at armis length, while the ook in his deep brown eyes expressed
his tornent, the fact that he was torn two ways
"What is it, Jake?" she said.
Hi s shields wavered a little and she saw .

Longi ng, and denial of that |onging. Need, and fear of that need. Not fear of Lit herself or
of sex, nor even of failure. No, it was something el se.
But when she went to probe deeper, Jake's shields firnmed up again and she was out. And.

"I wish you wouldn't do that," he said.

"I couldn't help it," Liz answered. "Don't you know that | ... that | feel for

roi i_ c is.

you, Jake?" She got up and went to the door. "But is that what it is? My telepathy? Are you afraid
that 1'll see too much? That I'l|l see what you're hid-

i ng?

No," he said. "Yes." And then, shaking his head, "l can't say, can't explain it | nean, |'m not
ready to explain it."

"Well, when you are,"” she said. "I'mnot far away. And try not to nightmare, Jake. But if you do,
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well "
away. "
When he nodded, she stepped back out into the corridor and | et the door
close quietly behind her
When Liz had been gone awhile, Jake relaxed his shields conpletely and listened. He listened to
the far, faint, barely discernible whispering of the dead in their graves, to the ebb and fl ow of
t he deadspeak aether, l|ike the hush of wavelets on sone ethereal shore, and to a distant hunm ng
and throbbing that was conposed of the "real" sounds of the downstairs hotel, and outside the
runbling of the nmetropolis, and farther yet the wheels of the world turning.
Korath wasn't there, but Jake was sure he would cone if he called out to him The trouble was that
he might also cone w thout being called. That was the trouble, yes.
For Jake wanted to be sure that if or when he nmade love to Liz Merrick, he would be the only one
doing it...

she shrugged hel pl essly. "Just remenber: |'mnot far

6
OF THE DARK PLACES
The high nountain road was as still and quiet as the night air, with only the nolten-silver, one-

note call of Geek ows to disturb the gloom To the south, out across the sea, a sprinkle of
bobbi ng Iights spoke of fishernen in their boats, intent on securing their catch of what few fish
remai ned in the still beautiful but deci mated Aegean, whose tenperature was up three degrees on
the normfor this tine of year

The nmoon rode low in the sky, casting the shadows of Mediterranean pines over the marble-chip
gravel of an enpty parking lot that fronted the arched entrance to a cliff-clinging nonastery-the
same nmonastery that, only a few hours earlier, Manolis Papastanps had passed in a hired Fiat on
his way to disaster.

From t he roadway (had anyone been standing there) the fortresslike building s silhouette against
the jewel -strewn indigo of the vaulted sky was not unlike that of sone ancient Crusader castle,
its bell towers rearing up like horns on the head of a creature risen fromthe deep. Nor would
this picture have been so very far fromthe truth

Al ong the approach road fromboth directions, and in the car park itself, promnently posted signs
told of certain restrictions. Apparently the sweet Sisters of Mercy who inhabited the high stone
sanctuary considered this a tinme of solitude and abstinence, and as an order they were repenting
the sins of the world. Daytine parking was allowed in the parking lot-for the taking of panoramc
phot ographs from di zzy vantage poi nts-but not at night. The sounds of revving engines and sl amm ng
doors, even the murmur of voices, mght distract the nuns at their devotions. Tours of the inner
gardens, courtyard, outer bal conies, and the order's gift- and workshops, had been curtail ed
indefinitely, or "until such time as the world's dark forces were in retreat." Qher, ol der
notices, inviting visitors in-"ladies, wearing head-scarves, skirts. .. linbs covered

NECROSCOPE: DEFI LHRS bO

igvjn to and including knees. Men-, no shorts or lettered T-shirts, please!"-had been crossed
through with thick black X' s, or pasted over with signs that read:

NO VI Sl TORS-

NO TRADESMEN-

EXCEPT AS AUTHORI ZED!

It nmade for a severely austere scene, where in certain of the tower w ndows even the interior
lights seened dim burning with only a flickering candle's strength. This, too, wasn't so far from
the truth/ for the convent's nother superior of three years disdained electricity and had banned
its use-except in the tel ephone, of which she had charge, and several other vital areas, such as
washi ng, cleaning, and cooking, |acking which the nonastery couldn't function

Ri ght now she was asl eep. She had been out in the car earlier-on nonastery "business"-and w shed
to recuperate. For being up and about in the hours of daylight, and even the evening hours,
depleted her. "Daylight is a w ckedness created for the seeing and saying and thinking of things
that shouldn't be seen, said, or thought. Likew se electrical conmunications that mght be used to
spread silly runors abroad in the world, and artificial lighting systenms other than good fat

candl es. What? Wax? Ah, well then, let it be wax. But fat has a certain agreeable pungency . . ."
Al so, she had probably been weakened by her own passions. Before her drive, her voice had been
heard raised in angry conpl aint against "father" Mar-alini, a guest from Rome (or so she said),
who had been at the nonastery for a week and a half now, despite a rule of |ong-standing that
banned all men fromresidence here. But various sisters had seen this "reverend" figure, and knew
that his nature was not unlike that of the Lady of the sanctuary (ahhh, no, no- be careful!-of
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their "nother superior") herself.

Now, against all the rules that Vavara had introduced oh-so-gradually during the three years of
her takeover, two of the sisters, stronger than the rest, were out in the cloisters that
surrounded the courtyard, seated on a bench in the shade of the fig trees. The one was Sister
Delia, from Southern Ireland, the other Sister Anna, from New York. And they were out there
tal ki ng during what was or should have been their watch:

"W are dooned, of course," said Delia, once a pretty redhead, now shorn of her hair and gaunt in
a hooded cassock. Her Irish brogue was a thick, guttural whisper/ her altered voice was hoarse or
coarse, as were those of all the sisters. "If we tried to escape, went venturing out from here,
we' d be dooned. Even if she didn't find us, still we'd be without hope. Driven by ... by our
unnatural lusts and desires" (a small shudder) "and forced to take blood, the |lives of others,
we' d be hunted down and destroyed by nmen. Or sooner or later by the sun-"

"Or by the Son," said Anna, who was once a dreany one and sonething of a poet, and seenmed bent on
renenmbering and trying to retrieve that time. "The Son of H mon H gh. W served them both, and
Mary, too, do you
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remenber? And now we serve another, who serves the devil! The sun or the Son, or the 'nother.' One
of themw Il destroy us, for sure. Now say, Sister Delia: Wat does one call that? Poetic |icence,
or poetic justice?"

"One calls it no justice at all, at all," said the other. "And you'd best forget all that. W're
bound for hell, you and I, and all the rest of us together. God has turned his back on us, which
has come of us living unnatural lives, so it has. No, |'mnot just tal king about Vavara's kind of
unnatural. | nean, did you never fancy a nan? Maybe the | ad who brings the honey? Ch, |'ve seen
you |l ook at himfromtine to tine. |I've seen you snile at him too. O | used to, when you dared

to smlel That was natural. Natural to love and lust, and to have a nman |ying on our bellies now
and then, or even to inmagine one there. But the way we were, never! Al covered up and cowed and
afraid of our own bodies? And certainly not the way we are now, which is utterly beyond nature."
"You nustn't talk like that!" said the ex-New Yorker. "If she were to hear "

"She's up in her tower," said Delia. "Up there behind her thick velvet curtains, where never the
sun reaches. And do you know, |'ve thought of a way?" "A way?" Anna's voice was a shivery croak.
"Away to be rid of this vanpire bitch," said Delia, "and so to rid the world of her!"

"She'll hear you!" Anna began to shrill. "She'll hear you and punish us. She al ways hears!”

"Shhh, now," said Delia, clasping the other and putting a hand over her nouth. "O she really wll
hear us! But think on it now if we were to go up against her as a body-huh: or as an 'order'-and
if we took her in her tower roomat noon, and threw open her curtains to let the sun blaze in ...
what then?" "We'd burn, too," said Anna |ogically.

"But not as hot or as fast as Vavara. And wouldn't it be worth it, since we'll be burning soon
enough whet her or no?"

But now Anna was sobbing bitterly to herself. "Are we so reduced then, that we've cone to this?
Have we no hope, except we resort to nurder? And even if we could, would the other sisters follow
our | ead? Vavara took us |ast, because we held ourselves off fromher |ying beauty. But the
others. . . they dine on each other!"

"Huhi" Delia grunted. "Don't tell nme you think that's all they do. Haven't you heard them on the
creep when she's asleep? Haven't you heard them | aughi ng? They strap on wooden cocks, to imtate
the men that she won't | et them have! Are you a virgin, Anna? Before you took your vows, perhaps?
| think not. | wasn't, you can be sure. There's precious few virgins of ny age in Irel and!

caught a dose, do you know what that is? And when | was cured | cane here, | was that ashanmed. So
| did without nen for twelve long years, stuck to ny vows, didn't even finger nyself. And for
what? So that this beautiful bitch can visit ne in the night to bite on ny breasts and fill ne

wi th her special brand of poison? Ah, but if only there was a cure for this . . . I"

"Do you think they' Il cone for nme?" Anna gasped. "I nmean, with their wooden . . . things?" She
pressed down on her cassock, between her legs, as if to protect herself.

"You can be certain of it," said the other. "By which tinme you' Il probably be ready for it. For
don't you see, we're falling nore deeply under her spell- and nore deeply into evil-day by day, or
night by night. As for nyself, 1'll be the last. |I'd rather a wooden stake than a wooden cock. Oh,
ha- ha-ha! For |'ve had the real thing!"

"No, no!" Anna clutched at her, glanced all about with eyes that were very slightly feral. "You
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must be quiet now, or soneone will be bound to hear us."

"Well, what of it?" said Delia. "The sooner the better, and let's be done with it. But still |
tell you, it's her or us. Do you think she won't deal with us as she dealt with Sister Sara? She
knows which ones of us resist her, soit's only a natter of tine."

"Sister Sara?" Anna's hand flew to her mouth. "Is it true, then? | had heard whispers, but-"
"Ch, it's true," Delia cut her short. "What, are you that nmuch of an innocent, then? Did you
real ly suppose that Sara was |ocked up in her roomall this tinme? Well listen, and I'll tell you

the story as | have heard it:

"Sara was the strong one, the wise one. And she was first in the long list of those whom Vavara
woul d seduce and convert. Alas, she thought it was | ove! She thought that our new 'nother

superior' had fallen in love with her, and in spite of an initial repugnance she couldn't refuse
her advances-but then, who anong us has refused then? For when this bitch Vavara turns it on

bl ood turns to water, or to poison. And so Sara was turned. But it was |love not lust betrayed her
And with a creature beautiful as Vavara, she thought it was heaven- not hell-sent.

"But of course, our nother superior, Eileen was the first to pay the price. She was old, frail, no
match for Vavara. And when that one first cane here-so beautiful, and so penitent of her sins,
filled with the need to be one of us- how could old Eileen refuse her? There was no way of

knowi ng, not then, that this Lady was anything other than she pretended,- she kept tight rein on
the bl ood-lusting thing within, and no one ever suspected until it was too |ate. Yes, of course
old Eileen would take her in, and in her turn be taken in. But the bitch saw no need to recruit
her. Frail as a winkled, late autumm leaf and all dried up, the nother superior was no great
chal | enge.

"Three nonths to a day after Vavara canme, Eileen was dead and buried here in the crypt. But is she
there now? Ah, she is not! For where Vavara is concerned, even dead wonen have their uses. And old
Ei |l een, she was fromny country, so she was, and | know she was a saint. . . also that she died
before her tine, by Vavara's will. Al the nore reason to loathe this vanpire

"Anyway, Sara was next. Next to be recruited, changed forever. But when she saw how Vavara
proceeded- when she knew she was only the first of a |ong process which nust eventually consune the
entire nonastery-then Sara

INLV-

rebell ed. Ah, and strong in | ove she was also strong in her hatred, her will to survive, to fight
the evil cone anobng us.

"Vavara | ocked her away-to 'repent,' or so she said, the clever bitch!- and neanwhile went on
recruiting all the senior sisters. In no tine at all they were hers. But can we think ill of them
even as they are now? No, for this creature is a hypnotist w thout peer. Anything and everything
that was good in the sisters, Vavara switched it off as surely as she's switched off the lights,
so she did, and everything that was bad, she switched it on. For in our mnds we are all w cked,
as you nust know, Anna. It's why we're here, so it is . "

"But that's not true!" the other gasped. "Or perhaps it is true, now that our m nds have been made
to dwell on ... on such w cked things. But please say it wasn't always so?"

Del i a sighed, nodded, and said, "Yes, you're right, so you are. Mst of our sisters were here
because of their purity-as pure as the driven snowand only a small handful, of which | was one,
to improve thenselves. Ch, yes, in nme there was plenty of roomfor inprovenent. But no good to
deny wi ckedness, Anna, or to pretend it doesn't exist. For if that were the case, then why would
any of us ever have needed to be here at all, at all? And then there's Vavara, the living proof of
wi ckedness itself. She has defiled us, and all good things are flown. That is why you shoul dn't
listen to some of the things I've told you, sone of the things |I've said. For when ny head is
clear I knowit's only the filthy stuff in ny blood-the evil that she has put there-that nakes ne
think and tal k that way."

"We weren't strong enough!” said Anna, wringing her hands. "Like our Lord, we should have put this
devil behind us . "

"Hahi" said Delia. "Listen to you-such silliness! Wiere do you suppose nere nortals mght find
such strength? In faith alone? | wish it were so, but flesh is flesh and iron is iron. And Vavara
isironl Only try telling her to get behind you . . . and oh, believe me, she will!"

As Delia paused for breath and to order her thoughts, Anna gave a small gasp and whi spered, "Hush
now Is that a light up there, in her roon?"

They drew back under the | eaves of the fig tree, peered up through its branches at the highest

wi ndows in the square tower where Vavara had her apartnents. Was that a glinmer of |ight up there?
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Had the Lady lit a candl e? "Monlight on glass," Delia hissed in a while. "That's all it is."
"You' re sure?"

"Yes, I'msure. You're letting the night and your inmagination run away with you, that's all. And
anyway, we have a right to be here. Indeed we've no right to be anywhere else, for it's our watch
Habi To think we keep guard on this place-on this nonster-as if it were her fortress instead of a
sanctuary . . ." "But it is. It is her fortress!" said Anna. "Her aerie."

"Yes," Delia nodded, "so it is." And after a nmonment: "Anyway, where was |?"

"Sara," the other whispered. "She was jeal ous."

"Eh?" said Delia, frowning her surprise, her yellow eyes blinking. "Wy,

yes, | suppose she was. And hell hath no fury, eh? But it's true, it's true!l And Sara in a double
hell: first poisoned by Vavara, and now betrayed by her

"And so Sara set about to defy Vavara at every turn. She escaped fromher room tried to nake a
run fromthe nonastery. But Vavara caught her and | ocked her up again. And for the benefit of the
sisters not yet taken-for there were still one or two, including ourselves-it was put about that
Sara was a mad wonman bent on nutilating herself. Her illness was tenporary,- it would pass
eventual ly, until which tine she nust stay confined, 'cared for' only by Vavara and those seniors
anong the sisters who were Vavara's sl aves.

"And so she was kept in what anmounted to solitary confinement for two nore years, tornmented and
tortured by this vanpire bitch Vavara, who had determ ned that Sara woul d never get out. Not
alive, anyway.

"But she did get out, just nine days ago, or should | say nine nights? For like the rest of us,
and nore than sonme, Sara had given in to her poisoned bl ood and could no | onger bear the sun on
her flesh or in her eyes. So she made her last run, in the evening while Vavara was still in her
bed, down the road to Skala Astris, fromwhere she'd take a taxi into Krassos town to the police
station there. She woul d tel ephone the headquarters of the order in Athens,- she would see doctors
and show themher . . . her disfigurenents, and she woul d make charges agai nst Vavara and bring
her evil reign to an end.

"How do | know these things? Because | was on watch that night as a penance for |ooking at Vavara
in a certain way. She thought she had glinpsed hatred in nmy eyes-which she had-and warned ne that
there were greater as well as |lesser punishments. But her threats had only strengthened ny
resolve, so it had. So then-why didn't I go with poor Sara to Krassos town and substanti ate her
story? Because | thought she would fail. Having watched Vavara for long and long, | knew it could
never be as easy as that. And if Sara failed, who would there be to avenge her and put right the
wrongs done to her and to others-indeed to all of us-in this fane of evil? Ah, but who better than
soneone already here, in the dark heart of the place? Wwo better than nyself?

"And so | |ooked the other way, wi shed Sara well, and I et her go, despite that | thought her
errand was dooned. But you know, she m ght have succeeded-she just m ght-except that was the night
"father' Maralini canme. And he was coming up the road as she was going down it.

"When he appeared at the wi cket door-in his hooded robe, with his voice out of darkness . . . and
that swooning bundle in his arms, which noaned and drool ed-1 knew that Satan hinself had come
visiting. | felt it: an enornous vileness swelling out of the night. And | even said so! Falling
back, and refusing to turn the key to let himin, | gasped, 'Is it Satan, cone to see his
chi |l dren?

"And his eyes flared red as he answered ne though the bars. 'Shaitan? Ah no!' he said. 'But |

al nrost net himonce in a far cold | and, and know himfor a Power! | thank you for your conplinent,
sister, if that's what it was. But no, |I'mnot Shaitan-just an old friend of your m stress,

Vavara, here on business. Nowlet nme in, for I've cone a |ong way.'
"He stood Sara on her feet, held her there with one | ong-fingered hand,
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and thrust the other through the w cket's bars. He caught nmy wist, and oh ... the shock of
terror, the bitter chill that went through me then! Look!"

Delia showed her wist, and Anna's night-seeing eyes were drawn to the |ong white burn of four
fingers and a thunb. And: "Not Satan, no," said Delia, "but Maralini's evil is as great, |'msure.
While he held ny wist | felt... | felt my thoughts and nenories going out of ne into him He was

readi ng ny inner being, and his red eyes flared again as he said, 'And so | was right: you are
i ndeed one of Vavara's. Now, save yourself some trouble and let nme in. Your mistress is expecting
me. '
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"How coul d | refuse hin? When he held ny wist like that, ny nind was his to comuand. But he had
seen into ny thoughts,- he knew things fromny past,- he smiled as | turned the key and opened the
wi cket gate. Such a smle! So handsone! So w cked!
"When he stepped in and after he had |lain Sara aside, he turned to ne. As quick and as brazen as
that, he unfastened ny cassock and fondl ed nmy breasts where | stood frozen. And after a while he
said, 'Ah, but |I know why you are here! Never fear, Sister Delia, your wasted years are at an end
."" And while | stood near-fainting, he gathered up the hem of nmy gown."
Sister Anna's face was ghostly pale in wan noon- and starlight. "And did he-?" she gasped,
squeezi ng hard on her cassock between her legs. "Did he-?"
But Delia shook her head in nock sadness and said, "Ch, ye of little faith! Only see how you are
taken! And you say you're worried about their wooden 'things' ? Wiy, you are al nost ready, Annal
Ready and willing, for anything. And so are we all. Wich is why we nust see to Vavara at our
earliest opportunity, while yet we are able. And after Vavara, this so-called priest, Mralini
"Yes, yes, you're probably right,"” Anna whi spered hoarsely, with a voice that mght just as easily
be hoarse fromlust as fromfear. "But go on with your story. Did he take you?"
"He m ght have," Delia answered. "H s hands were hot on ny body, and yet they were cold. And how
his red eyes drank ne in. '"But if you only knew he said, 'how hungry | am' And then he ki ssed ny
hard-ti pped breasts." "Ahhhhi" Anna gasped, and clutched Delia's arm
"Right there and then," the other went on, "I expected to be taken. And | knew it would be quick
and hot and hurtful, but his fluids would be cold inside ne. | was open, waiting, wanton and
wanting. But Vavara . . . was up and about!" And now the bitterness in Delia s voice was al nost
regretful. "A candle glowed into life in her high room its flanme flickering in the wi ndow, and
the night was suddenly alive with her presence. She was up, and she knew that soneone was here- but
don't ask nme how. They sense such things, these creatures. Perhaps they can sense each other. And
woul d you believe that | actually found myself warning hin? But it's so, so it is. 'She cones!' |
told him Vavara comes!' " 'Indeed she does/ he answered in a whisper. 'And so shall we, together
you and |. But sone other tine.'
"l put right nmy clothing, stood back fromhim and barely in tinme. He took

up Sara, whose cowl was back so that her face was visible. And oh, that poor ravaged face - that
poor soul - if she yet had a soul

"But her face! Do you renenber, Anna, how pretty Sara had been? Wiy, she was even as pretty as you
yourself. And now with her hair all shorn, npst of it pulled out by the roots, and her |ips cut
away so perfectly, so precisely, to make her look like a fish, and her yellow eyes - like yours,
like mine - and her ears . . . but oh, she had no ears!

"And Maralini gathering her up, saying, 'Ah, but see. Your mistress hasn't |ost her tender, |oving
touch."

"At which Vavara cane out of the tower stairwell, floating across the courtyard to the door under
the archway. And:

" 'Malm- i.' she said or started to say, as she jerked to a halt. She was plainly startled, even
agitated. And despite that her voice was, as always, the very sweetest thing - in tone, | nean -
still it was stinging and angry. But he had stopped her midway to say:

" "Ah, no, neither Malin nor Malinari, but Maralini. Father Maralini, Va-vaaaara!' H s voice was a
breath from hell.

" '"But we had our plans,' she said. 'W had a pact, that we would not cone together until all was
secured . . . and then only in order to set the boundaries of our territories. And didn't | ask
you not to come here? This is the worst possible tinme, when | have problens of ny own to dea
with.'

" '"So it would seeni this 'good father' answered Vavara's angry words with ones that were
carefully measured. 'Indeed, | believe that | may have bunped into one of your problens on ny way
up the road.' And he showed her Sara, drooling in his arms.

" "Your touch?' she said then. 'And did you see into her?

" 'l saw/ he answered. 'Enough to know that without | put an end to her flight, you were in
serious trouble. Which would nean, of course, that | was in trouble, too. And |I've had nore than

enough of troubles just lately. But - ' (and he turned to | ook pointedly at ne) ' - shouldn't we
be talking in private?

" "W shouldn't be talking at all!' she answered him ' You shouldn't be here. But since you are,
and since it appears |I'min your debt - conme with ne.'

"Then Vavara turned to nme, saying, 'You, Delia - take care of ... of this.' She neant Sara. 'You
know where she belongs. No need to | ock the door - ' And she glanced knowingly at Maralini, ' -
not any longer. Sara is safe now and will never try to run away agai n. She doesn't know how to

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20Defilers.txt (54 of 263) [2/13/2004 10:10:51 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L umley%20-%20E-Branch%201%20-%20D«filers.txt

"And then, before Maralini could give Sara to ne, Vavara took ne by the shoul ders and shook ne.
But ah! - her unnatural vanpire strength! 'W shall speak |ater, you and |, Delial/ she hissed.
" About Sara - how she got out while you were on watch!"’

"But since then until now, she never has nentioned it. So perhaps she's forgotten all about it,
for there have been other things on her nmind. For which I'mglad, so | am...

"Anyway, it was ny watch for the rest of that long night. And don't ask ne, Anna, for | stil
don't know why | didn't run away nyself in the nine nights

gone by since then. O perhaps | do, for | fancy nmy fate would be no | ess nonstrous than Sara's.
Which is what keeps all of us here: fear of this vanpire bitch, Vavara. And now of Maralini, too

"Later that night I saw him He was up and about, acquainting hinself with the place, | thought.
He cane to ne and asked about Sara: how was the poor creature? As he had |ast seen her, | told
him drooling, feverish, noaning in her cell in the west tower. And he nodded as if he truly

cared, and said, 'Aye, your mistress has not been kind to her.' Then he went away-in the direction
of the west tower.

"I was curious, and in a little while | was under the west tower, huddling on the high stone

bal cony where it projects out over the ocean. Fromthere |I could | ook up at the barred w ndow of
Sara's cell two levels up. And | renenbered how she had been when |1'd taken her there, how | had
to carry her, and how she'd nmunbled in her weird delirium

" '"He cane to nme out of a mist/ she'd ranbled to no one in particular. "And | ran to him begging
for his help. |I hoped he wouldn't notice ny eyes- but then | noticed his! And when he held ny head

and | ooked at nme, | felt himsucking at ny nmind, my thoughts! | still have sonme, but faint, so
very faint. | can renenber you, Delia, but all else is ghostly, fading, receding fromne ..

"Then, as | seated her on her cot, she | ooked at me oh-so-vacantly and asked, 'Wat is this place?
VWere am1?" And oh, | knew we were all possessed . . . !

"But there | was, on the high stone bal cony. How |l ong? Not long, | think, before | saw candl es

lit, and heard his unm stakabl e voice, that voice out of hell-the voice of Maralini. He was with
her, but for what? And that voice: so deep, so |low, so seductive. And then his snarl
" *What?' he cried out, so that | heard himquite clearly. 'You have ascended? You have a | eech?

