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I NVADERS AND DEFI LERS

A RESUME

WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE

I NVADERS AND DEFI LERS

Three years ago, three Great Vanpires - two Lords and a 'Lady' of the Wanphyri, the alien
originators of the alleged vanpire 'nyths' or 'legends' of Earth - entered our world via a trans -
di nensi onal Gate under the Carpathian nmountains. Having split up followi ng their covert

"invasion,' the trio went their own ways. Lord Nephran Malinari ('Malinari the Mnd ), enthralled
an Australian billionaire to set hinmself up in a casino aerie in the exclusive resort of Xanadu in
the Macpherson Mountains. Lord Szwart, a metanorphic 'fly-the-light' in the truest sense of the
term headed for London, settling in a forgotten Roman 'tenple' in the deepest, npbst inaccessible
bowel s of the city. And Vavara -'beautiful' mstress of nmass-hypnotism- defiled an order of nuns
by infiltrating their fortress-1ike nonastery on the Geek island of Krassos.

Their plan to overthrow the planet, reducing it to a vanpire paradi se, was in essence a sinple
one: to plant gardens of deadspawn fungi and bring themto deadly maturity. Nurtured on the life
fluids (the nutated DNA) of sacrificed vanpire thralls or lieutenants, these toadstools, when they
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ri pened and spawned, would rel ease nyriad spores into the Earth's atnosphere, to be breathed by an
unwi tting hurman race! Then, as men became bl ood-1usting nonsters who hid fromthe sun during
dayl i ght hours and hunted by night, and nation fought nation as the world sank into chaos, and no
one - least of all the mazed, bl ood-addicted victins - was able to understand or even consi der
fighting the incurable 'disease' that was converting them. . . then the Geat Vanpires, the
Wanphyri, would energe fromthe shadows and conme into their own.

As in the earliest days of their pre-dawn Vampire Wirld of Sunside/ Starside, their thralls and
lieutenants would go abroad in the world, carrying their nonstrous plague with them as they
consolidated their nmasters' (and mistress's) territories, where the laws of the Wanphyri woul d be
the only laws. Malinari would take Australia, expanding into all the islands around and eventually
into Asia, and Vavara woul d take the Mediterranean and Africa, spreading east to forma border
with Malinari. As for the metanorphic horror that was Lord Szwart: while it would seem he had been
di sadvantaged, with only the British Isles, France, Spain, and the northern and westernnost

regi ons of Europe coming under his control, as he deployed his forces west across the Atlantic he
woul d quickly seed the Anericas with his deadspawn and, when the tinme was ripe, he would nove his
power base to New York. The netropolis's spraw ing underground network woul d provi de access to al
parts of the city, whether in daylight or darkness, while its greatest building would be Szwart's
aerie, its every w ndow | acquered black and draped agai nst the sun.

These had been the anbitions of the Wanphyri, and they had seenmed infallible: their dreans, and an
unwi tting mankind's as yet unrealized nightnmares. But, despite their |egendary cunni ng and
| eechlike tenacity, the three Great Vanpires had not reckoned with E-Branch

E-Branch (E for ESP): a top secret armof the British intelligence services, many of whose
psychically talented agents had dealt with vanmpires before, not only in this world but also in
Sunsi de/ St arsi de. Ben Trask, the nenmbers of his London-based organi zati on, and a snmall handful of
people in the Corridors of Power were the only human bei ngs who knew of the alien invasion. And
because of the planetw de panic any di scl osure woul d cause, they dared not speak of it to anyone
outside their circle.

But having traced Malinari to Australia (with the ever-grudgi ng assistance of their Mnister
Responsible in Wiitehall and his help in covertly informng an Australian counterpart of the
problem and enlisting mlitary aid), Trask and an E-Branch task force had ventured down under to
confront Malinari in his aerie. There in Xanadu they had destroyed his fungi garden (though not
without the tinely assistance of Jake Cutter, a young nman whose extraordi nary powers were not yet
fully devel oped or even understood) but The M nd hinself had escaped.