And then his laugh. 'But ny pleasure with you is doubled and redoubled! |I shall have you Sara, and
then your creature both.
"Then Sara's screech-a bone-chilling sound-the cry of a madworman, oh yes! Driven nmad, by terror

and torture. But Sara, she'd always been a strong one, so she had, and never nore than that night.
"What ever was | eft of her-of Sara herself, of the sweet sister that we'd known-it fought back
fought off Maralini's advances. | heard her cot go crashing, saw shadows clash in the light from
her candl es, and heard again her shriek, which ended in such a rending, tearing sound that |
fancied fl esh was being torn. Sara's flesh. And as it later turned out, | was right. "But then-
"Whet her she was thrown or threw herself, with all the passionate strength that a nadwonan can
muster, we may never know. But her wi ndow, bars and all, burst outwards. And with her tattered
gown fluttering about her like the wings of a broken bird-which she was, poor thing, which she was-
Sara cane plungi ng out and down!

"Qut beyond the high stone bal cony she flew such was the force of her headl ong di ve-and dwi ndling
down the face of the cliffs, her ragged figure

fell towards the night-dark sea. Sara, poor Sara, was gone. And | admit that | considered it a
nercy.

"The next norning, before the sun was up, Vavara sent for nme. She asked no questions about the
previ ous ni ght-said nothing about Sara getting out, and so forth-but told nme to go and put Sara's
cell to rights. And then she said, 'Let there be a lesson in what you find, Delia. The lesson is
this: it is not wise to resist ne, but it is very wise to resist Maralini. Renenber, while you are
by no nmeans beautiful, still you have nuch to | ose. Consider yourself fortunate, Delia, that you
are ol der and your |ooks are fading. For the gap between beauty and ugliness need not be any w der
than the cutting edge of a knife, as you have seen. And between honely and hi deous? Ah, but you
have not seen the best-or the worst-of ny works! Now go!'’

"And in the chaos of Sara's cell, her strewn books, tapestries, blanket, and broken cot, | found
her lower jaw, its flesh all torn, like a discarded piece of a slaughtered aninmal . . ."

Si ster Anna sat shivering under the fig tree, and her sul phur eyes were wide in the gloom "But
now | 'mnore afraid than ever!" she said. "I thought 1'd find strength in your strength, but
instead 1've found horror in your story. Wen our watch is over, | shall pray to God the whol e day
t hrough. "
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"He can't help us, else He surely would," Delia shook her head. "And it's a bl aspheny for such as
us to even nmention His name. No, He can't help us- but we can help ourselves. There are sharp
cleavers in the kitchen, and we can shape stakes out of pieces of good pine anong the bolts of
firewood."

"It's all too horrid!" cried Anna, starting to her feet.

But Delia was suddenly alert. Rising, she hissed a warning and caught the other's el bow. "Quiet
now, and keep to the shade. Look'" And her head tilted upwards.

Up there, seen through the noon-dappl ed | eaves of the fig, the wi ndow of Vavara's high tower was
lit by a pair of flickering candles. Between them a dark, silent silhouette gazed out on the

ni ght through scarlet pinprick eyes!

Then the head of the silhouette slowy inclined dowwards, and it was as if Vavara's fiery gaze
saw right through the canopy of fig | eaves and into Anna's and Delia's hearts-and perhaps into
their m nds. Huddl ed together, the sisters held tight to each other and | ooked away. They cl osed
their eyes and held their breath . . . they even held their thoughts, as for a minute or two,
perhaps three, they stood frozen in their terror

But when next they dared to | ook up, Vavara was gone

London is two cities-one seen and one unseen. The one that is and the other that used to be, now
j oi ned by darkness. The darkness that two thousand years of nen have made with all of their

buil ding, their bridging or arching over, their tunnelling of watercourses and vaults and cellars
and shelters, and their veritable |abyrinths of transportati on and comunicati on networks. Thus
under ground London, while it is still a part of London, is a world apart, one that has been set
apart by nen
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It is a subterranean city of sprawling sewers that used to be canyons, sweet-water streans and
flourishing rivers, of |ow ways and no-go-ways that once were hi ghways and byways, and unconpl eted
or abandoned hunan-1ife support systens that now support hordes of squealing rats, slithering
eels, croaking frogs, utterly silent, etiolated fungi . . . and who knows what el se?

And there are nen down there, too. The flushers.

Ten mllion cisterns are flushed above, nost of them many tines a day, and far below the city's
upper pavenents the flushers are paid to flush what was flushed. That's their work,- it's what
they do,- they are the city's troglodyte anti bodies, scraping away at the netal, crunbling brick
and reinforced concrete walls within its serpentine veins, keeping its systens free and its juices
runni ng, unclogging the sclerosis of inner arteries, and dispersing their accunul ated detritus.

For if not, then the outer skin of the city would erupt in poisons, and the city itself die.

Such might be the poetic viewpoint, while froma flusher's point of viewit's far sinpler: he
shovel s shit.

Wal | ace Fovargue had been a flusher, would still be if his erstwhile ganger and col | eagues woul d
have him But they wouldn't, and neither would the Mnistry of Sanitation or its subsidiary |ICLC,
the Inner City of London Council. For Wally Fovargue had been bl acklisted and woul d never again

work in the dark and dri ppi ng bowel s of subterranean London

He woul d never work there, no. But being who he was-the way he was, and having been a flusher all
his life-Wally was always going to be there. For he had nowhere else to go ... and anyway, the
sewers and underground byways suited himto perfection. For one thing (and with the exception of
other flushers), there were no people in them But the flushers didn't go where Wally went, and
they certainly didn't live there.

Wally had tried the surface world. He didn't nuch like it,- he loathed his weekly excursion up
fromthe guts of the city to collect his unenploynent benefit. For to the wannabe civil servants
who paid it, he was just another scruffy bum O not just a bum but a freak, too. A stunpy-

| egged, |ong-arnmed, hunchback freak. And occasionally, in the dingy, half-tiled corridor that

| ooked |like the entrance to a urinal, Wally woul d hear the whispers of the other down-and-outers,
where they waited in a queue to approach the pay-out wi ndows in a stuffy, broomcloset-size room
with reinforced one-way gl ass surrounds:

"That's the freak," those whispers would go. "Can you wonder why that specinmen's out of work?
Jesus, like who's going to enploy sone kind of fuck who | ooks |ike that?" And Wally had no doubt
that the enotionless, cold-eyed cashiers counting out the noney and payi ng hi mw t hout ever
touchi ng hi mthought the sane thing. One of Mdther Nature's little errors, our Wally. But on the
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ot her hand they'd never argued with him never tried pushing himinto sone job he didn't want. Oh,
yes-they, too, knew that he wasn't going to find a job, also that they weren't going to find one
for him

Only glance at them suddenly, catch them unawares, and the thought was right there, witten in
their cold eyes and pinched nostrils: Wio in his right mnd

is ever going to enploy a sick-looking fuck like this? The one good thing about it, they paid up
and got himout of there just as quick as you like. He never had to explain why he hadn't been out
| ooking for a job, or how cone he continued to be "of no fixed abode."

The nmoney wasn't nuch, but that was okay,- Wally could live on it, barely. That was the beauty of
not having a nortgage to pay off, of not having a roof over your head. But in fact Wally had
hundreds over his, an entire city of them Wstninster, the Houses of Parlianment, Bond Street,
Mayfair, the Bank of England, the Ritz, even Bucki ngham Pal ace! Sone pretty high-cl ass residences
up there. And sone high-class arses perching on the crappers that watered Wally's underworl d.

But Wally didn't waste tine while he was up there. He was obliged to go there, for the noney, but
once he'd been paid-shortly after nine o' clock on Thursday nornings, for he always tried to be
first in the queue-then he would get off to the nearest supernmarket with his list. Food cane
first, of course, then a six-pack of beers (he didn't drink on Sundays), candles and batteries,
one newspaper (he liked to keep up to date with current events), and his favourite nmagazi nes .
girlie nagazi nes, yes.

Wal |y dressed as best he coul d-which only served to add to the incongruity of his appearance. If
he were tranpli ke, he would scarcely warrant a second gl ance. But reasonably attired, he was out
of place and people |ooked at himas they would at a dressed-up orangutan. That was what he
couldn't bear about the overworld: the fact that people stared, frequently |aughed, and then

| ooked away in enbarrassnent.

He was-or might be, according to Darwin at |east-the product of "natural" selection. WAlly's great-
great - grandf at her had been a flusher of sorts (or, as he woul d have been known in his tine, a
"tosher," one of an early breed of sewer scavengers who earned their livings from whatever they
coul d salvage), and likewi se his great-grandfather, his grandfather, and his father imediately
before him So perhaps all those accumul ated generations and years of stooping, shovelling, and
scraping had altered his genes to suit. For in aspect he was a trogl odyte.

Wally was forty-three and bal ding,- a slipped halo of hair hung down like a curtain to cover his
big ears and the back of his pockmarked neck, and was cut in a ragged fringe over bushy bl ack
eyebrows. Hi s broad shoul ders were powerfully nuscled, as were his gangly arns and short, thick
thi ghs. Reduced in height by his stunpy | egs and S-bend spine, he was just three feet and nine

inches tall, ideal for work in sewers that were often only three to four and a half feet in
di anmet er.

Except he no | onger worked there

As to how that had conme about, his dismssal: it had resulted fromwhat the tribunal had been

obliged to call an "accident," for Wally had been the only witness. As to what had happened:
A flusher he had been working with had been sucked into a vertical sunp where he had drowned in
excrement. But since this was the second acci dent
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of its sort in nine nonths (another man had been crushed by a cave-in of rotten bricks), and since
both of the deceased were known to be practical jokers who fromtine to tine had preyed on the
hunchback .

. The other flushers had flatly refused to work with him For whether in nalice or in passing,
they'd all had their "fun" with Wally in their tine, but no way were they about to |l et himhave
his with theml And the flusher gangs weren't the only suspicious ones,- there had been serious
doubts in the minds of several officials sitting on the tribunal. But |acking evidence to the
contrary Wally had got away with double nurder. At least to the extent that he hadn't as yet paid
for his crimes, except in the coin of the rough conpani onship he'd shared with the flushers. Well
fuck them

Wally wasn't a well nan. He had twice suffered fromspells of a mild formof hepatitis, and he
suspected he might have contracted Weil's disease fromrat urine. Well-read on the hazards of his
lifestyle, he knew that the disease finds a hold in cuts and scratches, and eventually attacks the
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brain. Certainly he'd found hinself thinking sone weird things recently-and not so recently,
either. It had started nmaybe three years back, when Wally had been a flusher proper. Then, as now,
hi s hearing had been nore acute than the rest of his "mates,"” also his sense of snell, and he'd
begun to hear and snell all sorts of unusual things in subterranean London. Sounds from regions
where there shouldn't have been anyone or -thing to nake them and whiffs that weren't ammonia, or
choke- or fire-danp, or the putrid stench of sul phurated hydrogen. Weird whiffs, really . . . like
death and deconposition, and yet like life, too, though just what kind of Iife was anybody's
guess. But in any case the sounds and stenches had al ways come from pl aces he couldn't reach, the
unknown, abandoned or forgotten nether |evels of an ol der underworld entirely. Places that Wally's
coworkers weren't authorized to visit, and where they would never wi sh to venture anyway.

Al so, he had thought on occasion to see novenents, shadows where there shouldn't be any. Shadows
weren't a rarity,- light a candle and he'd have shadows that noved with the flicker of the flane.
But in torchlight, and especially when the torch was stationary-seated on a table, perhaps, for
readi ng, or over his bed, as he settled to sleep-then Wally's shadows should stay sharp and really
weren't entitled to nove at all. But sonetimes. . . sonetines he thought they did.

And very strange shadows at that. Not small, scuttling rat shadows, but those of sonething much

| arger, even nan-size, and swiftly flowi ng. Except of course, nmen don't flow

Such were Wally's thoughts on the Thursday norning in question, as he carried his bag of
provisions into a |lane off Fleet Street, entered a wall ed back garden running to wl derness, and
went down on all fours to vani sh under a canopy of brambles and rank shrubbery. South flowed the
Thanes, and east lay the inner City of London itself. The River Fleet, a subnerged watercourse
that once ran on the surface, gurgled soundlessly, directly underfoot. And there,

under a thin layer of dirt and parched | eaves, Wally lifted the Victorian nanhol e cover that was
only one of his many entranceways to the underworl d.

Fastening his bag to his belt, Wally let himself down into darkness. His feet found the rungs and
he descended, only pausing to pull the antique manhol e cover back into place overhead. Then
squeezing hinself tight to the wall to allow for his mal forned back, he continued his descent.
Twenty feet or so vertical to the first level, then a veritable labyrinth of conduits and tunnels,
and wal kways |ike towpaths that marched al ongside turbid rivers of slurry, seemngly endl ess | ow
ceilinged sewers, and echoing, mst-weathed galleries of rusting, abandoned tracks . . . then
further descents down shaky, flaking rungs that browned his palnms with rust, and nore galleries,
wat erways, sewers, and so on. Ninety mnutes, in all, to get to the place that Wally call ed hone.
A very short distance as the crow flies - but crows were in short supply in Wallace Fovargue's
domain - and the way confused and wandering, literally Iabyrinthine.

If Wally had been a ganger, a boss, there were such places he could have shown his flushers,

pl aces they wouldn't believe! But to get to themthey'd need to be daring, brave, and inaginative
beyond their nundane imagi nati ons. For they had only ever seen this underworld as a workpl ace,
while to Wally it was the entire world - his world. And in it, sone sunptuous places.

Sunpt uous, yes! And Wally chuckl ed as he covered the last few yards of the last tunnel to his
"residence. "

The tunnel was an unconpleted (in fact barely begun) railway |ine, where short, small-gauge ties
were still visible, indicating the use of nmanual bogies in the renoval of debris. The tracks,
however, had been taken out, possibly to be nelted down for war materials. During the Second Wrld
War this place had been opened up for use as an air-raid shelter. The access shafts had | ater been
filled in,- but the sweating brick walls still boasted a few tattered recruitment posters that
dated back to 1943 and '44, while others continued to warn against fifth-columists.

Wally read themas the history of a time he'd never known, but that his father had renmenbered
vividly - until Weil's disease had taken him "The sirens would nake an 'ell of a noise," his
father had told him "Then the A d Folks'd bundle us up, nme and yer auntie" (she was in a "home"
somewhere now) "and urry on darn the unnergrarnd. Well, that was |ike an 'one from'one ter ne,
wot wiv workin' darn there and wotnot "

And it was |ike going hone to Wally, too. In fact the one and only hone he had known for nore than
a year now, since his landlord gave himthe boot for "frightening" the other tenants. Frightening
then? Why, Wally had scarcely ever |ooked at them Wich had been enough, apparently.

But what the hell, there were no snivelling, tale-telling "tenants" down here. Just the rats and
frogs, the eels and nosquitoes, and various small bat colonies. And no grubby |andlord to pay,
either. So as for the overworlders - Juck 'emall

Wally clinbed up onto what might have been intended for a platformif
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the underground line and station had ever seen conpletion. Now he was at the hub of a system of
radi ati ng tunnel s, none of them going very far, one of which had still been fitted with

i ndestructible arnmy-style bunk beds when Wally first found the place. He'd kept one such bed
intact, dismantling and stacking the others to nmake nore room

He had |l ong since tapped into the nearest water main, had all the drinking and washi ng water he
needed, - the same with gas for cooking. No problemthere. But he'd steered clear of electricity,-
it was available but he'd avoided it. He had this aversion to nmessing about with live wires, and
anyway he'd heard a runour that they could track unauthorized users. Al so, his eyes were pretty
well suited to weak light,- a couple of candles or a dim battery-powered torch beam was about all
he needed. No TV, no, but he was equipped with a windup radio. Its aerial was a half-nile of wire
whose other end was tied to a lightning conductor in the steeple of an old church near Moorgate.
One hell of a job that had proved, but well worth it. The reception was quite marvell ous.

Fat for cooking? No problem The restaurants in the inner city poured away thousands of gall ons
every night. They weren't supposed to, but they did. A flusher's nightmare, that: scraping or
shovel ling tons of that slop off of the walls and out of the pipes, before it hardened into giant
candl es and bl ocked up the entire works. Hub! And they wondered why the rat popul ati on was
swelling the way it was!

Wal Iy knew where there was a regular chimey of the stuff. The rats could chew all they wanted on
the rancid external |ayers, but deep inside it was still pretty clean. It was simlar to cheese,
Wal ly thought: it went hard or stale on the outside but stayed soft in its core. He had a | ong-
handl ed sugar scoop that could gouge right intoit. And it smelled quite wonderful, of just about
everything they'd been cooking up there. Sausages and beans could take on all kinds of orienta
flavours .

As for toilets: three minutes in just about any direction, or less than that if you weren't fussy.
And Vally wasn't especially fussy. Tenperature? Wnter or summer up above, down here it was
constant, always mld/ two blankets sufficed.

So he was honme safe and dry, and all that remained was to visit the harem let his | adi es know he
was back, and conplain to them about the m serable day he'd had "upstairs.”

His ladies: an entire gallery of themon the walls of the tunnel adjoining his bedroom He would
have themin the bedroomitself, but that might prove too nmuch of a distraction. There's a tine
for sleeping and a time for the other- hence the harem And nowit was tine for the other.

Wally had been | ooking forward to this noment all norning, and now his excitenent grew as he sat
down at his table (an old folding card table) and took out his nagazi nes. Way back in the past
there had been a nen's nagazine called Playboy-the wonen had been beautiful, and the pictures soft-
edged, warm and gl owi ng, even "artistic" in a prurient sort of way. Al of that was old

NECROSCOPh

hat these days, when art had given way to pure pornography. But the centrefold tradition stil

held true, if not to its origins.

Wally still kept a few of those old Playboy centrefolds pasted to the walls of his harem but they
were there for when the nood called for Iove, not lust. They were pictures of wormen he woul d have
been able to love (if he'd been able and acceptable), not sluts with their |egs gaping and their
fingers hol ding thensel ves open for view ng! But the sad fact was that the majority of the
glossily, lewdly pictured "ladies" in Wally's haremwere of the latter variety. For |ove had
passed himby w thout a second glance, and lust was all that was

left.

Renmovi ng the staples fromthe magazines, Wally spread the centrefolds on his table and exani ned
themin torch-and candl elight. Flecks of drool danpened the corners of his nouth as he stared at

cl ose range at what would in nbst wormen be their nbst private places. But in these pictures he
could look at and into them He could | ook at them touch themwth trenbling fingers and a
fevered inagination, but never get into themor even near them"in the flesh." But there was

al ways t he next best thing-which of necessity had ever been the way of it with Wally.

"A man's best friend," he told hinself-hurrying with his paste pot, brush, his new | ady-friends,
and the throbbing penis with which they'd suddenly, spontaneously endowed him through into his
gallery, his harem"is his good right wanking hand!"™ And with his torch jamed firmy in a gap
where the nortar had fallen frombetween bricks in a gradually buckling wall, Wally quickly pasted
up his new acqui sitions.

Then, taking up his torch in his |left hand, he began plying his fat, veined cock, aimng his torch
first at one photograph, then the next, and slowy rotating to take in the entire gallery. This
was what his ladies |iked, he knew that he shared his affections equally between them show ng no
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favoritism But after he had turned full circle, returning to his "raw' recruits, then he nmade
fast his torch in the wall again, so that it would hold steady as finally he brought hinmself to
climax. Except that didn't happen. For suddenly .

There in the corner of Wally's eye, a shadow where no shadow shoul d be. And while his torch

held steady in its crack in the wall, still the shadow noved, flowed-and it was cast by sonething
behi nd Wally, sonething that was gradually occluding the torch's beam
And whil e he stood there frozen, still clutching his rapidly shrinking penis, so that grotesque

shape- or shadow, or dark stain-flowed over the circle of light and plunged Wally's | adies, and
Wally hinself, into inky darkness. And behind hi m sonethi ng awesone breat hed, just inches fromhis
straining ears!

On legs like rubber, Wally turned, |ooked, saw . . .

Limed in weak torchlight, a jet-black silhouette, a fantastic shape, stood close. Scarlet eyes

bl i nked, observing himclosely and at cl ose range. Then a hand-or sonething resenbling a hand-
reached out to settle on Wally's shoul der. And as he gave a nmassive start:

| NTI MATI ONS
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"Ah, no!" said a low, dark voice like the gurgle of one of Wally's drains. "Have no fear, my son
not of nme. For we are as one. | have watched you for |ong and | ong: how you degrade yourself,

hiding in the dark places like a noth, a fly-the-light-even like a Starside trog, or indeed like
nmysel f -because you are ugly. But believe ne, you are by no neans the ugliest."

And the shape flowed to one side a little, until the edge of the beamof light fell nore surely
upon it. And turning its face right profile halfway into the light, it tilted its head

i nquiringly, opened wide its furnace eyes, and cracked its unbelievable jaws in such a snile that
wal | y-

-That Wally sinply fainted dead away .

7

PUTTING |IT TOGETHER

Ben Trask slept late. After washing, shaving, and dressing, he made a few qui ck notes and was

| eaving his roomto go to breakfast in the hotel downstairs (coffee, two slices of toast, and a
boil ed egg, as usual) when his phone rang. It was the Mnister Responsible,- he'd cone through the
duty of ficer and was on scranbl ed.

"M. Trask," he began, "lI've spoken to the director of the Burger Finanz G uppe bank and nanaged
to extract you fromyour little pile of mess-again!"

"This early?" Trask glanced at his watch-not quite 9:30 A°M in London- but of course Switzerland
had started off the day an hour earlier.

"The early bird catches the worm M. Trask. But really, | have to ask you to take a firnmer hand
with your people. |I mean, 1 know the inportance of what you're doing, but-"
"But... | don't think you do know," Trask cut in. "If you did you'd have better things to do than

conme fishing for apol ogies, especially when | haven't had breakfast yet. And when it cones to

di ggi ng people out of the shit, how deep in it do you think you and the rest of the world would be
if not for nmy people? Ckay, so | had an 'eager beaver' who got ahead of herself. But it's also
possi bl e she's given us our best lead so far. So |'ve reprimanded her on the one hand,

congratul ated her on the other. Now then, do you approve? If you do, try unloading that chip off
your shoulder. If you don't, |I'mopen to suggestions. You could always retire ne, | suppose.”

And after a brief silence: "Mist you always take things so personally?" the Mnister's voice was
still very calm but nmuch colder now. "I mean, where your people are concerned, M. Trask? Last

ni ght you were al nost apol ogetic.”

"Last night | was very tired," said Trask. "lI'mtal king about three years' worth of tired-which to
you probably indicates three years of not nuch happening, three years of running around and nuch
ado about not hi ng? Maybe

L)t filLecKk

you' ve got used to the notion that these creatures are here, and since they don't seemto be doing
too much their threat no | onger seens as great. But just because it was quiet for a while doesn't
mean it's over-Australia proved that rmuch. And yes, | do take things very personally where ny
peopl e are concerned. It's sonmething they call loyalty. You should try it some tinme. Wio knows, it
m ght even be infectious."

"M. Trask, now you're trying to insult ne!l"
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"I see it the other way round,"” said Trask. "Wre you out there in Australia with ne, fighting
t hese bl oody vanpire invaders of our world? Did you see people dying out there, blown to bits in
booby traps? Was it you who-er, how did you put it?-'extracted ne fromthat little pile of ness
when it appeared | was next on the death list? Hell, no, it wasn't you, it was my people. But you
you haven't even found the tinme to say that you're glad to see us all back in one piece. And
now you expect me to grovel because you've 'extracted ne froma little pile of ness'? O course |
take it personally!"
Anot her brief silence, and then: "It's true that | haven't yet congratul ated you on the Australian
job," the Mnister said. "Wll now!| do so. I'"'monly asking you to renenber that just as you
answer to me-or rather, as you are supposed to answer to me-so | nust answer to others above ne.
But sonetines answers are hard to cone by. As you know, | coordinate our security services, M.
Trask, which neans that |'mjust as covert in nmy work as you are in yours. And as vul nerable. Wen
breaches of international etiquette occur, and when ny people are responsible-for you are ny
people-then I'mliable to get just as upset as you. Qur jobs are equally onerous, | assure you."
Upset, Trask thought. Merely upset! The phl egmati sm of the upper class English gentlenman! But he
had to snmile, for he knew that what the Mnister had said was very true. "Big fleas have little
fleas upon their backs to bite 'em" he quoted, and was rewarded by the other's wy chuckle.
"I know the next line to that one,” the Mnister answered. " "And little fleas have smaller fl eas,
and so ad infinitum""
"And it also works in reverse, right?" Trask nodded. "We little fleas have to be careful how we
ride the bigger ones in case they take unbrage and scratch us off. Ckay, so thanks for hel ping us

out. . ." And after a nonment: "Can | take it that the director of the Burger Finanz G uppe won't
be informng a certain 'charity' about a certain breach of security-or 'etiquette,' if you

i nsist?"

"You can indeed," the Mnister said. "Also, if any further funding is to be rel eased through that
outlet, I'massured that we'll be advised well in advance." Trask junped at that, making no

attenpt to hide his eagerness. "But will that help us? | nean, do we know where the outlet is?
What town, city, country? |'d just love to be there if or when any nore nmoney is paid out. W

could trace it right to our . . . well, let's for the nonent call him'our man.' O better still,
our target. One of our targets."

"No," the Mnister answered. "All of the Swiss banks still play it very close to their chests-er
their treasure chests? It's the closest thing you'll ever get

to a doctor/patient relationship. Conplete confidentiality. But anyway, good |uck with whatever it
is you' ve tracked down."

"Tracking," Trask corrected him "W're not there yet. And tal king about not being there, ny
breakfast is waiting and I've a think tank in just an hour's time. Thanks for calling, if not for
the slap on the wist."

"Think nothing of it," said the other. "But do pl ease keep those eager beavers of yours on a

| eash, won't you?" And before Trask coul d answer he put his phone down. As the M nister
Responsi bl e, he liked to have the | ast word.

Oh, | won't, Trask told hinself, nmeaning he wouldn't think anything of it. Then, slightly ruffled
on the one hand, pleased on the other, he left his E-Branch acconmodati on and went for a late

br eakf ast

Going into the think tank in a smaller roomoff Ops, Trask stopped MIlicent Cleary and had a word
with her in private. "I had to take a little flak fromthe man upstairs,” he told her. "But at
| east he took the heat off us. I'Il tell you about it later. Meanwhile, have you given any nore

t hought as to where Ml -
i nari mght be?"

Ji my Harvey was squeezing by them where they stood inside the door. "I couldn't help but hear
that," he said, keeping his voice down as he joined
t hem

"What part of it?" Trask | ooked himup and down. "And what in hell have you been doing to
yoursel f? A rough night or sonething?"

Harvey cut a gnomish sort of figure. A short, conpact nman at five feet and four inches, he was the
whi z- ki d conputer and communi cati ons expert who - along with MIlie - had al nost got Trask into
trouble last night. In his md-twenties, and prematurely bald, but with long red sideburns and
bushy eyebrows that tried hard to make up for his bal dness,- grey, watery eyes,- and a positive
genius for electronics, he did in fact remind Trask of a clever, occasionally mschievous gnone.

Ri ght now, though, there were bags under his eyes, his face was |ined and saggi ng, and his clothes
| ooked like he'd slept in them
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Yawni ng behind his hand, Harvey answered Trask's question: "Last night, after MIlie went off to
talk to you, | sat around awhile in Ops - nore than a while, actually. | didn't hit the sack unti
around three AM But | found stuff to do ... | was just followi ng orders, putting in sonme of the
extra tinme you' ve been asking for. Anyway, before | called it a night | fed sonme stuff into the
extraps. This nmorning | was back in Ops, and the machi nes have cone up with sone interesting

i deas. "

As Harvey finished speaking, Trask | ooked beyond himinto the room The other think-tank menmbers
were all assenbled,- they sat at a large, oblong table with notepads and pencils to hand. They
were | an Goodly, David Chung, Paul Garvey, and John Gieve, all of them|ongtine nmenbers of E-
Branch, - the "upper echelon,"” as it were. The only one who was missing - who really should have
been here - was Anna Marie English, but she was in Sunside. And Zek, of course, or Ms. Trask, as
they had all-too-briefly known her. But Zek wasn't

11t)
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anywhere anynore, or if she was, then it was a place way beyond anyone's ability to reach

Beyond Trask's abilities, anyway .

O hers, who weren't fromthe original cast, were Liz Merrick (who was here because of her
connection with Jake Cutter), and Lardis Lidesci, chiefly because he was wont to jump in now and
then with sone pretty sharp, intuitive comments. Jimy Harvey was a recent recruit,- he was here
to represent the techs.

"Let's join them" Trask said. "And we'll start with you, Jimmy." And then, as they seated

t hensel ves, Trask at the head of the table: "Good norning," he greeted the others, then went
straight intoit. "W're going to start off with Jimy. He and MIlie have been working, er
privately, on sonething with terrific potential. It would seemthey've come up with the goods.
W're not there yet, but we're certainly halfway. That's what we're here for-to finish what
they've started. Thinking caps on, everyone, and let's hear what Jinmy has to say. Jimy?"

The tired-1ooking Harvey took it fromthere. "MIlie and | did a little, er, poaching |ast night-
that's illicit fishing. M. Trask nmight want to enlarge on that later," he glanced apprehensively
at Trask, then at MIlie, and quickly went on, "-or maybe not. Anyway, we narrowed down Malinari's
possi bl e whereabouts to just a handful of countries, and later | fed theminto one of the extraps
together with sone stuff we'd cone across in Australia. By then it was late and | didn't wait
around to find out what the conputer would cone up with. But this norning-"

"Wait!" said Trask. "We'll all be better off if we can see the whole picture. Just what was this
stuff from Australia that you fed into the extrap?"
Harvey shrugged. "Well, for one there was the Bruce Trennier connection. He was an Aussie, or a

New Zeal ander, which to me seened cl ose enough. And then there's the fact that the Australian
tropics are just about as far as possible fromwhere we would normal |y have expected to find
Malinari. And, since | was putting Trennier's nane in there, it seened sensible to include the
nanes of the others who were taken fromthe Refuge when the Wanphyri cane through. So | al so
entered details fromour files on Andre Corner and Deni se Karal anbos. And finally, | requested the
odds on our short list of l|ocations.”

"Corner and Karal anbos," Trask frowned, and MIlie Ceary stepped in:

"Andre Corner was a Harley Street psychiatrist who specialized in kids and young adults,"” she
said. "He'd long since nade his pile and wanted to give sonething back. H s teenage son had died
of a mmssive drugs overdose. Corner's self-inposed penance-for letting his son down, | suppose-was
to work at the Refuge as a volunteer, helping all those young Romani an people."

Trask nodded. "Yes, | remenber now . " It should have been hard to forget, really, but he'd
erased a lot of the details of that time fromhis nmind. "And Deni se Karal anbos was-?"

"She was a paediatrician from At hens, another volunteer,” MIlie obliged.

Thi ngs were comi ng toget her now, and Trask-and probably everyone el se-was beginning to see where
this was goi ng.

"How cone these things-these names and detail s-weren't already in the conputer?" Trask wanted to
know.

"They were," Harvey answered. "But the extraps aren't programmed to play hunches. They only work
with hard facts, and we hadn't been asking the right

guestions. "

And David Chung, the locator, cane in with: "That's right. Instead of describing Starside as their
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sort of habitation, and trying to predict where the Wanphyri would feel nost at home in our world,
we' d have been a lot better off trying to figure out where their new lieutenants were likely to
take them "

"So," lan Goodly piped up. "Just exactly what did your extrap conme up

with, Jinmmy?"

And Harvey said, "I'd supplied the conputer with the countries that MIlie and I had short-1listed:
Italy, Greece, Switzerland, and some South Anerican countries. And | had al so paired off Malinari
and Trennier in Australia. The rest nust have been easy. If 1'd stuck around for another ten
mnutes, | mght well have had the answer |ast night."

"Greece!" said Trask, thunping the table and maki ng everyone junp. "That's where Mlinari has
gone, to one of his bloody coll eagues-Szwart or Vavara, whichever-in Greece. He took Trennier, and
let Trennier take himto Australia, where he then gained his foothold. And as for that poor woman
Deni se Kar al anbos, she woul d have made the perfect tour guide in Greece. But for which one of the
other nmonsters, Vavara or Szwart?"

"Vavara," Lardis Lidesci growmed at once. "And now it begins to make sense ... or nost of it
or I'ma bloody fool!"
"Ckay," Trask said again. "Let's calmit down, keep it orderly, though I'll admit |I'mjust as

excited as the next nman, or woman. So then, Jinmmy, what did the extrap come up with?"

"You were right first time," Harvey nodded. "Geece it is. A high probability factor. But the
machi ne wasn't able to pair M ss Karal anbos off with one of the Wanphyri, couldn't 'guess' which
one of themis there . . ." He paused to glance at Lardis. "So what nakes you think it's Vavara?"
And suddenly Lardis was the focus of everyone's attention.

"Why, because M ss Karalanbos is a nmiss!" the Ad Lidesci answered. "Because she's fenmale! And
according to imem, er, inmrenor-, er-according to old Sunside | egends, Vavara al ways preferred

t he conpany of wonen. Ch, she would have had her nmen . . . er, for various reasons." (He | owered
his head a little to peer briefly at Liz and MIlie.) "To fight her battles for her and so on. But
when it came to company, Vavara's court was one of wonen. And she could sway them as easily as she
could men."

"The Lady Vavara!" Trask sighed. "Vavara and Malinari together. Qur chance to take out two of
these birds of prey with one stone."

"Not Lady, no," Lardis shook his head. "Not the Lady Vavara, just Vavara. *”he spurned the title
Lady, because she nore than any other ferale of the

110 t! K 1 A IN LUMLtL Y

Wanphyri knew it for a great lie. If you're right and she is in Geece, | fancy we go up agai nst
t he worst possible conmbination of vanpire powers. Mlinari and his nentalism and Vavara with her
hypnoti sm And whatever you do, you must never underestimate Vavara because she is fenale.
Renenber if you will Watha the Risen, Ursula Torspawn, Zindevar Cronesap, and the worst of them

al |, Devetaki Skullguise. Hub! For weren't they 'Ladies,' too?"

"Thanks for the renmi nder," said Trask. "But just a nonent ago you called yourself a bl oody fool
Why ?"

"Because | was there, as well you know | was actually out there, in Greece, before you called ne
to Australia. | spoke to Travellers, to that old chief, Vliadi Ferengi. A damed Ferengi! That in

itself should have told nme that something wasn't right. And they had known infection-that girl of
theirs, buried with silver coins on her eyes-but sonmeone had seen fit to dig the poor lass up
again and put a stake through her. Wo el se, do you suppose, but the one who had vanpirized her in
the first place? Wwo el se but soneone trying to cover her tracks, eh?"

"You're right," said Trask, "and it is all coming together. "But you can't blanme yourself for
failing to see what now seens so obvious. Being a Traveller, Szgany yourself, you were sinply too
close to the problem that's all."

"And Vl adi and his people, they were out there | ooking for one of their 'strange places,' one of
the Gateways!" said Lardis.

Trask nodded. "O for sonmeone who'd recently cone through just such a Gate. A d Vladi and that
beak of his, he'd 'sniffed out' Vavara but couldn't find her because she wasn't the 'great Lord
he was | ooking for. He and his people didn't find Vavara, no, but it now | ooks nore than likely
that she found them™

By now the ot her nmenbers of the think tank were | ooking at both Lardis and Trask together, and he
realized that they weren't in on this. Quickly he explained what had happened to Lardis in G eece,
then said, "And so we've got several |eads we can work on-for a start, Vladi and the Ferengis. W
need to know where they'd been imredi ately before that girl went down with-with whatever it was,
for we're not as yet one hundred percent certain. Pretty sure, but not certain."”
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And Chung cane in again with: "Dam! You want to know sonething? O all the places we've | ooked
at, ne and the other locators, mainland G eece is the one we've skipped. It's too close to
Romani a, and beyond Ronmani a the USSR as was. Romania has always had its mndsnmog, clinging to its

old places like . . . like sone kind of nental radioactivity. But as for the genuine article,
radi oactivity itself: well, the Russians have been dunping their crap in the Black Sea for so |ong
now t hat whenever | try scanning anything in that direction all | get is a headache! So even if

I'"d tried, no way | was going to pick up Vavara or anyone else in all that snog."

"But what if you were physically there?" Trask said. "Wat if you were in Geece itself? What

t hen?"

"The cl oser the better," Chung answered. "Even a blind man knows when he's stepped in sonething
nasty. WIl you be putting a teamtogether?"

119
NECROSCOPE: DEFI LERS
And before Trask could answer, MIlie Cleary cane in with: "I'mthe one who found himMalinari, |

mean. Isn't it time | was given sonme fiel dwork?"

Now the team s attention switched to MIlie, and Trask had to agree: "She's right. Wile their

met hods may have been a bit unorthodox-or perhaps | should say downright illegal-still Mllie
along with her colleague in crime M. Jinmy Harvey, did find us our target. At |east they pointed
us in the right direction. But we haven't pinpointed Malinari yet." And he quickly covered his and
MIlie' s conversation of the previous night.

Fol I owi ng which MIlie cane back in with, "So since we now know or strongly suspect that Malinari
is with Vavara in Greece, that narrows down the nunber of banks that coul d have nmade paynent to
that charity, right? Is there any way to find out which G eek banks the Burger Finanz G uppe does
busi ness with?"

"Nice try," said Trask, "but 1've only just got our Mnister Responsible off my back in respect of
your |ast investigations! But. . . you might just have sonething. | don't think we'd get anywhere
fromthe Swi ss end-conplete confidentiality, and all that-so what we could use is some good G eek
liaison. And I think I know just the nman."

Davi d Chung was pretty certain he knew who Trask was tal king about. A good deal of tinme had passed
since the Janos Ferenczy affair in Rhodes and the Greek islands, but someone who had been of

i nval uabl e assi stance had stayed in touch ever since. Afirmfriend of E-Branch, the Geek

pol i ceman-now an I nspector of Police, in Athens-would be sure to offer themall the help they
needed. |ndeed, he would probably want to be in on it as a |leading participant. To be sure he was
on the right track, however, Chung queri ed:

"You nean Manolis Papastanps?"

And Trask nodded. "The sane. As soon as we're out of here, I'll contact himand see what | can
arrange. "
"So how will we handle it?" John Gieve spoke up. "I mean, | knowit's early days yet, but what's

the plan to be? If we're sending a teamout to Australia, and if we're to man the HQ and carry out
our normal duties at the sane time-good Lord! You know | can't believe | said 'normal' just then?-
won't it leave us a bit thin on the ground? Malinari and Vavara, together? But this will have to
be sone kind of task force that we're tal king about here! We're not going to take them easy,

assumng that we can find them And in Geece . . . well, even with this Geek fell ow on our side
we can't expect the sanme |evel of local support that we had down under."
Again Trask's nod. "It's early days, yes. But time, as they say, is of the essence. So you're

right, and the sooner we fornulate a plan-a skeleton we can flesh out later-the better. And
tal ki ng about skeletons, the followup Australian teamw || have to be just that: a spotter, a
tel epath, and that about covers it. Qur Aussie friends will supply the nuscle, if such is

required. As for a Greek task force: again you're right. W'll have to be out there in strength-
wel |, as soon as we know for sure just exactly where we're going."
izu BRI AN LUMLEY

"W should start with VM adi Ferengi and his people," Lardis Lidesci grow ed. "For once we know
where they have been-"

"-Then we'll know where we are going," Trask finished it for him And then, glancing at David
Chung: "Is Bernie Fletcher on duty?”

"We're all on duty!" Paul Garvey rem nded him "W have a couple of nen on foreign enbassy duties,
but the rest of us are here at HQ You asked us to put sone tinme in, and we're putting it in."
"Then let's go down to Ops," said Trask, standing up. "And on the way, soneone can get ahold of
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Bernie."

"Wait!" said Garvey, as his face twi sted grotesquely for a second or so. Then: "No need to go

|l ooking for Bernie," he said, letting his features return to what everyone was used to. "I've
already got him He's on his way to Ops." Paul Garvey was a tel epath. Wen he used his powers, as
he had just this nonent, it wasn't a pretty sight. It required concentration/ "It's all in the way
you chew on your lip," Garvey hinself had often explained it, though never hunorously.

Tall, well built, and still athletically trimdespite his fifty-six years, Garvey had been good-

| ooki ng, too, before he'd gone up agai nst one of Harry Keogh's npbst dangerous adversaries, the
necromancer Johnny Found, and | ost nost of the left side of his face. That had been sone twenty
years ago. At the tine, and on several occasions since, sone of England s best surgeons had worked
on Paul until he | ooked hal f-decent-but a real face is nmade of nore than just so nmuch flesh
scavenged fromother parts. His reconstructed features had been rebuilt fromliving tissue, true,
but the nuscles on the left didn't pull the sane as those on the right, and even after all these

years the nerves weren't connecting up too well. Paul could smile with the right side of his face
but not the left, for which reason and even though the other espers were used to it, he nornally
avoided smling altogether . . . and avoided all other facial expressions, too.

Bernie Fletcher was waiting in Ops when they got there. He was a burly five-foot-eight redhead, an
intuitive |ocator whose talent nmade himan ideal target for spotters in that it worked both ways:
he was a locator, but he could also be |ocated. Tel epathic nenbers of the Branch-indeed all of
Trask's espers-never had nuch trouble homing in on Bernie,- his nental activity was |ike nagnetic
north to a | odestone, and the tel epaths could even send sinple instructions which usually arrived
in Bernie's mind as compul sive "urges.” He m ght occasionally recognize the author, and then he'd
follow up the "suggestion" as a matter of course even if he didn't know what was goi ng on. Such as
now.

"What's up?" he said, his green eyes narrowing to a frown as Trask and the

think tank arrived in Ops.

"You are," said Trask. "Up for pronotion, if you can pull it off."

"Eh?" Bernie blinked owishly. "What's going on, boss? Wy am| here?"

The others were pretty nuch au fait with what Trask was tal ki ng about, but

Fl etcher wasn't in on it as yet.

"Maps," said Trask, glancing at the big wall screen. "Maps of Greece. The nost detail ed maps we' ve
got."

But David Chung said: "Sir?" Wich drew Trask's attention. The |locator was still wont to cal
Trask sir in front of |esser menbers.

"Yes?" Trask | ooked at him

"You asked lan and | to set up a special map room W did, including a big screen. W'd be better
of f three doors down the corridor. Less hustle and

bustle."

"Lead the way," said Trask

As the door to Ops closed behind them a handful of espers and techs working there | ooked at it,
then at each other, shrugged and went back to

wor k.
Wil e just outside the door, Paul Garvey stepped out al ongside Trask and said, "Ben, that skel eton
staff you were tal king about? Back here at HQ | nmean? I'd like to be part of it."

Trask knew what he nmeant. Garvey had taken the plunge just two years earlier and his younger wfe
was very pregnant. Moreover she was blind, which nade themthe ideal couple. Receptive of his
telepathic skills, she had found a newlife in Paul; she could "see" through his eyes, his talent.
And with her, he needn't concern hinself about his |ooks,- he had found an outlet for years of
trapped enotions.

"Don't worry about it," Trask told him as Chung opened up the door to his and | an Goodly's study
room "You're already on ny list for rear-party duties. You, Bernie, John Gieve, and-" But MIllie
Cleary was there, right behind him |ooking at Trask in that way of hers. And so, shrugging

awkwar dly, he finished, "-Oh, and one or two others. Maybe."

Berni e Fl etcher had overheard their conversation. "Wat's that?" he turned to Trask as the others
filed by into the room "I'm stayi ng back? Agai n? Wy ne?"

"You know why you," said Trask. "Malinari's a nentalist-a proven nen-talist-of extraordinary
power. At close range he could suck you in like a vacuumcleaner. Let's face it, Bernie, you stand
out like a sore thunb in the netaphysical aether. You glowin the dark, man! Ch, | can use you to
di scover the whereabouts of such as these Gypsies, but I'mnot going to risk you anywhere near
Lord Nephran Malinari."
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"You think I'd naybe I et the team down?" Bernie's face had fallen and his expression was suddenly

gl um

"Not you," Trask answered, "but your talent. |I'mnot going to be sending UP any signal flares, you
can be sure. But that's not nmy main concern-you are. W've dealt with such as Malinari before. If
you're out of touch with the Janos Ferenczy business, | suggest you read up on it ASAP-and then
I"mbetting you won't want to come with us!" He turned to Gieve.

And John: as usual you'll be our anchorman here at HQ Do you have any Problems with that?"

The ot her shook his head. "Since |I'mnot much on hand-to-hand conbat,

flinging grenades, junping out of helicopters and all such, | have no problens at all with that.
The rest of you can go get yourselves killed." H's way of saying "break a leg," in the theatrical
tradition.

Trask grinned and said, "You're just an old stay-at-hone, that's all."

"And ne?" MIlie caught at Trask's elbow. "Am| to stay at hone, too?"

"W can tal k about that when we're finished here,” he told her. "But right nowit's business."
Which told MIlie something at |east: that she wasn't business but personal-which in turn served
to produce a warmif mldly frustrated feeling in her.

The roomwas snall, a renodelled hotel room wth an oval, glass-topped table standing central

two chairs, and a big rear window fitted with bars and blinds (currently open) that | ooked out on
an inpressive view of central London. But in the niddle of the table, Malinari's fire-scorched
battle gauntlet sat like a grotesque, eighteen-inch, grey-netal alien insect, and on one otherw se
naked wall a four-by-five-foot flat-screen viewer was hanging fromthe picture rail. Beneath the
vi ewscreen, set back fromthe wall, a swivel chair stood in front of the white plastic casing of a
sophi sticated computer consol e and keyboard.

Chung sat down in the swivel chair and switched on the conputer. In a noment, as he tapped at the
keys, the screen flickered into life and displayed a detailed map of nminland Geece, with Athens
at the bottomand Sofia in Bulgaria at the top.

"Swing northeast," Bernie Fletcher instructed, "into Bulgaria." He now believed he knew what was
goi ng on, knew what he was | ooking for. It could only be that Trask and conpany were follow ng up
on his and Lardis's Geek expedition. "But if it's their trail you're interested in-Vladi Ferengi
and his people-I have to warn you it's probably cold by now. " And to Chung: "Now centre

El eshnitsa, which is where we | ast saw them"”

Trask and the others stood aside, |ooked on as Chung centred the screen on El eshnitsa in Bulgaria,
and Berni e reached out a hand and forefinger to touch the printed nane that identified the

vill age, then the sixteenth-of-an-inch black dot that |ocated the place on the big screen. He

stood stock-still for a nmonent, his face lined with concentration, then shook his head. "Stone
cold," he said. "It's been-what, two weeks? Closer to three? And the Travellers, they've noved
on."

"Maybe you need a hand," said Trask. And to Lardis: "Gve hima hand. | nean literally."

"Eh?" said the Ad Lidesci

"You' re Szgany," said Trask. "A Gypsy, a Traveller, a lot closer to these people than we are. And
what's nore, you've actually nmet them Al so, you're fey, "with a seer ancestor's blood in you'-
you' ve said so often enough yourself. So give Bernie your hand. And David, you might like to get
inon this, too. I want to know where these damed people are!"

"Hahl Dammed is right," Lardis growed. "By their nane, if by nothing else."

And he grasped Fletcher's free hand, - |ikew se David Chung, reaching out a hand and forming a |ink

with Lardis. And now things started to happen.

Fletcher's face was suddenly drawn, his green eyes rapidly blinking. And: "Whoah:" he nuttered.

"Now that is strong!" And to Chung, w thout taking his eyes off the screen: "Are you okay, worKking

that keyboard one-handed?"

But Chief Tech Jinmy Harvey had al ready taken over the keyboard as Chung slid aside to give him

room And now both locators and Lardis concentrated together on the nmap on the screen

"Strong . . ." said Fletcher again. "Go north, skirt the old border with Yugosl avia, then cross

the Danube into Romania. Damm, but this is good! W' re getting warm" And suddenly: "Now stop .
hold it right there!" His index finger was now resting on Teregova in Romani a. And:

"I's that where they are?" Trask's eagerness, his urgency, was showi ng. "Just for a nonent there

you seenmed to be heading straight for the Romani an Refuge-or what used to be the Refuge. Cone to

think of it, this wouldn't be a bad route for sonmeone who was 'sniffing out the strange places.'

The subterranean Gate under the Carpathians . . . and Faethor Ferenczy's old place in the

Zarandul ui Mountains. The nore we work on this, the nore it cones together. And yes, |'m sure now
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that old Vladi and his people are part of this. They night not realize it, but they' ve been where
we want to go, and they were sonehow touched by what we've vowed to destroy."

"Left," said Fletcher. "I nmean west... go west across the border into Hungary." Hi s face was very
pal e now, his eyes sunken and wrinkled up until they were al nost closed. And his hand and fi nger
trenbl ed where they contacted the screen. "By God, | believe we're al nost there!"

"Makes sense," said MIlie Cleary breathlessly. "Nationalistically, these people are Hungari ans.
Now that VI adi's search for the 'strange places' is over for the time being, he's heading hone for
alittle Rand R "

"Didn't know you were in the arned forces." Trask's voi ce was hushed.

"Wasn't," MIlie answered. "But | had a boyfriend who was. Er, it was a long tinme ago
"Not headi ng hone," Bernie shook his head, "but gone hone! They're there, and so are we!"
Everyone's gaze was now riveted to the screen, where the locator's hand literally vibrated on a
wooded area near the town of Szentes.

And Lardis said, "Wuld you believe there was once a canpsite in Sunside called Szente? It

bel onged to the Szgany Szente and their |eader, Vol pe- m serable old shad-thief that he was-and
was hidden away in the forest southwest of Lidesci territory . . . that is, until the night the
Wanphyri found it. Aye, and they found old Vol pe, too, since when the Szgany Szente are no nore.
Huh! But just look at this map: all those woods, |akes, and rivers. They nake ror excellent
hunting, gathering, fishing. Ch yes, Vladi and his people, they've gone home all right!"

How are we fixed with Hungary, diplomatically and so on?" Trask was on jt '" a flash.