As for Jake Cutter (though nore especially fromBen Trask's necessarily cautious point of view):

Jake seens an entirely w ong-headed man with sonething of a chequered background. Having fallen
foul of a gang of international drug-runners and suffered at their hands, he was bent on settling
ol d scores when strange circunstances brought himinto contact with E-Branch. (He

was, in fact, pursuing a vendetta with this crimnal organization's powerful |eader and several of
his close col |l eagues - people who had raped and nmurdered a girl of Jake's aquai ntance, with whom
he had had a brief but passionate affair - and had been responsible for a series of violent,
extremely ugly deaths in their higher echelon.)

But the | eader of the gang - a Sicilian vanpire named Luigi Castellano - had laid a trap for Jake,
causing himto fall into the hands of the Italian police. Incarcerated in a Turin prison, Jake had
soon di scovered that Castellano was not w thout influence there, and that his dem se had been
schedul ed for the very near future.

Then, during a jailbreak (also arranged by Castellano), when it seened certain that Jake nust die

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20Avengers.txt (4 of 317) [2/13/2004 10:13:24 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch9%6203%20-%20Avengers.txt

under fire fromthe guards . . . a weird reprieve, a miracul ous escape: Jake's first taste of
things to cone, and the beginning of his transition

Sonet hi ng he took to be a ricochetting bullet - a flash of golden fire - struck himin the
forehead. But instead of falling dead he fell into sonething else entirely and was conveyed

t hrough the Mobi us Continuum ( a nmeans of netaphysical teleportation) to Harry's Room at E-Branch
HQ i n London

Harry's Room

The | ong-dead (?) Necroscope Harry Keogh was once the nost inportant menber of E-Branch. On those
occasi ons when he stayed at the London HQ he had a roomof his own, as did nany espers. Harry's

Room however, has always been (and still is) different fromthe other roons. Perhaps to signa
their regard for their nuch loved, highly respected ex-menber - or perhaps because the room
continues to retain sonmething of the Necroscope's personality - it has been | eft untouched and

unoccupi ed, exactly as it was in the tine of Harry's residence.

And so it was a singular event for Ben Trask and his espers to discover a bew | dered stranger
i nside the | ocked room of the Necroscope, in the heart of security-conscious E-Branch HQ  And it
had to be nore than a mere coi nci dence

Jake's advent had cone at a propitious noment (or, at |east, everyone except Trask thought so),
for it was only a short time later that Nephran Mlinari was discovered in Xanadu, his playboy
retreat and aerie in the nountains of the Macpherson Range. And teanmi ng Jake up with Liz Merrick
a young, attractive, budding tel epathic receiver whose powers, |like Jake's, were still devel oping,
Trask took themto Australia as part of his task force.

It was during the course of this largely successful operation that Jake discovered the truth of
what Trask and his peopl e had suspected all along: that indeed he had inherited sonething of
Harry's powers. For when the

original Necroscope had died on Starside, his nmetaphysical personality - the sidereal intelligence
that was Harry - had fragnented into many gol den splinters or darts, one of which had entered into
Jake! Now, in his dreanms, Jake could converse with the 'dead’ Necroscope through the medi um of
deadspeak. Then, too (not yet aware that his dreanms were of crucial inmportance, that they had rea
meani ng i n the waki ng world and were nmuch nore than di sturbing synptons of parammesia and a
crunmbling nentality), Jake had felt obliged to ask Trask just what, exactly, a Necroscope was.