1" BKI A1N LUl VI1LE

"Coul dn't be better," said MIlie Ceary. "They joined the European Union just three years ago, -
they're using the old NATO standard weaponry, and our arned forces are training their junior

of ficers at Sandhurst and the other academ es,- we kept themout of the fire financially when
Russia and her once-satellites went down the tube, and so they owe the Wst a heck of a lot."
Trask nodded. "Good. Excellent! More work for the Mnister Responsible: to speak to his Hungarian
counterpart and have old M adi Ferengi taken into, er, 'protective custody' in Szeged or maybe
even Szentes, depending on | ocal public opinion. Lardis, you and | shall fly out there together
talk to Mladi, find out where he'd been inmediately prior to that poor girl going down wth

well, with whatever. But |I'mbeginning to think we can be pretty sure what was wong with her."
"1'"'mready whenever you are," Lardis nodded. "Just say the word. And nmaybe this time we'll
actual ly get sonewhere!"

"Right," said Trask, "and nowit's tine to nake a few nan-power plans . . . but |I'mleaving that
and the other logistics to the techs." He tapped Jinmy Harvey on the shoul der where he sat at the
comput er keyboard. "Jimmy, we're tal king hours, not days. A breakdown of all avail abl e manpower,
travel arrangenents, all the usual logistics, yes. An Australian skeleton crew, a backup or rear

party here at the HQ and the main task force . . . well, somewhere in Greece. They'l|l probably be
based somewhere on the Mediterranean coast close to Kavala. But they'll be the last to get under
way, which will be just as soon as Lardis and | finish up in Szentes. Then we'll join up with them
in-" he offered a shrug, "-wherever ..."

Trask | ooked fromface to face. "Questions?"

There were none.

"Then think some up!" he said, "And find the answers-and then tell ne about thenml " He headed for
the door but Jimmy Harvey stopped him saying:

"Maybe | should speak to GCHQ, the listening station? They have access to Brit and US spysats.
Maybe they can confirmthat the Szgany have gone hone, actually get them on-screen in those
Hungari an woods. "

"No," said Trask. "GCHQ will only want to know what we're doing, why we need this information, and
I would nuch prefer to keep this to ourselves. So we'll sinply take Bernie's, David' s, and
Lardis's word for it, and work on that." And at the door he turned and said:

"David, I'Il have to speak to the Mnister Responsible directly, | nean right now, so that he can
fix things up for me in Hungary. Since | can't be in two places at once, do ne a favour and see if
you can contact Manolis Papastanps, will you? Thanks. And MIlie, and Liz: I'lIl see you in ny

office in half an hour. Liz first. As for the rest of you: thanks, everyone. Wl | done. But it
doesn't stop here-this is only the start. So nowit's back to work, people, it's back to work ...
Trask had barely done talking to the M nister Responsible when Liz Merrick came knocking on his
door. He'd wedged it open in the vain hope that sone

fresh air mght come wafting through his office,- wondered if in fact there was any fresh air left-
anywhere! The air-conditioning? That was a | augh! The one systemthat hadn't been updated in this
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pl ace,- and thirty years ago, |ong before anyone had begun to take note of weird El N no weat her
patterns, even then the air-conditioning at E-Branch HQ had been inadequate.

"Cone inand . . . and droop!" Trask called out. "Better yet, conme in and flog ne with sone tw gs
or sonething . "

"Excuse ne?" Looking not quite as wilted as Trask, Liz sat down opposite his desk.

"Well, since it feels like I'mliving in a sauna," he told her, "I nay as well act like I am"
Then, serious once nore: "So what's going on? Al norning you' ve been | ooking worried. Sonething
shoul d know about ? Sonet hing wi th Jake, naybe-agai n?"

Trask's hal fhearted attenpt at hurmour was already a thing of the past, forgotten. And Liz found
herself thinking: This is just business to him No roomfor anything else. He isn't going to
under st and.

She | ooked down at the floor for a moment, then | ooked at Trask-looked straight at himand set her
jaw. And determni ned, but neverthel ess stunbling over her words, she said, "I don't think

that is, | don't want to ... | nean, | won't be spying on Jake anynore."

Trask rai sed an eyebrow, sighed, and said, "Ch? And that's supposed to upset nme, is it?"

Liz bit her lip. "Not intentionally, no. But I|-"

"Well it does upset ne!" He snapped, cutting her off. "It upsets ne a great deal, because |I'm now
| ooking at the ruin of not just one potentially excellent esper but twd. However, and before
chase you to hell out of here, out of the Branch, and out of a job, you'd better tell ne why
you've cone to this . . . this stupid decision! And if you tell ne it's a matter of loyalty, then
I'"l'l have to ask you just where are your l|loyalties, Liz? And which is nmore inportant: your job, E-
Branch, the security of the world-or bloody Jake Cutter?"

And now she was angry, too, which was all to the good, because that way she would tell the plain

and sinple truth ... or the truth as she sawit. And Ben Trask and the truth had al ways been the
best of friends.

"My spying on himis getting in the way of... of Jake and me, of our relationship,"” she said. "He
knows what |'m doing-or if not knows, then he nore than just suspects it-which is why we're at an
i npasse. He can't let me get too close for fear 1'Il learn-well, everything. Including those

t hi ngs everyone has that really should be private, the things that-that-"

"That rattle?" said Trask. "You nean |like skeletons in our closets? Or is it sonething worse than
t hat ?"

"No. Maybe. | don't know. Yes." And she | ooked down at the floor again.

"But isn't that just exactly what we' ve been trying to discover?" Trask said

"°gically. "Don't we want to hel p Jake, and so clear the way for himto start

hel pi ng us? God, but he has-or he could have-the powers of a Necroscope!

hi nk about it! What a weapon he woul d nake! Think about what he's already

achieved out in Australia. But if there's something very wong in there, in the depths of his
mnd, and if he's-"

"I'f he's been got at?" she cut in. "If he's a plant, despite everything we've seen so far? But is
that really feasible?"

Trask shrugged, shook his head, then nodded however reluctantly. "Yes, it's still possible. |
don't want it to be-it's the last thing | want-but that's the way it is. W nust never

underesti mate the Wanmphyri: their capacity for evil, their lust for life or undeath, their
tenacity. You weren't here, Liz, but we, the rest of us, we won't ever forget what happened to
Harry Keogh. Harry had the will, the guts, the strength to fight it, yet still he lost the battle.

But Jake-? That's why | can't let you quit-not just for E-Branch and all that we stand for, but
for Jake, too-and for you, since you feel that way about him Now think: if he's in danger

shoul dn't you be doi ng sonething about it, or letting ne do it? If he had cancer, wouldn't you
want us to cure it, cut it out?"

Even saying these things, still Trask felt treacherous. It was his lie detector working in
reverse, detecting bis lie. Yes, he wanted to save Jake and keep himsafe,- for E-Branch, for the
world, but least of all for Liz. Not until Jake had proved hinself beyond all reasonabl e doubt,

anyway. Yet still he went on:

"Whatever it is that's affecting himand | can't believe it's ingratitude, stupidity, or just

pl ai n stubbornness-we've got to find and get rid of it. But if you have . . .feelings for him
well surely you can see that for yourself?" And before she coul d answer:

"Ckay, so tell ne what's brought this on. Ch, | know, it's been conmng for some tine, ever since

we got back hone. But the last time we spoke | thought we'd cleared it all up, that there were no
nmore barriers between us, except maybe ethical barriers that really have no neani ng conpared to
what we're dealing with. As for myself: it's not easy, but | sinply can't afford ethics, Liz. Not
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anynore, and certainly not now And as for the Wanphyri: they don't bave any ethics and never have
had. So tell ne, why have things changed? What happened that we're right back to square one?
Sonet hi ng | ast night, maybe?" For he had seen it in her eyes: that haunted | ook, and the

sl eepl essness, of course.

And so she told himabout it-nost of it, as best she was able to renmenber-and he heard her out in
silence, his talent sorting out the truths fromthe half-truths. But at |east there were no
blatant lies. Oh, the picture she painted was in Jake's favour, but the colours she used were al
true to life. And she finished by saying, "So you see, Jake is just as scared of this thing as you-
or as we are-which is why he was fighting it. It isn't sonmething he's in | eague with but sonething
he's doing battle with, constantly. It's draining him and if | keep doing what |'ve been doing it
will drain me, too . "

And finally Trask spoke. "On top of which, he continues to have his own agenda: this thing with
Luigi Castellano."

"That too," she said. "Plus the fact that he's not aufait with the Branch and its systens, - but

how coul d he be, when he's only been with us a few weeks? And he still doesn't know all of the
facts with regard to his ... let's call it his
condition. | mean the condition we know about, that something of Harry Keogh is in him as

opposed to this other thing."

"So it's that again,"” Trask grunted. "The things | didn't tell himyet, about

Harry."

"Yes," she answered, "it's that again. Wth all due respect, it's like you're trying to have your
cake and eat it. And he's the one who's paying for it. You asked himto work for us, to be a
Necroscope, w thout letting himknow what a full-blown Necroscope really is, w thout explaining
his awesonme potential, all the terrible things-the unthinkable things-he mght be able to do. But
far worse, you haven't told himabout the dangers, about what happened to the origina

Necr oscope. "

Trask thought about it and sighed. "What if | tell himand he can't take it, turns us down flat,
runs away fromit?"

"That's a chance you have to take," Liz answered, "if only for your own sake. And you can stop

ki ddi ng yoursel f about your alleged |lack of '"ethics'- which is just another word for conscience.
Do you really think you re the only one who recogni zes the truth when you see it? Wll, you're
not."

"Never con a con man," said Trask wyly.

"Or a con woman," Liz nodded. "Or a telepath. | know an injured conscience when | bunp into one."
First MIlie and now you, he thought. Is there no privacy anynore? "So, now |'mthe bad guy in al
t hi s?"

"No, | just think you're too close to it," she said. "What with Zek and all . . ." In that sanme
nmonent she coul d have bitten her tongue off. But Trask ignored it and said:

"So instead of trying to 'cure' Jake | should sinply trust him right?"

"Al'l the others seemto think so."

"You' ve spoken to then®"

"I don't have to. But | can tell you one thing: during our think-tank session, there were nore
than one or two m nds wonderi ng why Jake wasn't there.”

And after a nonent: "Listen," said Trask. "Fromwhat you told nme just a few mnutes ago, | could
be forgiven for thinking that perhaps-just perhaps- Jake Cutter is carrying the seeds of a plague.
He has the synptons, not in his body but in his mnd. Something's in there, certainly. And as you
yoursel f have admitted, you don't think it's sonmething that Harry Keogh has dropped off for Jake's
saf e-keeping. Now, if Jake is '"just' a man, albeit a man with a Necroscope's Powers, however
undevel oped, that's all to the good. W'Il help himdevel op and use themyes, to our benefit, and
to his own, but mainly to the world's, out if he should prove to be nore, or rather 'other/ than
an ordinary man with extraordi nary powers . "

And she saw the rest of it in his nind-Jake Cutter, cut down, decapitated, burning! And she knew
that Trask had wanted her to see it, that he'd deliberately °cussed his concentration upon it.
"My God!" Her hand flew to her mouth, what's the problen?" Trask asked her-knowi ng full well what
t he prob-

128 BRI AN LUMLL Y

lemwas. That while it was easy for her to spy on him it was nmuch harder to do it to the one she
was falling in love with. That was part of it,- but it was also that the truth, the terrible,
terrifying truth, had suddenly been brought hone to her with as nuch force as he could nuster
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"But it's Jake we're tal king about!" she cried.

Trask nodded. "Yes, and it's the difference between Bruce Trennier, or Jethro Manchester and his
famly, and soneone you love. But Liz, | would far rather cure than kill. Wiich is why |I've been
so cautious. If he-if we-are in danger, | don't want to perhaps accelerate this thing by telling
hi m what happened to Harry and two of his sons, and what m ght be happening to him | want to

wat ch, hope and pray, and wait for indisputable proof one way or the other."

"But-"

"But there is one other way," he cut her off. "I can do as you ask and tell himtell himthe whole
thing-and see how it affects him Then, if he continues to fight it, if he fights all the harder
we'll know he's worth working on, worth saving. But if he gives in, submts . . . we'll know that,
too. And then it'll be a case of watching himall that much nore closely. And you, because of your
relationship with him wll have to be the one doing the bulk of the watching. Which in turn neans
that if or when the time cones, you will be the one who has to turn himin to nme, because there is
no other way. So then, is it a deal? Are you up to it?"

She thought about it. "You'll tell himthe whole thing if 1'Il keep on spying on hinP"

"Not spying on him" Trask shook his head. "Watching him As we'd watch over a feverish child's
synptonms, hoping they'll disappear or that he'll be strong enough to throw themoff."

"And that's your best offer?"

"I'n my position," he answered, "it's the only offer | can make. And believe ne, it's nore than |'d
of fer anyone el se . "

At which nonment there came an interruption

From the corridor, the sudden hustle and bustle of hurried notion, running footsteps and raised
voices. MIlie had arrived and was out there waiting to speak to Trask as he'd required of her

But so had David Chung arrived, and Trask had rarely heard hi msoundi ng so agitated:

"Excuse me, MIlie, but I've got to see himnow. And | do nmean now"

"But. . . what is it?" said MIlie, anxious as she appeared nmonentarily in the open doorway,
squeezing herself to one side, flattening to the wall as Chung hurried by w thout pause.

And al nost skidding to a halt before Trask's desk, barely glancing at Liz, the Chinaman bl urted:
"Ben, it's Manolis. He was on a case, got hurt, can't say how bad. But hes hospitalized."

"Hurt?" Trask started to his feet, his nmouth falling open. "Manolis, in hospital? Were?"

LJ E r 1 L E K

"That's just it," Chung answered grimy. "He's in Kavala, G eece, on the Mediterranean coast. And
during his few nonments of consciousness, before they had to sedate him he was asking to speak to
you! He wouldn't say what it was about, but by all acounts he did say that it was desperately

i mportant, and that you would understand. So, do you want to take a guess at it? A'wild stab in
t he dark?"

Trask cl osed his nmouth, shook his head, and said, "Nothing wild about it! But | do want you to get
everyone to drop everything and nake sure they're all in the Ops Roomin the next ten mnutes - or
better still make that five." And turning to Liz: 'That includes you, and Jake Cutter, too, and no
argunents. Better go find him and do it now "

"Or?" she said.

"Or I'lIl take it you've turned me down. In which case you know where the elevator is situated."
But as she turned away and headed for the door, he called after her, "Well?"

"Well," she | ooked back. "I'mgoing to find him"

And Trask breathed a silent sigh of relief. His last for a long tine to cone

Utt-ILtKb

8

JAKE'S AGENDA

Liz didn't find Jake Cutter, and when Trask was through bringing everyone up to date and i ssuing
face-to-face instructions, he only had to | ook at her expression to know the truth.

Then: "What?" he said disgustedly. "He's out on the town again? | don't believe it! And this is
the man you were pleading for? But if this isn't deliberate aggravation | don't know what is!"
Liz could only shake her head despondently. "He was in his roomfirst thing this norning; 1 could

hear hi mnoving about in there. That's all | know about it. But it's like | told you: he was
feeling totally out of place here. W hadn't given himanything to do, and you hadn't told him
everything he should know. | nean, it isn't as if he's the kind who can just wander about the

pl ace | ooki ng dunb!"
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"No," Trask answered, "but he can certainly act it! As for not putting himin the picture: | was
about to do so, this norning, right now But now he's gone m ssing again, and anyway | no | onger
have the tinme."

David Chung, lan Goodly, and MIlie Ceary had hung back; the rest of the staff were hurriedly
vacating the OQps Room on their way to prepare for the specific roles they'd been handed: packing
their bags for what would anount to an operational mass exodus, or rearranging their schedul es as
nmenbers of the skeletal rear party, whichever.

Now Chung stepped forward and said, "Look, | wouldn't normally go rummagi ng around in soneone's
private bel ongi ngs wi thout his perm ssion, but since this is sonething of an enmergency . . . well
there's bound to be sone personal stuff in Jake's roomthat | can use to |locate him W only need
to change his door's access code to get ne in there, and-"

"No need for that," said Liz. "I can get in. As far as the security codes go,

his roomand ny place - the old annex at the rear - are still one room and the optical scanner
will accept ne."

"Say no nmore," the locator said. "The eyes have it!" And however nervously, he grinned at his own
wit for a nonment, then sobered and said: "So what are we waiting for? Let's go."

"Wait!" said Trask. And to Chung: "I also want you to sort out the travel arrangenents. So when
you' ve sent soneone out to find Jake and bring himin, then get on to our friends at Heat hrow and
Gatwick. | knowit's short notice, but I want us to be out of here ASAP - today or tonight, if at
all possible. At the very least | want the advance parti es underway. Ckay, so do whatever's
necessary. As for nyself: |I'Il be in nmy office speaking to the Man Upstairs, finding out what kind
of help, if any, we can expect fromthe Geek authorities. Report to nme there."

Then, as Liz and the locator hurried away, Trask turned to the precog, |an Goodly. "Now what? Do
you have probl enms, too?"

"l don't think so," Goodly answered. "But you have ne down with Lardis, going to see VI adi
Ferengi. Can | ask why?"

Trask nodded. "We'll be dealing with powerful nentalists, or with one such for sure - Nephran
Mal i nari. Remenber, just as soon as we found Bruce Trennier, Milinari knew we were warm and
getting warner. He knew that we were coming for him and he was ready for us. So this tinme w're

not going to be sending up any signal flares,- | won't upset things by having too nmany wld
tal ents appear in any one place at any one time, cluttering up the psychic aether, so to speak. If
psychic tal ents have signatures, then by now he knows ours only too well. So we'll have to build

up our presence gradually - and yet as quickly as possible, you understand - w thout having us al
arrive on the scene en nasse. That's why we need to get the advance teans away posthaste, and you
and Lardis formone such team OCh, and you can speak to Liz, too. Take her with you. She'll know
it if Mladi strays fromthe truth. |I had intended to teamher up with Jake, but now. . . |I'mnot
taking him Not even if we find him Jake's what used to be called a | oose cannon, and | can't
risk himgoing off Iike that and blowing us all to hell."

"I see," Goodly nodded. "So the nmain reason you're splitting us up is sinply as a w se
precaution."

Again Trask's nod. "But in any case |I'll have you close to hand, just across the border in
Hungary: maybe an hour's flight time? And as soon as you and Lardis are through talking to this
old Gypsy, this Vladi Ferengi, then you can Join up with ne and David sonmewhere in Geece. ||
keep HQ up to date on our location at all tines."

"That's good enough," said Goodly.

"Cood, " said Trask. "And neanwhile, how s the future | ooking?"

"Secretive," said the other. "All | see is novenent - lots of it."

"Ch?" said Trask. "But that's not the future, that's right now" And: "WII you be okay wth
Lardi s?" He | ooked around but couldn't see the Od Lidesci. e is he, anyway?"

li2 BRI AN LUMLt | f

"He went off to get his things together," the precog answered. "Also to tell Lissa what's going
on, | imagine. He | ooked a bit apprehensive-not about the job but about Lissa! | can see her
giving himall sorts of hell-going off to fight vanpires again, hahi" And Goodly smled a rare,
wy smle. "As for working with him | know we'll get on fine. | haven't forgotten what we owe

him That tinme in Sunside, we were the strangers in a strange |and then .
"Look after himthen," Trask said.

"You're joking," said the other. "Wth that machete of his, he'll be the one |ooking after me!"
And as Goodly went off, finally it was MIlie' s turn

"1'"mstayi ng back again,"” she said flatly. She didn't say it accusingly, but Trask knew she was
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accusi ng hi m anyway.

"Walk with me," he said. And on the way along the corridor to his office: "MIlie, you' re not a
field operative-it isn't your scene. And anyway you're nore inportantly placed back here than in
the thick of it somewhere . . . sonewhere out there." And he waved a hand, indicating nowhere

speci al but everywhere dangerous.

“Inportant to you in my work, you mean," she said. A statenent, not a question

And again Trask was quick to catch on. "Inportant in every way," he answered. "And quite

i ndi spensabl e. Look, it's as I've just explained to lan: where Malinari is concerned, we're
dealing with a nentalist who can get into our mnds-and nore especially your mnd-as easily as
that." He snapped his fingers. "And if you don't believe nme, you should speak to Liz. You're a
telepath, MIlie, and vulnerable. It's sinple as that."

"Yes," she answered. "lI'ma very experienced tel epath, however untried in the field, and ny
shields are a lot better than Liz Merrick's. But Liz is going and |'m staying, and that's not
fair. Don't you think it's time we put this kid sister thing to rest? | deserve the chance to get
out there and prove nysel f."

"Ch? And will you al so chance getting yourself killed-or worse than killed-into the bargai n?"

"A fate worse than death?" They were at his office door

"Once upon a tine there was no such thing," Trask answered. "Not really, except to the Victorians
and such, hypocrites that they were. But now there is." He al nost added, You really don't know
what it would do to ne if any harm should come to you, but sonehow nanaged to hold it in.

Maybe she "heard" it anyway, for now she said, "Wat about me, if something should happen to you?"
And after a while he said, "Sone people certainly know how to pick their tinmes, don't they? First
Jake Cutter, and through Jake, Liz-and now you. But we don't have tine for this, MIllie. So please
try to understand and don't give nme any nore problens than |'ve got right now "

As he entered his office she paused, held back, and turned away. And over her shoul der: "Ben
don't forget to kiss ne goodbye before you leave. It might be your |ast chance . "

Trask cl enched both fists, put themon top of his desk, and | eaned on them

He opened his nouth to call MIlie back . . . and didn't. Dam it all to hell, he couldn't!
Because she had to be safer here. But what if she wasn't here when he got back?

This time she really had heard him and she'd probably felt his pain, too. And, fromthe corridor,
"Ch, don't worry, Ben. | shall be here," she called out, softly. "I suppose so, anyway." Foll owed
by the rapid tap-tap-tap of her footsteps quickly receding

Trask had been right, and there wasn't going to be any help fromthe G eek authorities. Geece was
still having territorial disputes with an increasingly warlike neighbour, Turkey, and a | ot of
trouble was brewing with illegal inmigrants flooding in fromfamni ne-stricken Al bania. The mainl and
was full of unrest, which put the ball well and truly in Trask's court. This time, unlike the
Australian job, E-Branch would be on its own.

Trask was jotting down a few notes when David Chung reported as ordered to his office. And once
again the | ocator was excited.

"I't's Jake," he said. "I found himeasily enough, but you won't like where | found him And we
won't be bringing himin."

"Tell me the worst," said Trask

"He's in Marseilles, France," said the other

And now, for just a nonent, Trask was excited, too. "Marseilles? He nust have used the Mobi us
Conti nuum "

"I't's the only answer," Chung agreed.

But Trask's excitenent quickly ebbed and he was scowing. "He lied to us about losing it. And he's
using it to serve his own ends when he should be hel ping us."

"H s own agenda," Chung nodded.

Trask stood up, canme from behind his desk and began pacing the floor. "Do you realize what we | ose
if we | ose Jake?"

"On the one hand a | oad of trouble," the |ocator answered. "And on the other, we could |ose the
war. The fact is that we-and not just us but the world-we all need a Necroscope. And if Jake
hadn't been there to pull us out of the fire in Australia . . ." He let it trail off and shrugged.
"Er, do you think maybe we could have handled it better?"

"Meaning | could have handled it better,” said Trask. "You all seemto think so. You, Liz Merrick
and | an Goodl y-oh, and plenty of others, |I'msure. Maybe |I'mtoo autocratic."

"The Branch has to have a boss," Chung answered. "You have this talent of yours, and what coul d be
nmore inmportant than the truth? So obviously you're the right man for the job. And it's al so

obvi ous that you see sonething in Jake Cutter-sone kind of problemthat the rest of us haven't
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pi cked up on."
"Then why don't | know what it is?" Trask quit his pacing, threw up his hands. And before Chung
could answer: "Never mind. Let it go for now Wat's done is done. W'Ill|l just have to wait and see

how it works out. So now tell roe about those travel arrangenents.”

"The choice is yours," said Chung. "W can fly into Athens tonight if you like, a conmmercial

flight out of Heathrow. Or we can charter a small plane, fly direct to Kavala. The only probl em
there is that Kavala's mainly a mlitary airport- we could have a problemgetting permission to
land. O, we can pick up a couple of cheap tickets on a | ate-season package-holiday flight |eaving
at eight-thirty tonorrow norning. That one goes to Kavala, gets in mdday. The airport takes just
a handful of tourist flights for the sake of the country's econony."

"So what's wong with Athens, tonight?" Trask queried.

"Ah! | forgot to mention," the |ocator answered. "There's no connecting flight till nidday
tonorrow. And Athens and Kaval a are quite sone distance apart.”

"Maybe it's as well," said Trask. "In fact it mght serve our purpose very well to take one of

t hese-t hese what - package holidays?" He frowned and shook his head. "Hard to renmenber when | | ast
had a real holiday. It was with Zek, | think, when we went out to sell her place on Zante . "

He stirred hinmsel f, gave hinself a shake. "Anyway, how come there are spare seats? Haven't | been
given to understand that these flights are |ike sardi ne cans?”

"I'n any nornmal year they would be,"” the other told him

"Ch yes," Trask nodded. "I was forgetting. El Nino."

"That's right," Chung said. "People are running away fromthe sun! Al so, there are a couple of

pl ague spots in the Greek islands, mainly Cyprus, Crete, and Rhodes. These things and various
political problens-all the unrest and what have you-it puts people off."

"l suppose it would! But plague? That new strain of bubonic out of China? | thought we had that
I'icked?"