But while Trask had been willing to explain something of a Necroscope's powers to Jake - his
ability to teleport, and the unearthly 'gift' that enabled himto converse with the dead - there
were certain other things that he dared not speak of. For, as the director of E-Branch for many
years, Trask had devel oped an inquiring and sceptical mnd; he knew how very deceivi ng outward
appear ances coul d be, and how even the nost innocent-seening of nen (especially the innocent ones:
for example, the original Necroscope) might be susceptible to the greatest evils. Mreover, Trask
had never had much faith in coincidence or synchronicity. He believed that things usually had good
reasons for happeni ng, and that when they happened m ght be equally rel evant

Jake had come on the scene at a propitious tine, certainly - but propitious for whon? And wasn't
it sinply too much of a coincidence that at the advent of a trio of G eat Vanpires out of Starside
a new Necroscope should also put in an appearance? So had Jake arrived of his own (or Harry
Keogh's) accord, by 'coincidence', or had he in fact been sent to infiltrate E-Branch? Wiat was it
of the original Necroscope - how nuch of Harry, what elenent - that had entered Jake? Sonethi ng of
his light side, fromhis earlier life - or sonmething of his far nore dangerous side froma |later
dar ker period?

For one of the several things that Jake didn't yet know was that at the end of the Necroscope's
time on Earth he had been a vanmpire in his own right -Wanphyri! And probably the greatest of them
all! And not only Harry but two of his sons: they, too, had been vanpires, changeling creatures,
on Starside in a weird parallel world .
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Thus Trask's doubts - or, nore properly his natural caution, coupled with his inability to read

the young Necroscope despite that his own weird talent made hima human |ie-detector - held him

back from bringing Jake nore fully into his confidence. For if Jake was not the real thing, if he

had not inherited Harry's mantle to beconme the fantastic weapon agai nst the Wanphyri that nost of

Trask's agents believed himto be, but rather possessed the potential to becone the exact opposite
then Trask m ght yet have to kill him

Hence his great quandary, for if on the other hand Jake was the real thing, and if he was made
privy to everything, then he mght easily shy fromthe know edge - the full know edge - of what he
was becom ng and what he woul d be capabl e of doing, and would be |l ost to E-Branch for ever. For
while it takes a special kind of man to accept the responsibilities of a Necroscope, the role of
caretaker to the dead, it takes an extra-special man to accept that the Great Majority will do

al nrost anything for love of him. . . including the agony and horror of self-resurrection, of
rising fromtheir graves in order to protect him

After the Australian venture, when Jake was given the conparative 'freedom of E-branch HQ - if
not access to all of its many secrets the first thing he did was desert the cause in order to
pursue his own agenda: his vendetta with Castellano. But the fact was that Jake didn't see his

| eavi ng as any kind of treachery; his reasons for wal king out on Ben Trask and E-Branch were nore
t han one, and not |east self-preservation

First, the Harry Keogh influence had been replaced by sonething of a far nore di sturbing nature:
Jake was finding hinmself under constant attack froma deceased vanpire lieutenant called Korath
(once Korath Mndsthrall), an ex-minion of Malinari's. Dead and sl oughed away in a subterranean
sunp in Romania, Korath had used deadspeak to tell Jake the histories of the three Wanphyri

i nvaders from Starside-but in the process he had also tricked his way into seni-residence in
Jake's head. Only let Jake relax and let his nental shields down - and Korath would be there with
himin his mnd, dream ng his dreans, conversing with him attenpting to influence - to 'guide or
"advise'- himand generally sharing his waki ngworl d experiences. Jake could send himaway, back to
his sunp, but he could never be absolutely certain when Korath was or wasn't there.

The only good thing to come out of this was that Korath had 'inherited sonething of his forner
masters nentalism endowed with eidetic recall, he'd nmenorized the mat hematical Mbius fornula
given to Jake by Harry Keogh -which for sone reason Jake was unable to grasp - and had thus becone
his reluctant host's one and only key to the metaphysical Mbius Continuum s node of trans- or

tel eportation.

And so he and Jake had worked out a conpromise. All Korath wanted - or so he had | ed Jake to
believe - was revenge on his former nmaster and the other Geat Vanpires for killing himas a means
of accessing our world. But since Korath was incorporeal, a dead creature whose sole contact with
the living was through Jake and hi s deadspeak, the new Necroscope was the only one who coul d

possi bly exact such a revenge. Jake couldn't go about his business w thout Korath, and Korath
woul d have no existence at all without Jake.

One other problemw th Korathi if Ben Trask found out about his coexistence with Jake, it m ght
yet be a case of having to kill two birds with one stone - or, nore properly, one man and a
parasitic mnd-thing with however many bullets were required to do the job.

But even that, self-preservation, wasn't Jake's only reason for quitting the Branch. In fact, he
was driven to | eave by sone unknown but increasingly insistent force that demanded that he pursue
his own or perhaps soneone el se's? -agenda. Mreover, the |onger he remained with E-Branch, the
greater the chance of a ronmantic attachment with Liz Merrick, with whom he'd devel oped a seni -

tel epathic rapport. The last thing Jake needed was to be close to someone he couldn't touch for
fear of a dead vanpire's voyeurism
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In Jake's absence, while he used the Mobius Conti nuumto pursue and harass Luigi Castellano's
Medi t er ranean- based drug-runners, E-Branch had tracked down Malinari and Vavara to the tiny G eek
i sland of Krassos. This time, as distinct fromthe Australian operation, Trask's task force was a
very small one, and politically and econonmically (even climatically, in an El N no year), there
were huge problens to be overcone. But with the help of a Geek friend of theirs froman earlier
adventure - an Athenian police inspector called Manolis Papastanbs - finally E-Branch | ocated and
burned Vavara's nonastery aerie, while her deadspawn garden was dynamted and buried in a series
of expl osive attacks.

But at the sanme tinme there had been two maj or setbacks. In London, Ben Trask's newfound | ove of
only a few days' duration, the telepath MIlicent Ceary, had been ki dnapped by Szwart and his
m ni ons down into his Roman tenple dedicated to dark gods in a forgotten cavern deep under the
city. And in Krassos, Liz Merrick had been taken by Vavara when that mistress of evil made her
escape fromthe blazing nonastery. It had | ooked Iike the end for both of these brave wonen. But:

In Sicily, where Jake had finally rid the world of Castellano and his organi zation - and in the
process di scovered why he had felt so driven by his vendetta: that this had been part of a task
begun but |eft unfinished, even unrenmenbered, by the original Necroscope - the new Necroscope

"heard' Liz's desperate cry for help. Across all the many miles between them Jake beard it. It
was the rapport which existed between themthat had boosted Liz's devel oping telepathic talent.

But when Jake required Korath to show himthe Mbius equations in order that he m ght use the
Continuumto find Liz and rescue her . . . then Korath had sprung his trap

Korath had al ready discovered that Jake couldn't be bribed or threatened when his own |ife was at
stake, for w thout Jake there would be

no Korath; so whatever else the vanpire did, he would try to keep his host alive. But Jake woul d
definitely be open to persuasion if another's life were at risk . . . and nore especially if that
ot her was the worman he | oved. Now Jake knew Korath's real objective: access to his inner nind to
be one with him a part of him-and perhaps permanently!

Jake coul dn't refuse
Wthout Korath's help, Liz was as good as dead .

In order to view the equations, create a Mbius door, teleport through the Conti nuum and rescue
Li z, Jake nmust first accept this dead but incredibly dangerous thing's conditions. And this
despite Harry Keogh's warning: that he nust never let a vanpire into his mnd

But there was no | onger any other way .

He went along with it, gave Korath access to the very core of his mnd and wel coned himin 'of his
own free will' . . . and only then di scovered how he had been duped, that he woul d have been able
to conjure the formula all along - if Korath had not been bl ocking his every attenpt!

Too | ate now, though, to do anything about it, for Liz was in trouble on a small Geek island
hundreds of mles away .

Jake was in the nick of tinme. In Krassos, he reunited Liz with her E-Branch col |l eagues, who then
informed himof the plight of the telepath MIlie Ceary in London. Using the Continuum Jake
returned Trask and conpany to their London HQ where the espers conbined their weird talents to
locate MIlie. Still alive, her psychic aura was well known to Liz who was then able to contact
her and determ ne her precise whereabouts. Now it was up to the new Necroscope.