"W have," the locator agreed. "The richer countries, anyway. But the not-so-rich are having
troubl e paying for the nedicine. We're helping out, but it takes tine-the usual bureaucracy.
Anyway, that really shouldn't concern us,-those shots we got in Australia have given us all the

i munity we can use. I'mstill sore from mne!"

"Ckay," Trask told him "Get us tickets for tonmorrow. Eight-thirty out of-?"

"Gatwi ck," Chung answered. "But tell ne, what do you nean, it will serve our purpose well?"

And Trask said, "As tourists-common or garden holiday nmakers-we'l|l be about as unobtrusive as we
can get. You see, |I'mtrying to play this by their rules, Wanphyri rules, | nean. O the rules
they used to play by, anyway. Anonynity is synonynous with longevity. Isn't that how it goes?"
"That's how it goes," said Chung.

"So we'll keep it anonynous," said Trask. "At least until it gets close up and personal. Ckay, so
what about the rest of the travel arrangenents?”

"lan, Liz, and Lardis are all fixed up for tonorrow. They fly direct to Szeged. By noon tonorrow
or maybe a little later, they'll be talking to Valdi Ferengi and we'll be with Manolis."

"No trouble with Liz?"

Chung shook his head. "1 told her where Jake is. She seens resigned to it-the fact that he's
al ways going to have these problens. At |east until-"
"Until he deals with them | know," said Trask. "So on the off chance that he can deal with them

wi t hout getting hinmself killed, that is-maybe it's all for the best. . ." And he began pacing the
fl oor again.
"What is it, boss?" said Chung concernedly. "I nmean, apart fromall this?"

"Apart fromall this? Nothing. Not that | can't put right, anyway. Wiich I will as soon as you're
out of here."

And as Chung headed for the door: "David, will you take it from here, nake sure things run
snoothly for a couple of hours? | need a little time to sort something out."

"No problem" said Chung, closing the door behind him.

When Trask was al one he got straight on the tel ephone to MIlie Ceary. "MIlie, about that
goodbye kiss you nentioned?" And he took a deep breath and held it a couple of seconds before
blurting out the rest of it. "What would you say to taking it a step or two farther than that?"
"Cone agai n?" (She sounded nore than a little surprised.)

"I have the evening off," said Trask. "How about you?"

"My time's nmy own, renenber?" she answered. "I don't have any bags to pack." Her words were

| oaded, as usual

"And mine are always packed," he told her. "So |I was sort of thinking, maybe we can find a quiet
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bar with a big overhead fan sonewhere. Share a couple of long, cool drinks . . . ?"

"And di nner |ater, on you?"

"Following which, it'lIl be just about tinme for bed," Trask said, and again held his breath. For
after all, it was possible he'd read this all wong.

But he hadn't read it wong. And while be wasn't the telepath, still he knew she was sniling one

of those snmiles of hers when she asked him "Your place or nine?"

The previous night, after Liz had left Jake in his room

He had tried reading a handful of E-Branch files that Trask had given himbut wasn't able to
concentrate,- his mnd kept returning to the nightmare that Liz had interrupted. . . God bless
her! O it would return if only he could renenber what the damm thi ng had been about.

A fight? He'd definitely been fighting sonmething, and sonething nonstrous at that. But what? He
renenbered tal king to Korath, renenbered the vanpire's word ganmes, sonething of his argunents, and
that they hadn't reached any nrm decision on how to handl e their nutual agendas-nutual in that
they both Pl anned murders, if murder was the right word for it and not sinply the exterm nation of
verm n-but apart fromthat, nothing

Jake suspected that he had fallen even nore deeply asleep, perhaps in the njddle of their
deadspeak conversation, and that the dead vanpire had then

137

left himto his dreams. O rather, to his nightnare. Wll, and weren't nightmares comonpl ace to
Jake Cutter? They certainly were, and especially since his introduction to E-Branch. But usually
he recogni zed their sources, knew where they'd sprung fromand what they were about, and was able
to turn his back on themuntil the next tine. This one, however, was different and continued to
bot her hi m probably because he couldn't remenber its details.

No, not a one of them except perhaps the fear. For after all, it wasn't too often he'd wake up in
a cold sweat, fighting for his Iife (or for nmore than "just"” his life-for control of his life,
maybe? But it wasn't too hard to guess where that notion had sprung fronl) agai nst sonething he
couldn't recall

Al so, there had been his seenming rejection of Liz. But the last thing he'd wanted to do was reject

Li z! There, he'd admitted it, he was attracted to her. Hell, no, he was a whole hell-of-a-Iot
attracted to her, but wasn't about to nmake |ove to her while there was even the slightest chance
that Korath was still lurking around in there-or should that be in here?-or that he m ght return

Shit-Jake's mind had beconme a place now It wasn't just his any |onger, but sone kind of conmunal
nmeeting place for the dead! Sone of them anyway. Harry Keogh, Zek Foener, Korath, and all those
ot her whisperers in darkness who as yet wouldn't conmit thenselves to conversing with himbecause
for sone unspecified reason they feared him but whose voices neverthel ess went echoing through
the caverns of his mnd

Say what!? They, the teem ng dead, were afraid of fcin? So what kind of infernal nonster had
Jake becone that he instilled fear in the incorporeal mnds of the Great Majority? And who in hel
woul d want to be a Necroscope anyway?
Thus his nmind was a junble of questions and kal ei doscopi c i mages, all of them wheeling against a
vast backdrop of nysterious numbers and the esoteric symbols of the Mobius Continuum

And that was the biggest distraction of all: the fact that while the nunbers were all there, just
waiting to be activated, he still didn't know how to do it,-he couldn't as yet send them scrolling
down the screen of his mind to the point of numerical "critical nmass," where they would forma

Mobi us door.

In this world only Korath could do that, and the dead vanpire was sonething Jake could well do
without. . . couldn't he?

Hal f a dozen tinmes and nmore he reached over to his bedside table, picked up one of Trask's files,
then sat propped against his heaped pillows, with the file unopened, trying to bring his turbul ent
thoughts to order. But no, he was too worn down, too weary-nmade weary by the constant fear of
Korath's unwarranted and unwanted presence, and when he was present, by the vanpire's intermnable
naggi ng-to be able to single out and concentrate on any one facet of his predicanent.

So that by the tine the files on his bed formed an untidy patchwork quilt, the twisted, twirling

| oop of images in Jake's mind had becone as repetitive, as nonotonously hypnotic, as the Mbius
strip itself... so nmuch so that as he

NECROSCOPE: DEFI LERS

sli pped down into his bed, and into sleep, his shields also went down, collapsing around himinto
so much mental confetti.

By then, too, in the once-annex at the rear of Jake's room Liz Merrick- herself physically and
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enotional |y depl eted-was al ready asleep and telepath-ically renote fromhim And this was just as
well, for she was about to miss another of Jake's nightmares/ one taken fromlife this tine,
crystal clear in his perceptions and scarcely designed to endear himto her

The source of this one, however, wouldn't be nearly so difficult to trace. For in it, Jake was
simply reviewing in detail an episode of his own recent past. And of course the source was his
nenory.

And possi bly his conscience, too

Jake was back in that roomagain, that torture chanber of nmuted lighting, heavy drapes, and an

at nosphere that reeked of terror. The scene of a nultiple violation of a by-no-neans innocent but
nonet hel ess hel pless girl, the Russian nob's drugs courier, Natasha Sl epak. The woman he'd thought
he was in love with. And of course, in his dream he still was in love with her

Seven people in that room Jake was one, tied to a chair so positioned that he was obliged to

wat ch-i ndeed determined to watch, so that he wouldn't forget, and when his tinme came would know
how to deal with his tornentors,- an eye for an eye, and all that-and Natasha, not bound but

conpl etely naked, and in any case hel pl ess, barely conscious under the influence of whatever drugs
they'd given her. Drugs that made her conpliant while yet keeping her aware, know ng what was
happeni ng to her but incapable of resistance. Wich night be just as well, for these people
("peopl e": a dubious description, that) would probably relish a neasure of resistance, and they
woul d definitely know how to deal with it. But no, they hadn't wanted to do any real physical harm
not at this point, and not in this roombecause that was to conme later. The ultimate harm yes, to
Jake and Nat asha bot h.

Jake and Natasha, and five others in that room the bastard who had orchestrated this thing, Luig
Castellano, and the four who played it out for himwhile he sat there in the shadows and wat ched
No, he didn't. . . partake. But is the nman who orders an execution any | ess responsible than the
one who fastens the wist- and ankl e-straps, or the one who fits the nmetallic dome to the shaven
head, or the one who throws the sw tch?

Castellano had ordered this, and perhaps because he didn't take part in it- perhaps because he sat
there, a hunched blot of a figure whose |aughter was pitiless, watching frombehind a cone of
white light that fell upon Natasha's nakedness, w tnessing what he had started and only he could
stop, but wouldn't-Jake hated himall the nore for it. Qthers did this man's dirty work, and this
was anmong his dirtiest.

But while Castellano hinmself kept out of sight, the others were far less retiring. One after

anot her they went at Natasha, while Jake-barely conscious that he did it, awash with shaneg,

di sgust, and horror-studied each man in his
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turn, nmenorizing and measuring himand his ... his preferences, against a future reckoning. OCh,
there was little enough hope of any such future, but given only half a chance

. The threat froze in Jake's mind as sonething new began to shape. There was one anong the
four who sinply couldn't wait his turn but shuffled forward, panting |like a dog, to where Natasha
was being noved around |ike a human doll by another of her assailants, a man who stood by the edge
of the bed, hugging her thighs, grunting as he thrust hinmself into her with deliberate, neasured
strokes.

And havi ng seen this before, knowi ng what was com ng, Jake strained nore yet, uselessly at the
thin nylon cords that bound himas firmly to his chair as his nmenory bound himto his nightmare.
For the inpatient one was a beast, a veritable torpedo of a man, whose preference was to defile
his victims-totally. Squat, ugly, and filmed with the sweat of eager anticipation, his shoul ders
were broad, his hands huge and heavy at the end of apish arms, and his eyes small and piglike in a
mooni sh face that was filled with unnatural lust. Yet for all his brutish appearance, he affected
the trappi ngs of sophistication, of civilization however col oured by his gangl and background.

He wore patent-1|eather shoes,- a silk or possibly sharkskin suit, and (since he scarcely seened to
have any neck at all) an open-necked silken shirt. And in a hand |like a hanmer, a cigarette-hol der
and cigarette, with snoke curling fromits hot tip. Approaching Natasha, whose body continued to
jerk and flop fromthe thrusting of the one who grunted, the apish man reached out his cigarette
towar ds her face-

At which the dark shadow that was Castell ano straightened up a little in its chair behind the

| anmp, and said: "Francesco, no! | can't let you mark her."” (The runbling power of Castellano's
voice, like the purring of a big jungle cat . . . but ready in a nonent to turn into a warning
grow, a nenacing snarl.)

And Francesco at once withdrew his hand, half-turned his bullet head, and said: "Mark her, Luigi?
Me? No way!" Then he | ooked Jake straight in the eyes, and smiled |like a shark. "I was only
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offering the little lady a snoke, that's all. A cool, sweet drag to ease that burning throat.
Can't you see how she gul ps and gasps?" And now he reversed the cigarette holder to place its tip
between Natasha's |l oose lips. "Isn't that right, little lady? Isn't that exactly what you' d |ike?

A sweet drag from Frankie's cigarette?"

The one between Natasha's | egs was finished. He w thdrew, backing out of Jake's line of sight into
t he shadows, and Jake heard himzip his fly. Natasha fl opped where he'd | eft her, her |egs bent at
t he knees, dangling over the edge of the bed. Wat little of spirit or strength she had left, she
sonmehow concentrated now into a fierce jerk of her head, spitting out the cigarette-hol der and
cigarette to send themtwirling fromthe cone of light into the shadows, with the glowing tip
spiralling like a naddened firefly.

And Francesco hoisting her |legs onto the bed, draw ng her upper body to the edge, and fl opping his

sem tunmescent nenber in her face, saying, "Well, if you won't snoke that, let's see how you do
with this!"
And Jake watching it all, choking on his rage (and, truth to tell, his fear,, for it was quite

obvi ous by now that neither he nor Natasha were going to walk away fromthis) as the brutal
Frankie did his thing.

Even then it wasn't over, not until he'd finished urinating on her, when Castellano had to rem nd
him "l think that's enough, Francesco. And renenber, you are the one who will have to clean her
up. Wien they find Natasha, | want her to be full of river water. Not piss, and definitely not
shit! Qur shit- designer shit, dreamcrystals-yes, of course. But the human variety, no."

Then it was over-

-But Jake's real nightrmare was only just beginning: the realization of what his experience that

ni ght had done to him how it had turned himinto a killer in his own right.

Payback time, the future he had scarcely dared hope for, which now was here. It was a rainy night
in Turin, and Jake had followed his quarry-his third victimto-be, the torpedo, Francesco Reggio
hinmself-to a hotel on the Corso Al essandri a.

In the interimJake had changed. Now, as a bearded, l|inping, "older" nman, in a broad-brimed hat
and shabby full-1length raincoat, his disguise was i nmaculate. Only his eyes had stayed the sane:
cold, deep, and as pitiless as his hatred, which was why he kept them hidden under the drooping
brimof his hat, behind the tinted | enses of an invalid's gl asses.

Even if Francesco "Frankie" Reggi o had noticed him (which he probably had, since on severa

occasi ons Jake had found hinself irresistibly, nmurderously drawn to himduring the tortuous train
journey along the Mediterranean coast route from Marseilles to Savona, then inland to Turin),
still he would never have recognized himas the man he and Castellano's other thug confidants had
drugged and dunped in a swollen river under the Al ps in Provence.

But conversely, Jake didn't ever intend to forget Frankie. Not until there was nothing left of him
to forget, anyway .

Four hours earlier, Frankie Reggio had taken a taxi fromTurin's nmain rail station and booked into
his hotel. The Hotel Novara was an old but decent three-star place, a |leap up-nmarket fromthe no-
star flophouse which Jake had booked into because it stood directly opposite the Novara across a
busy road about half a nmile fromthe city centre. The dil apidated | ooks of the flop hadn't nuch
bot hered him however,- close proximty to the target was of far greater concern than a couple of
cockroaches in the cupboards. And in any case, he hadn't intended to spend too much tine there.
Jake had been in a hurry. Wanting to get settled into his roombefore Frankie reached his, he had
taken the first room he was shown on the second floor, and as soon as he was al one he'd opened his
suitcase and taken out the briefcase that housed the conponents of his long-barrelled 7.62
sniper's rifle. Assenbly could wait,- he had only been interested in the tel escope.

And he had been lucky-but it wasn't all luck. For Jake had tailed Frankie several tinmes before
when the sadistic torpedo was running errands for Castel -

DK1ALINI LU M Ltr

| ano. On those occasions he'd kept his distance while watching and | earning, and he knew t hat
Franki e usually took roonms in front and two floors up. Likew se tonight. On the other side of the
road when the lights had cone on in a second-floor room sure enough it had been Franki e Reggi o.
Then Jake had put his own lights out to sit in the dark, watching the thug through a chink in his
rooms drab curtains. But while his eyes-and his hatred-were drawn constantly to Frankie, stil
Jake hadn't forgotten his purpose here. Undying hatred had brought him here, yes, but revenge was
hi s business, and attention to detail was all-inportant. An eye for an eye.
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Nat asha' s eyes had been put out forever-not literally, no, but the light in them certainly. And
the Iife behind them had been extingui shed entirely

The Novara's road-facing roons had rail ed bal conies, accessible via |arge wal k-through pati o-
styl ed wi ndows. The distance between bal conies was sone four feet, which was inportant to the plan
that had been hatching in Jake's mind. He'd al ways known what he wanted to do, but the bow of it
had been a problem Now the how was working itself out, too. As for the Novara's roons:

Sweepi ng Frankie's roomw th his crosshaired tel escope, Jake had seen all he needed to see before
the thug | ooked out for a nonent or two on the street, then closed his curtains to shut both the

ni ght and Jake out. That was okay, -Jake had seen enough and |iked what he'd seen,- it suited his
purpose to perfection.
Even better, he could still see the spot where the roomis main lighting effect-a pair of typically

Italian, latter day art nouveau gl obes, in the shape of huge |otus buds sprouting froma cluster
of gold nmetal |eaves-continued to glow through the curtains fromits location on the wall opposite
the large bed, directly over a small desk and tel ephone.

And as Franki e's shadow had noved around behind his drawn curtains, Jake had qui ckly assenbl ed his
rifle and attached the sniperscope . . . then waited. And after a few mnutes the lights in the
room opposite had gone out.

Jake coul d have shot Frankie dead in his room of course, or he could have put a bullet through
his heart as he cane out of the hotel. It would have been so easy to line himup in his sights and
squeeze the trigger . . . nuch too easy. For that way the torpedo wouldn't have felt it, or only
for a split second. And he definitely wouldn't have known or cared who had done it to him or why.
But as with those other two bastards who Jake had taken out, so with Frankie: Jake wanted himto
know Wherefore it would have to be done the hard way.

Jake had watched his target |eave the hotel and get into a taxi,- and as the car had headed

downt own on the noisy, near-gridlocked night road, he'd picked up his tel ephone and called the
Novara. His Italian wasn't good by any neans, but at |east he could make hi nsel f understood.

"Can | speak to M. Reggi 0o?" he said. "He called me just a few minutes ago fromroom er-I think
it's room two, one-er-?" While it was a decent-

| ooki ng place, the Novara wasn't |arge as hotels go,- there couldn't be nore than two dozen roons
to each floor.
"Room t wo- one-seven, sir, yes
and I'll connect you."

But of course M. Reggio hadn't been available ... so would Jake care to | eave a recorded nessage?
No, he wouldn't. (Yes he would. He'd be | eaving a nessage, certainly, but not on any answering
machi ne.)

Fifteen mnutes later, after Jake had packed his briefcase with itens fromhis suitcase-a pair of
heavy, two-litre glass carboys, which he had wapped carefully in hotel towels-and after he'd
changed into a dark business suit, brushed his hair, and dispensed with his linp, he'd attracted
little or no attention as he crossed the Novara's | obby to the desk. And glancing at the hotel's

| ayout plan, it had taken himjust a few nervous nminutes to register

He'd required a roomon the second floor. Two-one-five, if it was vacant? It was a roomthat

over|l ooked the road, correct? Yes, he had stayed here before sonme years ago,- he'd enjoyed his
stay and |iked the roomvery nuch-thanks.

Jake had been relying on his luck, but it was holding. The desk clerk hadn't been doubling on

swi tchboard duties,- he wasn't the person Jake had spoken to on the tel ephone and so didn't
recogni ze his voice. And yes, two-one-five was vacant.

Ten minutes |later Jake had been inside his room follow ng which everything else fell easily into
pl ace.

Putting out the lights in two-one-five, Jake had gone out onto the bal cony, clinbed over the rail
and crossed to Frankie Reggie's side. H's glass-cutter hadn't been required,- the glass door slid
open al nbst at a touch. Frankie didn't bother hinself too nmuch with security,- no one in his right
m nd woul d dream of crossing him and anyway he'd left nothing in the roomthat was worth the
troubl e.

He hadn't, of course, reckoned with Jake Cutter-or with revenge-or even with the devi ous nind of
his own boss, Luigi Castellano. For of course neither Frankie nor Jake had known at the tine that
the torpedo was sinply bait, the lure in the trap that Castell ano had set for Jake.

Anyway, it was very possible that Jake wasn't in his right mnd that night, and that even if he
had known it wouldn't have deterred him And to Jake's way of thinking what he had left in room

t wo- one-seven just across the road- the surprise package be had left for Frankie, and the grim
message it would serve to convey to his boss-well, that had been worth all the trouble in the

(The swi tchboard operator had fallen for it.) "Just a nonment, sir,
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world .

Al'l of which had been sonme three hours ago. Since when Jake had sat at his windowin the flop,
patiently waiting for Frankie to return-but not for much |onger. For Jake's nightmare was rapidly
gai ning pace now, its nminly nonochrone scenes shifting on the screen of his mnd just as fast as
he could foll ow t hem

The traffic on the road outside was down to a trickle. Not surprising since it was 1:30 A M But
the horns were blaring as loudly as ever. For Italian drivers there was only ever one way to drive
A taxi cane up the rain-slick road. Pulling into the kerb, it stopped outside the Novara, and the
wedge- shaped Franki e got out. Turning up his collar against the drizzle and putting his hands over
his head, he nade for the dry area under the hotel's entrance canopy, paused a noment to adj ust
his collar vani shed within

Col d now, but burning inside, Jake lightly oiled, cleaned, and fed two oddly dissimlar bullets
into his weapon's magazi ne. And easing the nagazine into the rifle's housing, he placed the

conpl eted assenbly on a table where its long barrel pointed out of the open wi ndow and across the
road .

Frankie Reggio's lights cane on in his roomin the Novara. O rather, one of the large |otus buds
lit up, its glow clearly discernible even through the drawn curtains. An unmi ssable target.

Jake had already set up his telephone to call the Novara's sw tchboard,- now he hit the instant
redial and got the exchange. "Room two-one-seven,” he told the operator. And as Franki e Reggi o
shrugged out of his coat, his tel ephone began to buzz

Jake could picture Frankie grunbling about defective |ightbulbs as he crossed the roomto the
phone . . . then ignored the phone, went to the wi ndows and opened the curtains. Now he was in
full view And now he went back for the phone

"Si?" (Like the grunt of a pig.)

"Speak English, Frankie," said Jake.

"Eh? English?"

"I know you can do it because |'ve heard you once before," Jake told him "Don't you renenber?
That night at Luigi's place in Marseilles? Me tied to that chair? And the girl, Natasha? And you
and your fuckint) thug pals doing . . . doing what you did?"

"You!" said Frankie, and Jake saw him give a sudden start, straighten up and gl ance nervously,
jerkily all about his room | ooking everywhere except up

"Me, right," said Jake. "You renenber ny nane?"

"Jake Cutter, sure," said Frankie, a little easier. "Luigi said it mght be you who took out the

others." He reached under his arm took an ugly little gun fromits hol ster there.

"The others . . . were a nessage," Jake said. "I was letting Luigi Castellano know that it would
soon be his turn. Well, now | have another nessage for him You can deliver it-you ugly, unnatura
bastard!"

"Listen, you fucking stupid British fucki" Frankie started to curse and rant.

And Jake was listening. But he was al so cradling the tel ephone between his chin and right

shoul der, taking up his rifle, aimng it and beginning to apply first pressure to the trigger. And
then he cut in on Frankie's cursing to say. "Hey, thug! Now you fucking listen. You renmenber when

you pissed on her? | felt every splash. | nean, | really felt it: every splash burning on nme like
aci d.

"Huh!" Frankie grunted, grinned poi sonously, and prom sed: "Well, don't worry. On you it will be
acid!'" But:

"You first," said Jake. And then he squeezed the trigger

It was in the lotus-bulb light fixture-alnost one and a half litres of a colourless, odourless
aci d. Jake had unscrewed one of the globes, taken the Iight bulb out, and three-quarters filled
the gl obe before screwing it back in

agai n.

The shot was silenced. Frankie heard a high-pitched spitting sound-like a cat's sneeze-as the
bull et punched a hole in his window But fromdirectly overhead a secondary splintering of glass
was clearly audible in the frozen fraction of tinme before acid and scul ptured shards rai ned down
on him

Jake heard Frankie's yelp of shock, astonishnment, then his first shrieks as he dropped the phone,
staggered away fromthe wall towards the bed. He was drenched,- his clothes were al ready begi nni ng
to snmoke, his flesh, too. He capered, danced, started tearing his nmelting clothes off. But the
tel ephone was nelting, too, and Frankie's cries rapidly hissing into silence.

"Do it/" Jake nmuttered, relishing the nonment and yet horrified by it, wanting to get it over and
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done with.

And Frankie did it.

On his bedside table, a pitcher of water. Except it wasn't water any |onger but accel erant, and
Jake's second bullet was a tracer designed to flare on inpact.

Franki e tossed the accel erant over hinself, poured it over his head and shoul ders. And Jake again
squeezed the trigger

The tracer hit Frankie's wi ndow and cracked it, sending a pencil jet of searing, sulphurous fire
| eapi ng across the room. . . towards Frankie. And the room at once bl ossoned into a ball of
blistering white fire. In a split second it was an inferno, and at its heart the thug danced a
whil e | onger, then crunpled down into hinself as the wi ndows shattered and flanes bill owed
outwards .

It was done. But Jake was done, too.

The Italian police caught himas he left the flop. They'd been out in the street watching Frankie,
not Jake, - keeping covert guard on the thug, as per Castellano's tip-off. One of them had spotted
the flash of Jake's tracer where it penetrated Frankie's w ndow, and then he had seen the bl ued-
steel glint of Jake's rifle protruding into the night.

And that had been that.

Though Jake's ni ghtmares usual ly brought hi m shuddering awake, on this occasion that wasn't the
case. Familiar now with these recurrent remnders of his 'apses into i nhumanity-reconciled to the
fact that they woul d probably continue until he tracked down and renoved their cause, or was

hi nsel f renoved- he was beconming nore and nore inured to them And in addition, he was fatigued to
the core.

So this tine he slept on ..

Jake's fatigue, nore nental than physical, also accounted for the fact that

his shields were down-as they had been for the duration of his nightmare. And with the nore
pressing problens of the real world tenporarily forgotten, held in abeyance while his dreamself
relived the horrific events of the recent past (and while Jake's conscience tried in vain to
acconmodat e then), he had been conpl etely unaware of his audi ence.