Taking MIlie's coordinates fromLiz's mnd, Jake 'went' to the distraught telepath in her
previ ously unknown tenple prison. There he found not only MIlie, but also Lord Szwart's terrible
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deadspawn garden, which (after a nightmarish confrontation with the 'Lord of Darkness' hinself) he
managed to destroy by bringi ng about an expl osi on of natural gas.

So now, and despite that the plans of the Wanphyri were in disarray, the main question had to be
how many of the invaders thenmselves had survived? Had Vavara di ed when her |inp crashed, throw ng
her into the sea? Had Malinari been trapped below, in Vavara's garden, when it was buried? Had the
met anor phic Szwart suffered the true death in a Roman tenpl e whose destruction had even registered
on the sei snographs at G eenw ch?

Now, too, with Ben Trask and his people in Jake's debt, it was tinme for a showdown. Tine for Jake
to give up bis secret - the fact that he harboured a vanmpire intelligence in his mnd - and ask
for E-Branch's help. But also tine for himto demand to know the full story: why Trask

10

had been so reticent in his dealings with him and what had been the problemw th the previous
Necroscope that the Head of Branch hadn't dared tal k about it?

Harry Keogh's ability to raise the dead? But Jake had found that out for hinself; indeed, it
accounted for the grey streaks at his tenples, and the hint of fearful, forbidden know edge in his
eyes. But he knew that wasn't the entire story. Perhaps one day the teening dead - that G eat
Majority of human souls gone before -- mght believe in Jake, have enough faith in himthat he
could ask them but for now he was asking Ben Trask

O he woul d have been
But at a neeting in Trask's office, when all Jake's questions nmight finally have been answered:

An urgent nessage fromthe M nister Responsible: sonething had conme up that he knew woul d
"interest' E-Branch. Hi s usual British understatenent, for in fact the mnister knewthat it was
sonmet hing that only E-Branch coul d handl e.

And now read on .

11

1

THE SUN, THE SEA, AND THE DRI FTI NG DOOM

At sone 35,000 tons and just over 700 feet fromstemto stern, the Evening Star was a
Medi t erranean crui se ship wthout peer. Her eight public decks were all served by elevators, and
wi th her casino, gymasium outdoor pools, bars, gift shops, sports deck - all the usual amenities
- the Star was the pride of her line. O an evening, her 1,400 plus passengers could choose to
relax in the Moulin Rouge |ounge or the All That Jazz show bar, dance the night away in the Sierra
Ballroom or sinply sit and be serenaded, watching the sunset fromthe panoram c sun deck

This being the Star's | ast voyage of the season, however, |ast night had been a little different.
A m d-cruise 'extravaganza', the extra glitz of its shows . . . and its grand finale - a fireworks
display fromthe stern, lighting the Aegean sky with dazzling spirals and brilliant, thunderclap
bonb- bursts - had been one of the highlights of the voyage: the locals ashore in Mytilene on the

i sland of Lesbos had enjoyed it as much as the passengers aboard had. Add to this cuisine straight
out of a gourmet's dream of paradise, and it was easy to see why the on-board partyi ng had gone on
and on through the night, and why the run on the chanpagne | ocker had seened unendi ng

But all good things do cone to an end.
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Now . . . it was early norning of a Monday in Cctober, and in the galley breakfast was being
prepared for those who still had the stomach for yet nore food while those who didn't slept off
their excesses. A few younger passengers were up and about, neking the nost of the pools while
they still had themto thenselves. As if enulating their energy a

12

pod of dol phins, |like so many silver mni-submarines, played chicken on the bow wave, criss-

crossing the prow just beneath a sparkling surface that was so flat calmit mght well have been a
hori zon- spanni ng pl ate of dianond-etched glass. Wiile the sun had risen no nore than half an hour
ago, already the deck rails were warmfromits rays.

Perfect!