But the dead vanpire Korath had been wi th himthroughout, and he had wi tnessed everything.

For having been driven out of Jake's mind by Liz Merrick at such a crucial juncture, as he had
been about to enter into it nore surely and perhaps pernmanently (or rather, having left it of his
own free will, rather than let her discover his true nature) Korath had been eager to return at
his earliest opportunity. Thus he had been "on hand" to | eech on Jake's troubled mind and see for
hinsel f the extent of the Necroscope's obsession: just how far he woul d go-and i ndeed how far he
had gone-to exact a fitting revenge.

So that now, suspecting that Jake would react badly to any further intrusion while his nightmare

was still fresh in mnd-not wanting to be associated with it in parallel, as something to be
avoi ded and detested-Korath waited on the rimof Jake's subconsci ousness and et himdrift on
awhi | e.

But when after an hour or so Jake's mind had settled down, when it wandered into nore nundane
dreans- but dreans where the continuously evolving forml ae of Mbius space-tinme were always
present, like a word on the tip of his tongue, or a solution on the perimeter of his mnd, but a
word or solution that refused to come-then Korath made his presence known:

Tinme we tal ked agai n, Necroscope.

Jake tossed in his bed, fighting for a noment against the intrusion of Ko-rath's deadspeak

t houghts, but after a while he succunbed to the inevitable. After all, he would have to speak to
himeventually, if only to gain access to the Mbius Conti nuum But even so Jake's deadspeak sigh
was bitter when he said, "Wat, you again?"

O course it's ne again! said the other. W have a way to go and things to do. Qur agendas,
remenber ?

"I renmenber we were arguing, word-gam ng, whatever,'
very little."

You were tired, Korath told him You slipped into a dream so vague that it took you fromne. . .1
could no |l onger reason with you while your nmind wandered so. And so | left you to it. Nor would I
i ntrude upon you now, for | see that you are still weary. But in a few short hours a new day will
be dawning, and time is of the essence.

"How far did we get?" Jake queried. "Did we nake any progress at all?"

Jake answered. "But after that... | renmenber

By the time we were done, | suppose we were nore or |less in agreenent, Korath told him Qur
agendas were made specific, and as for mutual cooperation, we agreed upon a tine limt-which is to
say that when our enenies are no nore, we each go our separate ways-Or you go yours while I... go
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nowhere. As for what we have yet to decide: it's the (juestion of who goes first.
"Who goes first?"
Whi ch agenda takes precedence.

"M ne, of course," said Jake. "It nust be mne, because 1 won't be able to concentrate on anything
el se until-"

-Until you' ve bad your revenge, aye, Korath finished it for him And then continued: But now that

I have witnessed the full range oj your passions in that respect, | nust agree that your agenda
has a certain appeal. A definite. . . entertainment value? Wile on the other hand | feel | really
shoul d inquire: what use to pursue this Castellano, a nere nman, Jake, if while you're thus engaged
you | ose your world to the Wanphyri? Which is why | put it to you that my agenda is far and away
the nore inmportant, the nore urgent, the nore valid of the two.

But now Jake was suddenly wary. He had picked up on sonething that Korath had let slip. "Wat's
that? You' ve witnessed the full range of my passion . . . ?" And before the vanpire could erect
shi el ds of his own, Jake saw what flashed across his incorporeal nind . . . and at once renenbered
his nightrmare. "Dam you, Korath! You were there-you were spying on ne!"

Because you were disturbed in your sleep! The other's lie was instinctive, instantaneous. And
because you were tormented by your dreans. There was this great anger in you, and nadness, and

even regret! In all the turmoil | felt nyself drawn back to you, Jake, by this Iink that exists
between us, forged fromour need for each other. It was as if | heard you crying out, calling to
me, and | answered your call. But when | got here-

"I'f that were true you would have roused nme up, brought ne out of it," Jake cut himshort.
"Instead you let it continue-and you saw what | did to Frankie Reggi o.

I amwhat | am Korath answered. | amthe sumof all that | once was. And even though | am reduced
by that sane amount, | remenber how | was. And | know ny strengths, and ny weaknesses. Is it so
strange that | desired to know the strength of the one who shall be ny... ny partner? My strong
right hand in a great venture, our nutual revenge agai nst themthat w onged us?

"You were seeing how | neasured up?" Jake was dubious. "Is that what you're saying?" He shook his
head. "No, | don't think so. | think you were sinply spying on ne."

My first thought was to rouse you up, Korath kept right on lying. But when | saw what you were
about, then |I becane caught up in it.

"Caught up? You nean you enjoyed it?"

It fascinated ne. | was fascinated by ... a concept.

"What concept ?"

An eye for an eye, said the other. Aye! And he chuckled in his obscene fashion. Ah, for when you
spoke to Frankie and told himhow every splash had burned you |ike acid-why, you were describing
his own fate! How splendidly ironic! Then | was convinced of our invincibility: I knew you

woul dn't shrink from whatever has to be done. And yet, having said all that.

As Korath paused Jake sensed an incorporeal frown, a half-fornmed shrug °f indecision. "Wll?" he
pronpted him

I have only one snall concern, said the vanpire. The fact that | sensed your regret. ' °" did not
i ke what you had done.

"I should like it?" Jake answered. "But it was inhuman!"

As are the Wanphyri, said Korath. And, fromwhat |1've seen in your nind, as is this Castellano. So
t hen, why do you regret your actions? Is it some Kkind of weakness in you?

"No," Jake denied it, "it's a strength. | regret what |'ve done because it brings me down to their
| evel -and to yours."

Hmil The ot her nused. You have a | ow opinion of ne. And he pretended to ponder on that for a

monent or so until, inalittle while: Still, let's not argue any further. And as a show of good
faith--in order to breach this inpasse-lI shall let you have your way. W'Ill go after Luigi
Castellano first.

"Good, " said Jake. "But understand, | still won't have you in ny mnd. Not as a permanent
fixture."

Not permanent, but nerely-

"Not any way," said Jake. "Nothing nore than you have now. Wich in any case is too nuch."

Hahl said Korath. Is there no give and take with you? Must you al ways wi n?

"Wnning isn't the point," Jake shook his head. "The point is not to |ose. Losers end up in

subt erranean sunps with all of their flesh sloughed off! And nme, |I'mvery much alive. So we do
things my way, or not at all. In which case | might try to enlist Harry Keogh's aid in getting rid
of you for good."
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At which Korath gave a snort of frustration, "threw up his hands," and said, Very well, very well!
So what cones next? How will we proceed? Were and when do we begi n?

"When | call for you, you cone," Jake answered. "And when | say you're out, you're out. Then, when
we' ve dealt with Castellano, we'll rejoin E-Branch and go after the VWanphyri."

So be it-we are agreed! Korath grunted. But in his dark and secret heart, he knew that the sooner
he gui ded or cajol ed the headstrong Jake back towards E-Branch the better. For when he'd said that
time was of the essence, he had spoken no truer word,- and while the future seened to offer nore
than a gli mer of hope-nore than just a slimchance that he woul d di scover sone form of continued
exi stence, perhaps even a superior formof physical life, in Jake- still he wanted to be sure it
was a chance in a world ruled by nmen, or by him and not by Vavara, Szwart, and Malinari
Definitely not by Mlinari!

And we begin-where? How will you find this Castellano?

"There are people | can speak to."

Peopl e?

"The dead," said Jake. "They're not really dead-or they are-but they're not finished. Their m nds
go on."

As | nyself am w tness, aye.

"So who woul d know nore about Castellano than his victins?" Jake went on. "Or if not his victins
as such, the ones who are dead because of him-which is nmore or less the same thing. | think I"l]
start with them™

But isn't that one of your problens? said Korath. That the dead won't speak to yo"?

"Because of you, yes," Jake offered a deadspeak nod. "But those who are bent on revenge, as | am
bent on revenge, they'll speak to ne. I'mthe only

one who can give themwhat they want. And | know that there's at |east one anbng t hem who

who . . . well, I know that she will speak to ne."

You'll go to her first, your dead |over?

"Last," Jake shook his head. "Wen |I'mbetter acquainted with what |'mdoing, the how of it, and
when |'mable to-1 don't knowfind sone courage | suppose. For after all, | let her down .

Then I'11 speak to Natasha. But before that there are others. In life they were scum vicious

mur derers and drug-runni ng rapi st bastards. And in death? What have they got now? W can be sure
the teem ng dead won't have anything to do with themjust as they won't have anything to do with
you! These people were Castellano's followers, his gang, but fromwhat | saw of themthey feared
him Now that they've nothing left to lose, |'mtheir one |ast chance to weak sone kind of
revenge, their one opportunity to catch up. Paybacks are hell, Korath."

Oh, indeed they are!l Korath answered. Wile hidden in his secret heart, he promised: And believe
me, Jake Cutter, yours shall be the worst of all possible hells-you obstinate fooll But to Jake he
only said:

So then, I'mready. And | know that | shall enjoy working with you. Let it begin. But:

"After 1've slept ny fill," Jake answered. "l've got a lot of sleep to catch up on, Korath-and
again that's mainly dowmn to you. So now be on your way. But be warned: if | sense even the
slightest trenor in the deadspeak aether-"

-Very well. | understand. | shall wait on your call.

"And you' Il hear it," Jake told him "Because frankly I'mwasting nmy tine with Trask and E-Branch
I don't think they'|l ever understand what's eating at ne-they can't because they didn't
experience it. | was so lost, so helpless- but nowl'mnot. Nowit's nmy turn. So don't worry about
athing, | will be calling for you. Tonorrow, just as soon as |'m awake."

But tonorrow i s another day, said Korath. Day, as opposed to night, awake as opposed to dreamni ng
Can you be sure you'll remenber, Jake, when you're awake?

"l think so," Jake answered. "You see, | seemto be getting better at this. | nean all of this,

and all of the tinme."

It was true, and the vanpire wasn't sure he liked it. Tonmorrow, then, said Korath thoughtfully. So
be it. And sleep well, Jake Cutter

And Jake felt the creature depart, slithering away into the darkness of his dream ng

VAVARA AND MALI NAR

In London, Ben Trask and MIlicent Ceary dined out. Wile in a taverna on Skala Astris's ocean-
faci ng pronenade, on Krassos:

Mal i nari sipped froma delicate flute of chilled, dark red Mavro Daphne, and inquired of his
conmpani on, "How are you finding the Greek food, ny dear?"

Vavara | ooked at him at his sardonic smile, which canme as close as possible to an entirely hunman
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smle, however dark, and tried not to grimace. She knew that the question was Malinari's grotesque
i dea of a joke-his attenpt to Iighten her nood and perhaps bring her out of herself, which was the
reason they had ventured out fromthe nonastery tonight in the first place, because of her
depression and bad hunour-but she wasn't going to give himthe satisfaction of acknow edgi ng that
fact. For after all, Malinari was the principal source of her displeasure.

So instead of throw ng back her head, |aughing, and assum ng the convivial node he had doubtl ess
hoped for, Vavara repaid himin equally sardonic coin, by glancing at himthrough hal f-shuttered
eyes, and answeri ng:

"When first | came here, before the sinpering, pious fools in the nonastery took me 'into their
care/ as it were, | found the |Iocal food edible-well, barely so, but at least it stayed down.
Since that was all there was, however, and not wanting to place nyself in jeopardy by-shall we
say, foraging?-plainly it had to suffice. My larder in Mazemanse was far better provisioned, of
course, with wild honey, wolf hearts, Szgany livers, and all manner of sweetneats. And as for the
"fare' on Sunside: even under duress fromthat creature Nathan and his friends the Lidescis, that
was infinitely superior! Al as that Mazemanse was five hundred years ago, and that nore recently |
all owed you to talk me into comng here. As for ny current tastes: this Greek roughage isn't so
very different fromthe Szgany fodder that we once knew, | suppose. It sustains one for a while,
but scarcely satisfies a nore . . . what, sophisticated pal ate? The one

thing I will say for it: it is better far than the frozen, desiccated flesh of dead thralls on
whi ch we subsisted during our I|celands ordeal."

She paused, gl anced scathingly at the slender glass in his long-fingered hand, and went on: "As
for the red w ne-"

"Ahi" came a drunken cry froma table on the other side of the dining area, where a handful of
German tourists were throwi ng back their w nes, beers, ouzo chasers, and vinegary retsina as fast
as they could pour it. "Ah! But this is the life, nicbt wabnt

The speaker-he spoke half in English, for the benefit of the English tourists-was bald, fat, and
red in the face. But as he spoke, stood up, and raised his glass, he toppled over backwards and
went down with a crash, nmuch to the entertai nnent of his conpanions. But not to Vavara's, who
continued where she had been interrupted:

"-As for the wine: | disagree with that idiot entirely."

And now she smiled, albeit sneeringly, scornfully. "Habl-this is the life, indeed! WIlIl for him
per haps, but not for ne. For no matter how deep or red the wine, it sinply isn't the life!"

"Ah, no," he agreed. "For only the blood is the life!" And then, twirling his glass so that it
spar kl ed, he added, "But it does help to throw a pleasant |ight on gloony things. Maybe you shoul d
try alittle?"

Vavara pretended not to have heard him

They conversed in Szgany, the | anguage of their own world, but they were Wanphyri and their
linguistic skill was astoni shing. They had been on Earth for only three years but understood every
| anguage they heard spoken in the taverna. Greek had been easiest of all, for it was the cl osest
to their own tongue. And as for Szgany: sone of the tourists at nearby tables night well have
over heard sonet hi ng of Vavara and Malinari's conversation, and they may have wondered in passing
about the tongue, but the Greeks didn't give it a second thought. The world had becone a very
small place, and catering to foreigners a way of life

It was | ate evening,- the sea was dark as Malinari's w ne,- the bouzouki nusic fromhalf a dozen
different taverna sources mngl ed neaningl essly, but Malinari at l|east didn't mnd. "Personally,"

he said, "I find this place oddly pleasing, strangely attractive. The nusic is soothing, and the
odours fromroasting meats-" he lifted his head to sniff at the night air, "-they remnd ne of
Sunsi de hunts in the long ago. Yes, | think | like this island."

"Well | don't," said Vavara, and at once returned her gaze to the sea and watched the | anguid

lights of a string of fishing vessels bobbing in the near distance, as the boats returned to

har bour .

"You don't care for it?" said Malinari, and poured hinself nore wine froma bottle in a bucket of
ice. "CGood! Then when we set the boundaries, | shall ca" on you to renmenber what you' ve said
tonight. And perhaps |I'll make Krassos ny headquarters."

What ?" Vavara rai sed an astoni shed eyebrow and gl anced at hi m agai n.
You' re not joking?"

°u truly like this place?

* o

15U BRI AN LUMLL Y
He shrugged. "It's isolated, and the thoughts of its handful of people are sinple thoughts. Oh,
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they have their passions the sane as all nen, but far renoved fromthose of Earth's nore

sophi sticated throngs. In ny casino in the nountains of Australia, | was surrounded by these so-
cal l ed 'sophisticates'. They were vain, greedy, and overly anbitious to a man. Civilized on the
outside, yet seething within, their nmassed thoughts were a tunmult: always thrusting, intruding,
seeking to gain the upper hand. You can have themall! But when | ama Lord agai n-which | surely
will be, commandi ng of ny own vast territories nmy own peoples-then let any thrall of mne think to
advance hinsel f beyond food in his belly, a woman in his bed, borders to patrol and beasts to tend
and he shall go to the provisioning!"

Vavara heard hi mout but her eyes were hooded, thoughtful as they studied his expression, his
words. "And so it begins," she finally replied. "Or so it will begin. 'Borders to patrol,' you
said, and 'beasts to tend.' You speak of the provisioning: of your aerie, of course, or in this
worl d your mountain range, or your island, or perhaps an entire continent? Is that howit wll be,
Mal i nari, one hundred years or nmore fromnow? Borders and . . . and beasts? But surely you nean
warrior creatures? And as for provisions-or the provisioning of which you spoke-well that could
only be for war, obviously!"

Agai n his shrug, but now he spoke nore guardedly. For this was after all Vavara's territory (for

the tine being, at least). "In a hundred years . . . who can say how things will be? Vavara, we
are Wanphyri! And as for what | said of sophisticated nen-of their vices and passions-well, we
have themall in spades! It's what we are and we nmay not change it. Nor would | want to. Nor would
you. But for now we're allies, and we'll have eneni es enough w thout that we fight each other."
"In spades?" She frowned. "We have themin spades?”

"It's aterml learned in ny casino in Xanadu. One of many things | |learned as | watched nen at

the gam ng tables |l osing their noney to me. Ah, but there's far nore than that to be won from

t hese people. Even their world entire.”

"Their world entire," she repeated him "And again there's that in your voice which reveals what's
on your mnd."

He sipped at his wine and said, "Ch, and are you a nentalist now?"

"Babl " Vavara answered, curling her lip alittle. "No, for I shall |eave the voyeurismto you. And
don't try to change the subject. You have already foreseen a tine when we'll be at each other's
throats again. | can't say | like the idea. And anyway, you see too far ahead. Things could get

difficult enough today, tonorrow, or next week, w thout that we go conquering worlds or counting
our shad cal ves tonight, even as the first wolf hows to his brothers on high."

That |ast was an ol d Szgany expression, for to Vavara and Malinari-having slept the centuries away
in the Icelands-the | ost paradi se of Sunside seened as yesterday. Al so, Vavara was wont to cling
to the old ways far nore than her guest was. But as for the wolves of which she spoke: Malinar
knew her meaning only too well.
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"Hardly the first wolf," he said with a scowm. "And by no nmeans the last. Yes, | had problens in
Xanadu. Even a disaster, but | was fortunate and saw it coming. What's nore, | think we can be
sure it will cone here, too. After all, you haven't done your best to stave it off. That Gypsy

girl you told ne about- that was a serious nistake."

"Nor have you hel ped!" Vavara snapped back. "What of sweet Sara?"

"Sweet before you got to her, perhaps,"” said Malinari. "Do not forget that | saw your handi work
But at |east her body was firm Oh, | would have had her, aye. Despite her disfigurements | would
have had her bl ood and body both, for ny sustenance and pl easure. But she fought me |like a mad
creature- such furious strength! It was her vanpire, waking up in her,- she was ascendi ng! So
don't blane ne, Vavara. |ndeed, you mght perhaps thank nme. For if Sara hadn't died that night,
what then? Ah, but that could have been a real problem And anyway, it was you who gave her to ne,
remenber ?"

"You hungered for bl ood after your long journey here," she answered. "I gave her to you for the

bl ood, not the sex! | fail to see how any man coul d want sex, not from Sara, not after-"

"After what? After you had . . . teased her, in your special way? Because she had been too pretty,
per haps?" Malinari smiled his sardonic smle. "But her buttocks were still very firm and her |egs
were |long and shapely. And gazing into vacant eyes, as opposed to eyes filled with dread

that mght have nmade for a very pl easant change. Each to his own tastes, eh?"

"And then you let her best you," Vavara went on. "And she threw herself down fromthat high

wi ndow, into the night ocean. Wy, for all | know you m ght have thrown her down yourself, in a
furious rage when she fought back! So don't you try lecturing ne on ny m stakes, Nephran Malinari!
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Habl " She tossed her head.

"But when she washed up on the strand like that," Mlinari pressed, "after | had told you that
Sara was Wanphyri and had a | eech-?"

"Aye, that, too," Vavara answered grudgingly but far less angrily. "Wth Sara | ocked up in her

cell all that time, | had failed to notice her condition. Plainly | had let things go too far with
her. Well, and what of it? The sea took care of that, and | took care of the rest of it, the ones
who cane to exanmine her. But yes, you are right: we've both nade serious errors. As for whose
m st akes were nost danmaging to our cause: at least | have corrected mine. But as for yours
She shook her head.

"They lost me ny foothold in Australia, true," said Malinari, "along with a" that | had bred there
in accordance with our plan. A setback, Vavara, that's a", and | can start again. O perhaps

you' ve been so industrious on ny behalf that | don't need to start again. Have you forgotten your
prom se-to show ne what you've nmade here, under the place called Pal at aki ?"

No, | didn't forget," she answered. "And indeed | need to check that all's W" up there."

he

let's stop all this quarrelling,” he said placatingly. "W should finish up

re and go. These people are getting far too boisterous, and we can do without
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i nvol vement. The Germans are drunk, and those Greek lads at that table over there: it's obvious
that they find you fascinating. But there again, what woul d Vavara be w thout her fascination
eh?"

Mal i nari was correct. Several nenmbers of the German party were well and truly intoxicated by this
time,- they were staggering between tables, deternmined to introduce thensel ves where they weren't
want ed, annoyi ng the mai nl and Greek, British, and other holidaymakers alike

As for the young, |ocal Greek nmen he had nmentioned: three of themsat at a dimMy lit bar inwards
of the taverna, where they drank cheap, undiluted ouzo froma tall bottle. Just alittle while ago
the bottle had been full,- nowit was three-quarters enpty, and their interest in Vavara had

i ncreased comensurate with what each of them had drunk

Now, inspired by Malinari's comrent, Vavara deliberately turned in that direction, snmiled at the
men, and brushed back her shining black hair with both hands. This action not only reveal ed her
pal e bare arnms as they rose fromunder her shawl, but also lifted her seem ngly perfect breasts.
And the points of her apparently erect nipples stood out in sharp definition beneath the red silk
bl ouse that she wore. -

Gypsyi sh and wanton, and delighting in it-for a single frozen nonment she | ooked unbearably
delicious. So rmuch so that Malinari hinmself felt his mouth go dry. But unlike the youths, he knew
that it was only her allure.

For chanel eon Vavara could be all things to all nmen-and wonen-and |liked to practice her art. But
she hadn't nastered it yet, not by any nmeans, and rarely presented the sane facade twi ce. Malinari
had known her for nmost of his Iife, albeit that more than half of that |ife had been spent in
stasis, but even he couldn't have described her. Not the true colour of her eyes (other than when
she raged and they were uniformy red), or the angle of her jaw, or even the curve of her Iips,
except to say they were always tenpting.

For it was all a sham a guise, a hypnotic inmage that she projected to cover her true form But
whi |l e Vavara's physical appearance was a lie, Malinari knew the truth of her mnd very well

i ndeed. For that was where bis talent cane into play. And at tines like this, in close proximty,
Vavara's mind was such a cesspool that if it was a reflection of her true being, then she was a
nmonstrous, wrinkled, saggi ng hag!

And perhaps she was, perhaps this was how she conpensated for sone other deficiency. For Mlinari
knew t hat she was | acking as a netanorph, a shape-shifter,- he had never once seen her take to the
air, except upon the back of a flyer. If Vavara had aged accordi ngl y-her sluggish flesh unable to
keep pace with the years-then nass hypnoti smwould be a perfect foil against the ravages of tine.
And of course the Wanphyri were ever vain, not |least their females.

H s thoughts returned to earth and he | ooked for the proprietor to call himover and pay the bill.
A bottle of wine and two bl oody chunks of red neat (which had scarcely been touched) were the
total of their meal. The |o”ariasnto should not be nore than a few t housand drachmas.

I As for the drunken nmenbers of the German party: they were argui ng now
' over a spilled table that one of themhad collided with, and an English tourist
was conplaining bitterly over the retsina stains on his white jacket. Not only
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the nmood but al so the nusic had changed. |nstead of the nel odi ous bouzouki s,

the air was suddenly raucous with heavy netal and the nasal vocals of sone

neut ered rock group

Feeling the first lightning-flash stab of a headache coming on, Malinari w nced and put aside his
wi ne. He could sense curious thoughts ainmed in his direction, or far nore likely in Vavara's, but
ignored themand withdrew into hinmself a little, so avoiding painful contact.

The young G eek nmen who had been so obviously enanpured of Vavara were already |eaving. Starting
up their notorcycles, and swinging their slimbacksides into the saddles, they roared off al ong
the seafront three abreast in a cloud of dust, with their studded-|eather jackets gleaning in the
ni ght.

As they went, one of them | ooked back, lifted his armand waved a farewell, or a salute, at

Vavara. And she responded by smiling and inclining her head.

"You ought not to play up to them" Mlinari told her as he paid the bill. 'They're young and
they've had too much to drink. To such as them a nod is as good as a w nk."

"Ch, let it be," she answered carelessly. "It anuses ne to set themdrooling, to know that they're

wondering about nme, and fantasizing in their dirty little mnds."

"Ch? Can we afford to have them wondering about you, do you think?" he asked her as they left the
taverna, stepped into the night, and wal ked al ong the Skala Astris pronenade, between the open-
fronted tavernas and the sea wall, anong a |ast handful of |ate-season tourists naking their way
back to their accomopdations. "Wat, and you the mistress-the, er, 'nother superior'-of a
nonastery?"

"But they don't know that,"” she |laughed deep in her throat. "This is the first time that |I've been
out on a night like this. And on those rare occasions when |I'mseen in the evening, up at the
nmonastery, then of course | affect the drab trappings of ny order, which are designed to hide
one's person away fromprying eyes. | find it very easy to enit an aura of holiness ... or of
unhol i ness. So don't concern yoursel f, those panting Greek pups only saw what | wanted themto
see."

"Don't we all?" said Malinari.

Skal a Astris was little nore than a strip of half a dozen flinsy hotels backing the tavernas,

whi ch t hensel ves backed the sea wall that spraw ed a quarter nmle to the west before giving way to

t he beach. Beyond the wall, chunks of white marble stuck up fromthe deep ocean, huge bl ocks of
the stuff, each wei ghing many tons. Qther than tourism the main industry of Krassos lay in
exporting Quality marble,- its by-product, faulty or inferior rubble fromthe quarries, was Put to
use in landfill, building, and the substructure of jetties and quays.

out in the long ago, before tourismas it was today, there had been other ustries. The Gernans had
been here for a long tinme, and not only as tourists.

On top of a steep dark hill maybe a half-mle to the east, renpte by Krassos standards from any
other village or building, the structure that |ocal G eeks had naned Pal ataki rose up like a
gaunt, out-of-place (and certainly out of tine) very ""-Greek gothic nmansion. Its nane neant

"little palace," and some years before the Second Wrld War a German firmhad built it there as

t he headquarters and offices of an exploratory mning concern.

For as well as small deposits of gold and silver, ninerals had been discovered on Krassos that
were inportant to Germany's future war effort. And the island' s artisans-w thout knowi ng exactly
why the Germans were here or why they'd bought the hill and the | ands around, but in need of the
work as al ways, and so not bothering to ask too nany questions-had set to with Gernman plans and
built Pal at aki

Then, when the work on the literally palatial building was fini shed, rough | abour had been easy to
find anong the island s poorer classes, who had been pleased to accept work in the mne tunnels
that woul d soon burrow through the | oose soil and rocks of a wooded spur and pronontory between
Pal at aki and the Aegean. Spillage fromthe shafts had gone down into the sea via a bight east of
the pronmontory, where dark red flinty nounds were still visible in a region of the coastline that
had been irreparably damaged.

But the mining operation had failed,- the minerals had been | ow grade, and the work had ceased.
And as war cane the Germans had nmoved out, retaining ownership of Palataki and its grounds, nining
rights in the pronmontory, and nothing el se.

Then for sixty years the place had stood enpty, gradually falling into ruins, and because of its
gl oony, gothic aspect it had gai ned sonething of a bad reputation anong the |ocal communities. A
of which served Vavara's purposes very well indeed.

Expl aining these things to Malinari as they strolled along the pronenade, which was quiet now as
taverna lights di nmed one by one, Vavara said, "There you have it." Then she pointed east and
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said: "And there it stands-Palataki! | purchased it fromits German owners with the noney you sent
fromyour casino. And do you know, it would make sonmething of a grand aerie in itself if |I were
not satisfied with ny fortress nonastery. But while a nonastery nmakes a very fine manse, Pal at aki -
"-Has ot her uses, yes," Malinari finished it for her, his night-seeing eyes taking in what they
could of the near-distant silhouette: its four storeys rising up fromthe hill, with high gables,
towerli ke cupolas, and great windows. "I find it truly appealing and very inpressive," he said.
"Probably nmuch nore so close up. But you have to adnmit, it's in conflict with the rest of this
island. | fail to see what the Germans wanted with such a pl ace-or perhaps not. Do you know
anything of this world' s history?"

"Not a lot," Vavara answered. "But then, knowing so little of our own history before our tine, why
should | concern nyself with theirs?"

"To know your foe is to be able to anticipate him" Malinari answered.

"And knowing his history is part of the strategy. | think that if the war had gone in their
favour, these Germans woul d have cone back and renmai ned here, and Pal ataki woul d have been far
more than a block of offices for sone nining operation. Far nore likely it would have been a
bastion of the Third Reich in this region, their headquarters in these islands. Looking at it, at
its gaunt and grandi ose style, | can see everything that der Fuhrer was or wanted to be. Wth his
sigils of power-his great black swastikas on fields of blood-hanging fromthose w ndows, Pal ataki
woul d be perfect! He was sonething of a man, you know, this Htler."

"He had his good points, | suppose," Vavara shrugged.

"Hi s good points?" Milinari smled grimy. "If he had been Wanphyri . . . ah, but then there would
be no room for us, eh?"

They had reached the harbour. Mst of the boats were in now and tied up, and the dark water | apped
sullenly, gurgling among the berths and noorings. Back along the sea wall, no one was to be seen
and the lights in a huddl e of houses behind the hotels and tavernas, the original old fishing
village of Skala Astris, were out. This late in the season, with only a few tourists to cater for
the "night life" was wont to die an abrupt death

Vavara had left her linp in the care of her driver, a senior sister, about a quarter-mle out of
the village in a partly conceal ed | ay-by. Since a good many |ocal G eeks knew that the vehicle

bel onged to the nonastery, she deemed it prudent not to be seen getting into or out of it in any
gui se other than that of a nun-and especially not in the conpany of Malinari

But now, as they nade to walk inland toward the main coast road, there came a diversion: the glare
of headlight beans and the roar of revving notorcycle engines.

"Ch, dear!" sighed Malinari drily. "Didn't | warn you not to play up to then? The island' s bad
boys are back." It was, of course, the three young nen fromthe taverna.

"They seem full of high spirits!" Vavara played their ganme, clapping her hands as the three | eaned
back in their saddles to performwheelies in the mddle of the harbour concourse.

"High spirits?" said Malinari. "If you're speaking of ouzo, then | have to agree! But the tall one
with the | ong black hair-the one who waved at you- his thoughts are dark indeed."

"Can you read then?" she said, as the three bikers skidded to a halt, got °ff their machi nes, and
lifted themup onto their stands.

I don't want to," said Malinari. "My head is still aching fromtheir racket! out he fancies
himsel f, that one. And that's not all he fancies."

Hallo," the man in question grunted, as he wal ked casually towards the Pa>. Wth a cursory gl ance
at Malinari, he came to a halt facing Vavara.

Hallo!" She smilingly greeted him until her smile turned into a sneer. And eri: "Hallo-and
goodbye, " she said. "Goodnight."

Goodbye? Goodni ght ?" He answered her back in the English that she had

D K I A IN

enpl oyed, cocked his head a little on one side and sniled his version of a worldy smile. "But is

not late. |I think maybe | walking with you. I want . talking with you."

"Wl ki ng and tal king?" said Malinari, stifling a yawmn. "Is that what you want? Is that all? Very
well then, so now hear ne talking. Go away. Go now, at once while you can still walk and tal k."
"Go away?" The other scowl ed, his unruly eyebrows neeting in the niddle. "You go away! Is ny
island. I am man of Krassos. You thee stranger here."

"Indeed | ama stranger," said Malinari. "Just how nuch of a stranger you'll never know. "
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Meanwhi |l e the other two men had approached and stood grinning where they | eaned agai nst the sea
wall. One of them made a point of cleaning his nails with an Italian sw tchbl ade.

"She not liking you," said the tall one, his | ooks growi ng darker by the nmonment. For taking
Malinari's indifference-his |ackadaisical attitude-as a sign of uncertainty or cowardice, he felt
very sure of hinmself. "I see you doing thee argues, see her not doing the sniling. | see her
shouting ... at you! Now | shout at you!" He prodded Malinari's chest, as if expecting himto
flinch and cower back.

Malinari didn't flinch but nerely grinned a wi cked, barely controlled grin which made the corners
of his nouth twitch, and said: "Young man, you are a very rude, very stupid person." And where
before Malinari had appeared nerely tall, now he was very tall, very strong, and incredibly fast.
W thout seeming to nove, his hands were clasping the young Greek's tenples. And for two or three
| ong seconds-while the other stood there paral ysed-the vanpire Malinari fastened on his nmind |ike
a | eech, sucking at his thoughts .

Thoughts mainly of Vavara, naked, withing, panting out her lust on a beach sonewhere, with
her 1 egs wapped round him And others of his home in Astris, not Skala Astris on the coast, but
its sister village in the mountains. And of his nother, and the road hone uncoiling under the
whirling wheels of his notorcycle, just as it did every night.

Then of his work in the Quarries, where he sawed out those mighty bl ocks of pure white marble. And
then again back to sex.- an English girl he'd seduced | ast sumrer, and a German girl the sumer
before that.

Thus Malinari famliarized himself with the man's nmind, its signature, and knew that in future-
within certain strictures of distance, and given an uncluttered psychic aether-he would al ways be
able to find himagain.

Quite the little seducer, this one, but ugly with it. There was nothing or romance in it, only
lust; much like vanpirismin its way, and this G eek nmight even nmake a useful thrall or

lieutenant. But no, for where wonen were concerned he woul d al ways be untrustworthy .

Mal i nari rel eased him For a nonment the man staggered, then recovered and tried to | ash out with
an armthat felt heavy as lead and a clenched fist nade of rubber. Al nost without effort, Mlinari
caught his arm twisted it into an arm ock and turned hi mabout, grabbed his belt at the rear, and
hoi sted him

up and over the sea wall, out into the water. Lucky for himthat there were no sharp narble

boul ders this close to the harbour.

Then Malinari stepped to the man's bike, picked it up as if it were a toy, whirled and | obbed that
into the water, too.

The ot her bikers were no |l onger leaning on the wall. They had conme erect, their jaws hangi ng sl ack
and their leather-clad franes as stiff as poles. They | ooked at each other and then at Mlinari.
They had seen his speed, his effortless strength; now they saw his fixed grin-not quite a rictus-
inviting themto try their luck, and perhaps join their friend where he splashed about in the

sea.

The one with the knife looked at it as if he didn't recognize it, folded its blade, and pocketed
it. And without saying a word, the pair backed away, heading for a break in the sea wall where
steps went down to the water. But:

"Ah, no!" said Malinari in their own tongue. "Your friend got hinself in trouble, so | et himget

hinself out. Best if you |l eave now, for if you don't, |I shall deal with your nachines the sane way
| dealt with his-and perhaps with you, too."

They didn't argue. And as they got astride their bikes: "I don't expect we'll be seeing you again
tonight," said Malinari. "Or any night, for that matter "

"Bravo!" said Vavara sneeringly when they were gone.

"Thank you," said Malinari. "Since | kept nyself in check, | deserve every bit of your praise.”

"I could have handled it nyself," she answered.

"Now there's no need to," he told her

"Huh! But they were only boys."

"And they are still boys. But far more inportantly they're still alive, and there won't be any
repercussi ons . "

By Greek standards, the coast road east of Skala Astris in the direction of Linmari was a good one,
with a metalled surface and very few pothol es. But over the distance of one-third of a mle from
the | ay-by where Vavara had | eft her vehicle and driver to Palataki's neglected old service road,
it was serpentine in its w nding.

Vavara's driver-bl ack-hooded, servile, and occasionally shivering, but never |ooking back at her
passengers-drove at a carefully neasured pace,- the drainage ditches at the sides of the road were
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deep, and where it had been cut through spurs and steep slopes there were stretches where the
cliffs on the right fell sheer to the sea.

As they rode, Malinari |ooked out of his w ndow, down into one such abyss °f air and ocean, and
asked, "Would this, by any chance, be the place where v°u, er, gave our visitors a nudge?" It was
the first tine he had been out of the Mnastery, and all he knew of Krassos was what he had seen
of it on the night °r his arrival and tonight's excursion.

'No," Vavara shook her head. "For that would have been too close to Skala stris. | chose a place
renote fromthe island' s villages, a spot mnidway between

Pal at aki and the nonastery. The tides around Krassos aren't nuch, the sea is deep in that

| ocation, and the coast very rugged. Wien | saw the car go over the rim | knew that if anything
of the wreckage should drift away, it would not be found for some days. Ah, but then again, | also
"knew that there would be no survivors! Yet-"

"Yet there was one," Malinari nodded. "And a policenman, at that. Did you read the report in the
newspapers? |t seenms we' ve been very fortunate."

"My reading skills are rudinmentary," she answered, tossing her head. "I have nuns to read for ne.
Are you referring to the fact that the policenman, this Manolis Papastanos, has no nmenory of the
event? Yes, we are probably fortunate that he was banged about. But on the other hand, it was very
qui ck | doubt that he would have realised what was happeni ng. He was much too busy trying to keep
his car on the road to have tinme to wonder about what was pushing it off! And in any case, even if
he renenbered anything about it, why should he believe it was sonething other than an accident?
Lyi ng broken in that hospital in Kavala, | amsure he has other things to worry about. Al so, in
Krassos town, which is where | bought this linmo, there are several other cars just like it,- when
they can afford it, the Greeks are very vain and inclined to show off. Such transports are status
synbol s on an island as small as this. And anyway, in a world such as this one, a world of
religious fools, who would ever think to accuse a nun or nuns?"

"Perhaps you're right," Malinari shrugged. "But still, you should never underestinate these

peopl e."

"You sound as if you speak from experience," she answered. "Your problenms in Australia, no doubt."
"Exactly," said Malinari. "And in answer to your question: Wo would accuse a nun? But who woul d

have t hought to search nme out-a Lord of Vanpires-in a casino, in a nmountain resort in Australia?
Yet they did."

"Still," Vavara said, "I'mnot overly concerned about this man's survival. Wat, a sinple

pol i ceman? What coul d he nake of the |leech? But as for the female, the pathol ogi st-she had to die.
We couldn't afford to let her report what must have seemed to her a very strange anonaly: a thing
like a leech, a parasite in a human body, and in peculiar circunstances at that. G anted our
situation would be sonewhat nmore secure if both of them had died, but what's done is done, and the
matter can't be inproved. But tell ne, what is all this nitpicking? Your way of diverting

responsi bility, perhaps? Do not think | have forgotten, Nephran Malinari, that but for your weird
appetites | wouldn't have had this problemto deal with in the first place. Be satisfied with what
I have achi eved."

"You are argunentative tonight," said Malinari. "It wasn't ny intention to be critical. | was
merely stating facts. But if you insist on harping on ny appetites, then | would renind you of
your own. That Gypsy girl, for instance. You rmust have known that in taking her you placed
yourself in jeopardy. And then to have let her escape . . . I"

For a nonent Vavara was sullen, silent. But then she said: "As | have al ready

admtted, that was an error. But the girl was beautiful-so fey, so innocent, and so Szgany-and

after all, it wasn't as if | deliberately lured her. No, for she sought nme out! She cane to the
nmonastery of her own free will. But once | had seen her... | couldn't turn her away.
"Her people, caravans and all, had cone over on the great ferries fromthe nmainland. They danced

for the tourists in the tavernas, played on their druns, fiddles, and tanbourines. They sol d paper
flowers and ot her nonsense kni ck-knacks door-to-door in the villages, earning what few drachmas
they could. She told me these things, when she brought her flowers to the nonastery. But she was

the loveliest flower of themall. For a day or two | actually thought that | |oved her."

"A beautiful bloom eh?" said Malinari. "And so you sipped her nectar." However wy and

unsynpat hetic, his remark was only very slightly caustic. Each to his own.

But in any case Vavara wasn't offended. And with a negligent shrug she said, "I took a little, and
| gave a little back. | thought she was enthralled- indeed she was enthralled, to a degree-but the
call of her kinfolk was stronger. A few days nore, she would have been mne forever . . . but it
wasn't to be. | tell you, Malinari: Szgany bl ood out of Sunside ran strong in that one! And as for
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her escape: it wasn't so much an escape as that she sinply wal ked away. Mazed-but in control of
her own nmind, her own will-she left me. Which | suppose was just as well; by which |I nean that
things would even out in the end. If she had stayed, the time would surely come when | would find
her presence . . . offensive? And in | eaving, she sinply hastened her own end. So there you have
it. And all said and done, | nmake no bones of it: she was a nistake, yes."

By now they had left the main road, turned right onto the old service road to Pal ataki, and were
climbing the steep hill on a narrow, zigzagging track that could scarcely be called a road at all
Fl anked on the inside by undergrowth and covered with slippery noss-with grasses, roots, and
creepers thrusting up through its crunbling surface-it was as well that the linm's nun driver took
it infirst gear and with great caution. And as the dark silhouettes of Pal ataki's cupol as soared
above, Malinari saw at once what it was that kept the locals away fromthe place.

The air was nade |uminous by fireflies,- glowwrns appeared to burn |ike discarded cigarette-ends
in the shrubbery, despite that the sumer had been a long one, and the first rains yet to fall,

still there was a sense of dankness, of nouldy rottenness about the place. And where before
Mal i nari had said Pal ataki the structure was "out of place" on Krassos, now he saw that its
grounds-even tne hill on which it stood-looked and felt exactly the sane. It was a place aPart.

On an island of the sun, such as this one," Vavara smled at himfromthe darkness of her corner
seat-a flash of gleaming teeth that could so easily ransforrn into a cave of knives-"this is one
of the few places where | feel c°nfortable.™
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He knew what she neant and answered, "It definitely has a uni que atnosphere. There's nothing like
it on Starside, and yet |1've never felt so close to honme. Well, perhaps in Romania. But that is
under st andabl e. "

"When | first sawit," said Vavara, "and found it deserted and for sal e-and when | explored it,

di scovering its cellars and old mne shafts-then | knew | had to have it."

"But on the other hand,"” Malinari said, "if | were a young G eek lover, in search of a place in
which to pursue ny heart's desire in private, it would suit nmy needs ideally."

"Just so," said Vavara. "And indeed they used to cone here now and then, sonme of the braver ones,
anyway. But | long since took care of that. Come, and I'll show you what else |I've taken care of.

The car was up onto the level now, and its cowed, pallid driver got out to open gates in a tal
peri meter fence of netal staves and rusting chicken wire. There was an ankl e-deep ground mi st

whi ch seened to ooze-no, which in fact oozed-up fromthe earth itself. And Vavara nodded when
Mal i nari | ooked at her, seeking confirmation of what he nmore than nerely suspected.

"Ch, jesss/" she sighed, her eyes glowing red now "Everything is ripening down there. A few nore
weeks at nost."

Then the car noved forward again, and now Pal ataki | oonmed up out of the night.

Malinari's nmentalist probes went out as the Iino drewto a halt before huge doors banded w th

iron. "There is a presence!" he warned . . . before recognizing the telepathic signature. "Ah,
yes!" he said then. "It's your nman, er-?"
"Zarakis, aye," she answered. "My npbst worthy |ieutenant, Zarakis Mycks-thrall, out of ol den

Starside. He tends the place, and by sinply being here keeps away unwanted visitors."

As they got out of the car-Vavara's driver, too-Mlinari noticed that the nun was stil
shuddering. Indeed, she was barely able to stand wi thout |eaning on the vehicle.

"Madanme?" said a deep voice fromthe shadowed archway that covered the door. And there stood
Zarakis, tall as Malinari but feral-eyed as opposed to the Lord's red. For here at Pal ataki, the
vanpires and lieutenant alike could relax a little and |l et thensel ves appear as their perverse
"nature" intended.

"Zarakis," Vavara spoke to his bowed head. "Be easy now. | amhere with Lord Malinari, to inspect
the cellars and tunnels. Is all well down there?"

"All is well," he answered.

"And are you hungry?"

"Your worren bring me food daily,"” he told her. "For which | am grateful

She shook her head inpatiently. "No, you nisunderstand ne. | inquired of you, are you .

hungry?"
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"Al ways, madane!" Looking at her, his eyes had wi dened in anticipation, until they burned Iike
sul phur in the night.
Pointing to the nun, Vavara said, "Then while we go bel ow, feed yourself.

And if you feel inclined, see to any other needs that nmight require attention. W shall be a
little while."

Now Mal i nari understood the wonan's fearful trenbling, but he also appreciated Vavara's concern
for her lieutenant's well-being.

Then, as Zarakis grunted his thanks, noving eagerly towards the nun: "Zarakis!" Vavara brought him
to a halt and cautioned him- "Be warned. Don't take so nuch that you | eave her weakened and
fainting. For I, too, have need of her services. She drives this vehicle for ne."

And with that she turned away and led Malinari in through the great doors

The place was a maze of roons, nost of them huge. The doors all hung askew on rusted hinges, the
st ai rcases sagged dangerously, and all other fittings had |ong since been stripped and stolen, -
even the panelling fromthe walls. Sone of the good floorboards had been taken up, while others
had rotted through. Great hol es gaped everywhere, and as Vavara stepped ahead she warned Mali nari
of places where the floor was nost likely to give way under his weight.

"The upper levels are in even worse repair," she told him "and the attic is fit only for bats.
Ah, but down below . . . the cellars are carved fromstone, while the nmine tunnels renind nme of
not hi ng so nuch as the basenent of ny aerie in old Starside. And since there was nothing to break
or steal, only the ravages of nature are apparent down there!"

And she |l ed himdown into darkness.

The lack of light neant nothing. Night-seeing, to themit was |ike daylight. But still after
several steep descents down stone-hewn stairways and some negotiating of places where the ceiling
had fallen in, Vavara Iit a torch and took it fromits bracket on the wall

"See how it flares and the flame bends back?" she said.

"A current of air," Mlinari nodded. "This shaft has nore than one exit."

"I'n the bight above the sea," said Vavara. "It is ny bolt-hole, ny escape route, if such should
ever be required. And in a cave above the water level, | keep a boat. Wile just around this bend-
She led the way to a cavern, and to what it contained.

"Who were they?" Malinari inquired after a while.

"But can't you tell? Wat, you and your nuch vaunted nental i snP"

"You know better than that," he told her. "I can only read m nds where m nds exist. But here

they no | onger exist."

"The one was the Mother Superior in the nonastery," Vavara answered himthen. "The other was the
worman | recruited in that place in Romani a when nrst we arrived here. She served nme well, taught
me the Greek tongue, ex-P ained away the many things that | found difficult. But she never stopped
s°bbing; day or night, it seened | could never escape from her whining and whi npering! And so

put her out of ny msery. Hahl"
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"Was that your only reason?" said Malinari. "For if menory serves, she was also a pretty little
thing . . ." And:

‘That, too!" Vavara tossed her head. "Anyway, here she is. And as for the Mother Superior: she's
not so superior now, eh?"

Whil e they had been standing there, a number of purplish grey tendrils of proto-flesh had cone
creeping across the dusty floor to investigate. Though there was very little of sentience in them
only residual vanpire instinct, still Mlinari thought he detected a vague query:

Perhaps this intrusi on means sonething good to eat. . . ?

But as Vavara stanped her foot and shouted-and Malinari reached out his nmental probes to whatever
was left, if anything was left-so the tendrils wiggled back, fusing with the rest of Vavara's
handi wor k: an ankl e-deep, norbidly nobile carpet of gelatinous netanorphic filth, spreading out in
an uneven circle froma pair of slunped, sucked-dry figures that lay as if reclining against the
wall. And protected within that living or undead circle, a bed of squat bl ack nushroons, their
caps dully glistening froma covering of noisture as thick as sweat. And a heavy m st going up
fromthe whole, clinging to the ceiling and seeping into every crack and crevice there.

And eventually: "It would seemyou've done . . . very well!" said Malinari. "Very well indeed."
And Vavara allowed herself to take some small pride in his words. For she knew that they were true
and that his adnmiration was genuine in every respect.
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Li kewi se his jeal ousy: that she had what he no | onger had, which had been taken from hi mand
destroyed in Australia .

On their way back to the nonastery, Malinari said, "Something 1 don't understand."

n d]?'l

"Sara-who, er, fell fromthat high wi ndowhad a | eech. She was one of the first you took, of

course, but still to have devel oped a |l eech in so short a time?"

"But she got ny egg," said Vavara.

"Real | y?" said Malinari. "Another error, perhaps? | cannot see that she would be your first

choi ce! "

Vavara nerely sm |l ed

"Which leads to nmy next question," said Malinari. "Zarakis has been your nan for long and | ong. He

woul d have been ideally suited to the production of spore-bearing mushroons. And indeed, with Sara
dead he would be your only choice, for who el se could produce such a crop?"

"Any | eech-bearer," Vavara answered, "or any egg-daughter, or egg-son, for that matter. O any

i eutenant who had survived the years and risen through the ranks until he aspired. Such as your
man Denetrakis, for instance."

"Exactly!" said Malinari. "Just so, and Denetrakis was the spawn for nmy crop in Xanadu. But as ny
eyes are witness Zarakis lives, and your egg was wasted on Sara. So howis it that-?"
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"I wasted owe egg on the girl Sara," said Vavara. "But the first of ny eggs went to the Mot her
Superior."

"The first of-?" Malinari knew what it neant but couldn't quite accept the concept. Not in
connection with Vavara.

"Perhaps | shoul d exercise better control over ny passions, eh?" she said. "It would seemthat
when ny enotions get out of hand, then that. " Shrugging, she let it trail off. But Mlinari
under st ood her well enough

"You?" he said. "A mother? A nother of vanpires?”

"All of that, and a Mdther Superior!" Vavara | aughed.

"But. . . you were not depleted?" Mlinari was stunned. For he knew the | egend: that very
occasionally, very rarely, a Lady of the Wanphyri would be a nother, a creature with not just one
egg but a great many. And that when they issued forth, together in one vast spawning, the nother
woul d be so exhausted that she would wither to a winkled, enpty sack, thus suffering the true
death. It was nature's way, the | egend said, of prolonging Wanphyric life,-a nmother could only
come into being in the tine of sone great bl oodwar, when the species was at a very | ow ebb and
requi red replenishing and the one spawni ng coul d nake vanpires of a hundred aspiring thralls.
Vavara knew the | egend, too, and said, "That has to be the answer. Here in this world we are so
few that our scarcity nust have triggered this thing in ne. But in ny case | issue ny eggs one by
one as | will it. So don't expect me to deflate, wither, and die, Malinari! | amas firmas ever,
and firnmer than nost."

So then, sonething new. And Malinari sat and pondered upon it all the way back to the nonastery.
Vavara, a nother of vanpires, capable of bringing theminto being at will. And not only vanpires
but full-blown Wanphyri! Hordes of Lords and Ladies in the making, their seeds germ nating,

bur geoni ng even now i nside her body, within her bastard nutant |eech!

And with his shields firmy in place:

But not if |I can help it! Wiat, this newwrld filled with egg-sons and -daughters of Vavara, all
inthrall to her, Wamphyri fromthe very nonent of their conversion? Wuld | have roomto breathe?
Wul d there be any roomat all for anyone el se?

He very much doubted it but nmade no coment. . . why should he give her ideas? And putting the
noti on aside-burying it in his secret mnd-Mlinari changed the subject to inquire: "Are you
satisfied, Vavara, with what you' ve achi eved here?"

"Mostly, yes," she answered. "Wen the spores are ripened, bursting free, then ny nuns shall carry
themout into the world. They come fromall parts, these wonen, and the seeds of vanpirism shal
go back with themto their roots, new roots for a new and very different order. And until then the

nuns fill roy needs. | take fromeach of themin their turn, and every sip increases their
dependency upon nme. So you see, apart fromny one mistake with that Gypsy 8irl, all was in order
and went according to nmy plans. Well, until you cane."

"What ?" Malinari pretended to be affronted. "WIIl you hold it against ne 'Qever that | cane to
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you for help? Now tell ne, without the nmoney | sent y°u, how would you have purchased even this
car, let alone Palataki? Al rev-
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enue-t hose nonies earned fromthe religious industry of your nuns, their needl ework, art, and

ot her kni ckknacks for the tourists-was |ost when you had to close the nonastery down for fear of
pryi ng eyes. Wthout ny noney, Vavara, how nuch of what you've achi eved woul d have been possi bl e?"
"Jethro Manchester's money, do you nean?"

"Whoever's noney," said Malinari. "But never forget, | was the one who found a way to send it."
"For which | amgrateful,"” she said. "And | shall help you however | can. But understand,
Malinari: what | have worked for is nmine and m ne al one-the nonastery, ny wonen, Pal ataki and the
crop ripening inits cellars-everything. So if you truly desire to remain on friendly terns, nmke
your plans, state your requirenents, take what | can give, and begone from here."

Malinari turned away fromher. "So nuch for five centuries of friendship."

"Most of which we spent entonbed in the ice," she renminded him "And that, too, was your fault as
I recall!"™ Then, when he nade no answer, she sighed and said, "Nephran, you said it yourself:

you' ve suffered a setback. Wll now overcone it. Begin again, and this tinme be sure to win
through. But do it sonmewhere else. And if you're afraid that in the interiml shall speed ahead of

you, don't be. This is a big world, and roomfor all of us ... well, for a hundred years, at

| east."

"So," he said sourly. "You are telling me that out of all those many spores under Pal ataki, you
will not let me inprint a fewwith nmy authority, ny personality? You are telling ne quite
literally . . . that | nust start again? On my own?"

"There you have it."

"And if you in your turn, in sone unforeseen but perfectly feasible future, should suffer just
such a setback-what then? Whuld you turn to nme for help, Vavara-again? | hope not!"

"No such future [ oons," she answered.

"But upon a time, | was of a like opinion," said Malinari. "And | ook at ny situation now | can
prom se you that even now, in London, people plot against us. How they avoided ny traps in
Xanadu... | don't know, can't say, but I'msure that they did. The echoes of their group-mnd are
faint and far-distant-perhaps they are even shielded, for their skills are extraordi nary anong
common nen-but as | sniffed themout once before, so | can sense themnow. And I'll tell you
sonet hing el se: there was a rare Power anong them such as | haven't felt since . . . since

But here he paused and let his warning | apse into silence.

"This E-Branch?" Vavara shrugged. "But | have ny own plots to hatch, and tonorrow ny 'speci al

agents' -two of these nuns, who have served ne well in the recent past-will fly to London and seek
out Szwart. Together with him they will find a way to put sone snall obstruction in this Trask's
way. Did sit still in Starside when enenm es plotted agai nst ne? Never! Nor shall | do s° in this

world. But | personally shall not be involved."

"Good!" said Malinari however falsely and hal fheartedly. "And so it woul d seem you have everyt hi ng
covered. "

"Yes." Vavara smled. "lrksonme, isn't it?"

Then they were at the nonastery, sweeping in through its broad, high gates. And a nonent |ater, as
they got out of the linmp: "Now you will excuse nme," said Vavara. "There are things | nust attend
to."

"I know," said Malinari. "For you barely touched your food in that taverna."

"Nor you yours," she answered. "But here in nmy own place-at least | won't go hungry. You see?
There's nothing quite |like a manse and provisions of your own, eh, Nephran?"

"You forbid me to take from your wonmen?"

"Absolutely. One way or the other, Malinari, | intend that you shall nove on. And all this tal k of
E-Branch: it only nakes ne that much nore determined. It seens to ne that you are their rea
target, not I, and | won't have you |eading themto ne . .
Alone in his room Mlinari prowl ed the boards awhile. But then, pausing at a window to cast his
ment al i st probes out across the darkened island, he stopped |; scowing. Qut there, a nmind that he
recogni zed
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Malinari homed in on it: On a certain young Greek, clad in iron-studded |eather, | where he
trudged all the weary miles home... He pushed a heavy, waterlogged notorcycle f alongside. . . And
he was alone. . . his so-called friends had deserted him ridden off to Krassos fe town in search
of adventures of their own ... He cursed his American, Wstern-styled hoots, H they | ooked good
and were ideal for riding his hike, hut they were lousy for walking . . . The way was mainly
uphil I, and oh, how he | ooked forward to the next downhill stretch! A pity, thought Mlinari, that
he woul d never reach it. A pity? Wll, not really.

Bl owi ng in through the wi ndow, a warmthermal rose fromthe night ocean. Malinari quickly shed his
clothes, got up onto the wi ndow | edge, |eaned out into the abyss.

A cloud of tiny Mediterranean bats were on the wing around the nonas-1 tery's towers. Inaudible to
human ears, Malinari heard themwell enough. Their | sonar cries welcomed himto the night.

His eyes filled with blood, burning like lanps in his face as he wought the change. And in the
next nonent a greater bat, or sonething with a sinilar shape, soared outwards on the air.

A man has his needs, after all. And if by chance it should bring problenms avara's way-well, what
of it? She had stated her case, nmade her bed, so now * her lieinit.

And sniffing the air, Malinari turned inland and glided to his target.
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KAVALA . . . KRASSOS . . . SZEGED

The Suntours plane carrying Ben Trask and David Chung had | eft Gatwi ck some forty-five mnutes

| ate, touching down just after 1:30 P.M local tinme at Kavala. And if the pair had thought it was
warmin London for this time of year, the furnace interior of the spartan Greek airport had
changed their mnds in double-quick time. London was cool by conparison

After reporting dutifully to the Suntours representative, a tourist-harassed young wonan usi ng her
m |l board as a fan and trying desperately hard not to sweat, they'd excused thenselves fromthe
schedul ed ferry trip fromKeranmoti to Krassos and told her they'd find their owm way across and
see her later at their accomopdation on the island. Then-little knowi ng that indeed Krassos was to
be their destination-they had taken a taxi to Kaval a hospital

The hospital stood hal fway between the airport and the port of Keranoti on the Mediterranean
coast, and nuch like the airport itself it had been designed to serve the mlitary. The scenario
was that in any future border dispute or shooting war with Serbia or Turkey, wounded G eeks woul d
be casualty evacuated to Kaval a.

The drive was of mercifully short duration-only a very few mnutes-but the antique taxi's air-
conditioning had |l ong since given up the ghost, and even with the wi ndows wound down it was still
like sitting in a pressure cooker

Then, at the hospital

Though the M ni ster Responsible had cleared sonething of the way for them still there was the ID
check, the obligatory security tel ephone call, and the halfhearted salute froman MP wilting in
his sentry box, before the striped barrier pole went up and they were all owed through the gates,
past the guardroom into the hospital's grounds.

Finally, after Trask had handed the taxi driver a fat wad of notes, asking himto wait until told
otherwi se, they entered the large, gaunt, nationalistically

bl ue- and-white square bl ock of a building, where a nurse waited at the desk in reception to escort
them down a white-walled corridor on the ground floor to the roomwhere |Inspector Papastanps
presumably | ay abed.

Qutside the room a heavy-set man in civilian clothes was seated on a chair with his arns fol ded
on his chest. His chair was balanced on its rear legs, tilted against the wall, and he kept
pushing hinself forward an inch with his head, and letting hinself fall back again. Patently it
was sone kind of bal ancing game designed to keep his nind occupied, for his expression was one of
total boredom

But as Trask, Chung, and the nurse drew closer, suddenly the man snapped out of it, came to his
feet, and faced them It was at once obvious to Trask that this was a policeman. As the Head of E-
branch he had frequent dealings with the police, and in his experience (and however cliched it

nm ght seem) they all "l ooked the same” to him From Toul ouse to Tangier to Tinbuktu, no matter
their nationality, Trask could spot one a nmle away. But this one left nothing to chance: he swept
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asi de his jacket and showed them hi s badge, saying, "English?"

The "greeting" was abrupt and even blunt, but it told its own story: that he had been expecting

t hem

"I"'mBen Trask, and this is David Chung," Trask told him "W're here to see |nspector Manolis
Papast anps. "

The policeman, short in the legs but built Ilike a battering ram used a huge left hand to push his
jacket even further back, displaying not only his badge but also the pistol grip of a guninits

underarm hol ster. And tilting his head a little on one side, he grunted, "I seeing your |Ds-

pl ease?"

The nurse had just started to explain sonmething in Geek, when frominside the room an anxi ous
voice called out: "Trask? Ben Trask? Is that you out there? Thank God for that! Andreas will let
you in ... or perhaps he won't!"

In the next nmonent the door was snatched open fromw thin, and Andreas, the bl ocky policenan
stepped aside. After that:

It had been a good many years, but despite Manolis Papastanps's brui ses and bandages, Trask knew
himinedi ately where he stood framed in the doorway.

Papastanps's shirt was | ocose and hangi ng open, and he was bandaged under the shirt around his
ribs. Hs face was bruised on the left side fromthe cheekbone to the chin, and his left armwas
inasling to relieve the weight on his shoul der where his collarbone had been cracked. He | ooked
decidedly older- and rightly so, Trask thought, considering all the years flown between-and he was
definitely shaky. But he was Manolis.

Recognition was nutual. After searching Trask's face for a nonent, then

see' ng Chung standing beside him the G eek policeman said, "You two, and

still thee same! Well, perhaps a little older, eh?" He went to hug Trask, changed

15 nmend, and grimaced apol ogetically, explaining, "It is thee ribs. Sonme bruised,

ar>d sone broken, and none of themup to thee hugging. Cone in, come in!"

Inside the room two nore policenmen were seated at a table with a deck
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of cards laid out in three hands. There was a snmall pile of noney on the table,-also a bottle of
ouzo and sone tiny shot glasses. And Trask was at once relieved.

"I see we're not the only ones who are still the sane!" He punped Papa-stanos's hand, but
carefully. "The message | got... 1 thought you were in a very bad way!"

"l very nearly was," said the other. But his welconme smle at seeing old friends had turned to a
grimace now. And: "Ben, | need to talk to you-tell you things-and right now, because we don't have
thee time to | ose."

"I know," Trask answered just as grimy. "I knew fromthe noment we got your call, even before
your call, that there was, er, sonmething of a problem here?"

"You mean thee special kind of problen?" Papastanps |ooked at his nmen, a quick glance, but they
obviously didn't know what he was tal ki ng about .

"Exactly," said Trask. "The kind we knew once before."

Now it was Papastanpbs's turn to heave a sigh of relief. "So, perhaps | am not thee obsessive
lunatic after all! But for this kind of talking we needing thee privacy, right? These nen, they
don't speak thee English too well, but we take no chances, eh?"

He spoke quickly, authoritatively to his nen, detectives fromhis own division in Athens. And
wi thout a word they stood up and |left the room

"There, is better."” Papastanos invited his visitors to sit, poured ouzo, then prowl ed the room
whil e he tal ked. And wi thout further ado he told them what had happened, all of it up to the point
where his car had been pushed over the cliff.

"And you survived that?" Chung shook his head,- he couldn't conceal his astonishnment and wasn't
thi nking straight. But then he checked hinmsel f and said, "Yes, of course you did! But how?"

"My seat belt," said Manolis. "She wasn't fastened-thank God! | renmenber we hit somethings going
down, - once, twice ... | don't know, can't say. But thee car, she spinning. Then my door is torn
off and | falling through thee air. | thinking: Manolis, you are dead! Then . . . nothing else.

Some men in a fishing boat near thee cliffs see thee car go down. They saving ne fromthee sea.
But El eni -she was gone. Thee water was very deep in that part. "

"And afterwards?" said Trask

"Afterwards, | wake up in Krassos town in thee hospital. | am shook up: ny ribs, collarbone, jaw,
and all thee bruises. | go alittle crazy, you know? Because | renenber but | can't say anyt hing.
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Not about that, what | suspecting! They nove nme here, this ward for thee men with thee shel

shock. And that is good, because | want be off that Krassos! Then, when | start thinking straight
again, | call you."

Trask nodded and said, "You' d guessed what you were dealing with, and you knew who to call first."
"Not first," Manolis shook his head. "First | calling thee office in Athens, to get these nen down
here pretty damm fast!"

Nt CKCbCUPt : Uhhl LhKS 16b"

"You thought they-wherever they are-might try comng after you," said Chung.

"Right. And that kind of thing ... | didn't want it conming after nme!" Manolis shuddered. "Not when
I was weak, unprotected. But this place, this hospital," he nodded his head in approval, "she is
secure, | think. And ny nmen are good."

VWhi ch pronpted Trask to ask: "How nuch do your nen know of all this?" It was a very inportant
questi on.

"Only that | have thee accident, and that | need help. But howto tell then? | nmean, hey-if they
knew what | thinking-how do | do thee explaining?"

"You don't," Trask shook his head. "No way! |'m sure these nen of yours are very good nen, but
even if they believed you-especially if they believed you, believed in what you suspected-it could
j eopardi ze the whole thing. And E-Branch has been on this case for a long tine."

Then, as briefly and as quickly as possible, he gave Manolis a sketchy outline of what had been
happeni ng and E-Branch's role in things.

"So, this is all on you," said the other

"W were hoping to put sonme of it on you, too," said David Chung. "But not like this."

"Hey, | amalive!" said Manolis. 'Thee reason | put it out that | bad hurt is for throw ng these
things off ny trail. Waiting for you here, | amnear thee scene. So you want to put sone of this
on ne? Yes! Good! Do it! | expecting it! W are working together before, so now we doing it again

You thinking I wants these danm things in Greece? In thee Greek islands? Wat? These vry-koul akas
dog bastards!?" H's English was deteriorating comensurate with his nounting anger

"Cal m down, Manolis," said Trask, "and think. Wiile you're certainly alive, still you're not in
the best possible shape. | nean, just look at you . . . You're pretty nuch banged about. And |'m
sure you haven't forgotten how it was on Hal ki, Rhodes, and Karpathos that tinme? Wth Janos
Ferenczy and his creatures? You wouldn't want to slow us down, now woul d you?"

"I want do whatever | can!" the other declared. And:

"Very well," said Trask, and went on to tell himabout the transfers of |arge sums of noney from
Jethro Manchester's Swi ss accounts to a bank "somewhere" in Geece. He finished by saying, "Find
that out for us, and you'll be doing us a big favour."

"And nysel f," Manolis nodded. "And G eece, and thee world! But | can do that from here, | think
So, will you wait?"

Trask shook his head. "No, we're nmoving on. But we'll have your number and we'll stay in touch

| et you know where we are. That way you can always call us if you get anything."

"And when | feeling a little better? Wien | getting rid of these bandages, then maybe |-?"

"They know what you look like," Trask cut himshort. "The creatures who did this to you." It was
only an excuse, for they knew what Trask | ooked |i ke,
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too (one of themdid, anyway) but the Head of E-Branch didn't want Manolis to get hurt any worse
than he was right now.

Manolis chewed his Iip, then breathed deeply, and finally grunted his disappointment. "I ... |
feeling useless!" And in a typically Geek display of frustration, he threw up his hands.

"On the contrary,"” Trask told him "Wth what you' ve told us, you' ve corroborated everything we
suspected. "

"Huh!" said Manolis. "Right." But he seened doubt ful

"I's there anything el se you want to tell us before we go?" Trask asked him

"Tell you, no-show you, sure." And Manolis scattered the playing cards fromthe tabletop

unfol ding a map of Krassos in their place. The map was one of those cheap and cheerful, none-too-
accurate, honegrown efforts that display sites of historic and archaeol ogical interest, as well as
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| ocal hotels, tavernas, and allegedly gol den sand beaches/ in short, a guide to all the island's
touri st traps.

"Woul d you believe," said Chung, "that Krassos is where we were supposed to be goi ng?"

' Thee island?" Manolis stared at him renenbered his weird talent. "Are you, er, locating
sonet hi ng? On Krassos?"

"Not yet," Chung answered ruefully. "Later, maybe."

"We're tourists," Trask expl ai ned.

"Ah! Your cover. But Krassos? You knew to go there?"

"A coincidence," Trask answered. "And anyway, by now we've nissed the ferry."

"There will be another ferry in a few hours,” Manolis told him "before thee night. But Ben, this
i sland-this Krassos-she is thee very dangerous place for nen |like you. For any nen! You have thee
backup?"

"Shortly," said Trask.

And Manol i s nodded. "Very shortly, | hoping! But not thee Necroscope, eh? Not thee Harry Keogh
Ah, he was thee one! That nman ... we are thinking we. are thee bravos, yes?" He stuck out his
chest, then winced and rel axed his posture. "But thee Harry . . . next to that one we are all thee
big cowards."

"He was nmuch too brave for his own good," said Trask, "and in the end cane too close. Wthout him
we woul dn't have stood a chance, woul dn't have understood even the basic hows or whys of such
things. W still owe himfor that, and now we're using the know edge he left us all over again."
"That time, we all cane too close,” said Manolis, unashanmedly shivering. "But we were thee |ucky
ones." He nodded again, checked his pocket tel ephone, and scrawl ed the nunber on the map. And
stabbing at the chart with his pen, he explained the |ayout of the island and its various

feat ures.

'Thee map, she is showing it all," he said. "But anyway, | giving you thee running comrentary:
"Thee island, she is like thee apple with some bites taken out. Ninety, or maybe one hundred

kil ometres right round. Coast roads mainly, except where thee nountains cone down to thee sea.
Krassos is thee green island,- thee forests are up in thee hills and nmountains. In thee north,
five or six skalas,- | explaining

thee term skala. Many of thee villages are twi nned. By thee sea, thee village gets thee nanme Skal a-

Skala this, Skala that. But thee twin in thee nountain is thee main town. In thee old tinmes thee

fishernen live by thee sea, of course- hey, they live off thee sea! I|nvaders conme, they nove into

t hee hei ghts. Then cane thee olives and thee farm ng; now thee peoples live in all thee villages.

So, Astris in nmountains, Skala Astris on thee coast.

"In a deep bay in east of Krassos, here is Limari, a 'big" town of nore than fifteen hundred

peopl es,- big by island standards, you understand. That mnutil ated body-thee one with thee | eech-

was found in thee sea a few mles south of Limari. Here is thee nonastery, between Limari and thee

pl ace where | forced off thee road. Thee big linmb was waiting for ne there. | didn't get thee

nunber." He gave an apol ogetic shrug. "But hey-1 was busy! And on this southern point, here is

Skal a Astris.

"Now we are on thee south coast heading west. Here is thee village Portos, and thee skal as Peskari

and Sotira. And here-after thee bend in thee coast-is thee big town, Krassos town, thee capital

Then, heading north, nore villages and skalas all along thee west coast.

"Most of thee coast roads are very good. But inland, up in thee nountains, not so good." Manolis

shook a cautionary finger. "Four-wheel-drive vehicle, ny friends, if you going up into thee

nount ai ns.

"As for what you looking for," he shrugged again, "I don't know. This vrykoul akas woman's pl ace
there are a great many high places on Krassos. But thee island peoples wll know everythings

about thee foreign peoples who are owning properties. In thee tavernas, you can talk, ask

questions, but carefully. Hey, who | speaking to, eh? O course you ask carefully!" He | aughed and

sl apped Trask on the shoul der

And then it was tinme to go.

Chung fol ded Manolis's map and pocketed it. Then, tossing back the last dregs of ouzo in his

glass, he held it out enpty in front of him Trask Iikew se finished off his drink, and all three

men clinked gl asses. "Here's to success,"” said Trask, and Chung echoed his toast.

"Me, too," said Manolis. "Er, | meaning success-yes!"

In the taxi, on the way to Keranoti, Chung said, "Well, what do you think?" "About the task?"

Trask dabbed sweat fromhis brow "Wen the rest of the teamjoin up with us, tinme enough then to

think about it. Half a dozen heads-the kind of mnds and technol ogy that we conmand-will give us a

much cl earer picture than just yours and nine alone. We're here to do a prelimnary survey and
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organi ze a base of operations, that's all." "So that's the job," said Chung. "But what about
Manol i s?" "Ahl" said Trask. "You're obviously thinking he et us off the hook too easily."

"You told himhe couldn't come with us... and he accepted it just like that?" Chung shook his
head. "He didn't even argue the point but sat still and sinply let us wal k out on hin? Does that
ring true to you? Well not to ne! It

isn't the man we know. So, what are the odds we'll be seeing himagain-and | do nmean very
shortly?"

"I"'mnot taking bets," said Trask. "Put it this way: let's say | wasn't convinced by his
acceptance. And in fact he didn't accept it, didn't agree one way or the other that he would stay
out of it. He didn't say anything nuch but just played at being frustrated. That was an act... |
know because | got an instant reaction frommny talent. He was hiding sonething: his desire to cone
with us, probably. And the hell of it is we could use him if only he wasn't so banged about."

" Tal ki ng about talents,” said Chung, "actually, I'mbeginning to feel pretty lonely. Just you and
me, and what's waiting for us out there." "Waiting for us?" said Trask. "I hope not!"

"You know what | mean," said the locator. The future, and whatever it has in store for us. The as
yet unfurled, inmutable and oh-so-devious future. At least, that's how | an Goodly mnight describe
it."

"Devious, yes," Trask nmused, nodding. "And i mutable. Wat will be has been, eh?"

"We nust hope,"” said Chung, "that it continues to be as it has been, that we'll win this one just
like we won the others."

"Amen to that," Trask agreed whol eheartedly. "But tell ne: what's all this got to do with feeling
| onel y?"

"I"'mswitched off," the locator reminded him "My talent, | nmean. This close-or as close as we
think we are-1 daren't use it. For in Malinari's case, what | can find mght as easily find nme! So
I"I'l just hang on to what |1've got until it's really needed. Which also neans |I'mno |onger in
contact with the rest of our people. Not like a telepath, no, but just being able to reach out and
sense themthere. It's something |I've had for-well, it feels like forever-a sense of security, of

being in good conpany, and | hadn't realized how nuch I'd nmiss it. But | do. Hence the

| onel i ness.”

"Then | suppose in that respect |I'mlucky," said Trask. "I can't switch mne on and off,- it's
sinply there. But it doesn't reach out and can't be detected. Not that |I'm aware of, anyway. It
doesn't connect ne to anyone, unless he starts lying to ne-doesn't 'disturb the psychic aether,"
so to speak-so it isn't sonething that Malinari can latch on to."

"Exactly," said the other quietly. "But that only nmakes ne feel that nmuch nore lonely. For the
time being there's just the two of us, and |'mthe one who might forget hinmself, start glowing in
the dark. Wiy, for all we know | could be doing it right now Iike a nyriad nental pheronones

radi ati ng away fromme, my own personal version of mndsnmog! So I'Il be very glad when the other
menbers of the team show up.”

Then they were into and passing through the port of Keranoti: spears of dazzling yellow light, and
dar k- shadow snmudges, where they sped through narrow streets between dusty buil di ngs. But suddenly
the air wafting in through the taxi's open wi ndows tasted salty, and as the vehicle enmerged into
full daylight and halted in a sun-bl eached parking | ot close to the deep-water harbour, the Aegean
was there: a horizontal bar of scintillant, blinding blue, slashed

through by the lolling nasts of boats at their noorings, and draped with their sullen pennants.
Even here on the coast the heat was appalling. But beyond the parking | ot on the | andward side of
the street, the canvas awni ngs and notionl ess unbrellas of a long string of shops and tavernas

of fered jet-black bl otches of shade and the irresistible prom se of cold drinks.

Leaving the taxi, Trask and Chung shrugged thensel ves out of their danp jackets and fol ded t hem
over their arms. Lugging a single suitcase each-in addition to which Trask carried a fat briefcase
cont ai ni ng several "gadgets," one of which was a world-ranging tel ephone and scranbl er device-they
made their way toward the street's hot tarmac, and beyond