So thought Purser Bill Glliard where he strolled the main deck for'ard, having risen early to
prepare the shore-excursion roster for the Star's nmidday visit to the picturesque island of

Li mos. Thus far the cruise had gone precisely to plan, without a hitch, and Galliard had wanted
to do his bit to ensure things stayed that way. Now that he'd finished with the Linnmos
docunentation, he could take it easy for an hour or so, at |east until the bulk of the passengers
were astir and those who desired to go ashore were readying thenselves for terra firma.

Now, in the very prow of the ship, forty feet above and forward of the spot where the knife-Ilike
stemsliced the water, he |l eaned on the deck rail and | ooked out across the vast curve of the
ocean. No land in sight, but Galliard came froma long |ine of deckhands; he knew how quickly | and
masses coul d take shape on the horizon, especially in the Aegean, loonming up as if from nowhere

i nto cl oud-capped nountain ranges. And with the cooling breeze of the vessel's forward notion in
his face, and the hiss of parted waters in his ears, he reflected on the trip so far.

Most of the passengers were niddl e-aged, confortably well-to-do, generally easygoing Brits, and
the crew was conposed of a British Captain, officers and senior stewards, supported by a largely
G eek Cypriot body of deckhands, engineers, chefs, and an '"international' |ine-up of entertainers.
The passengers had flown out from England to Cyprus, joining the cruise in Limassol. After a week
of sailing they would return to Cyprus before flying hone.

Sailing from Li massol on Thursday evening, the Evening Star had cruised all day Friday, providing
an ideal opportunity for the passengers to get to know the vessel and their fellow holiday-makers.
Saturday it had been 'All ashore who's going ashore' in Volos on the G eek nainland, and purser
Bill had taken tine out to visit friends in their villa at the foot of the Pelion nountains, also
to pick up sone gifts in Volos's bustling bazaar for the fol ks back home. Sunday they'd cruised to
Lesbos and Mytil ene, where the sightseers had gone ashore again, and | ast night had been the food-
and-fireworks fest.

That brought Galliard up to date. The next port of call in some four hours' time would be Limos's
new deep-wat er harbour, and tonorrow they'd be through the Dardanelles on their way to |stanbul
But that was
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to |l ook too far ahead, and cruises such as this were best taken one day at a tinme.

As he thought these things through, Galliard had been idly scanning the forward horizon. A nonent

ago - if only for a noment - he'd caught sight of something in direct |ine ahead. The fact hadn't

made a great inpact on him shipping of one sort or another can be found any tine in Mediterranean

wat ers, and just about anywhere. Anyway, it had been a flash of white on a glittering surface
maybe a dol phin had | eaped clear of the water and the splashdown had caught his eye. But

Purser Galliard stepped to one of two tel escopes nmounted on the rail and focused ahead. For a
while there was nothing, but then . . . now what was that? A Greek cai que? Just sitting there, al
these mles fromthe nearest island? Nothing peculiar about the boat itself; the islands were ful
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of them- like gondolas in Venice - but they usually stuck pretty close to shore. This one | ooked
becal ned, and it sinply shouldn't have been there.

The canopi ed boat was maybe three-quarters of a nmile ahead - but dead ahead - and it definitely
wasn't novi ng!

Galliard took out his on-board conmmuni cator and pressed 'one' for the bridge three decks higher
His call sign was recognized, and a voice answered, 'Bridge. What can we do for you, Purser Bill?
It was Captain Geoff Anderson, infornal as ever.

"You might try swinging her a tad to port and calling full stop on all engines,' Glliard told him
at once. 'W're about a mnute and a half fromrunni ng soneone down!"’

Wait,' cane the terse answer, and ten seconds later: 'Well done, Purser Bill. W would have seen
and cl eared her okay, but if they need help we'd have had to sl ow down and come about. So you've
saved us sone tinme and a little enbarrassnent, possibly. Now for your trouble you can arm yoursel f
with a hailer and get down starboard onto B deck, okay?'

"Aye, aye, Cap'n,' @Glliard answered with a grin, heading at the double for his office anidships.
After only a few paces, he was gratified to feel the gentle shudder of a sudden decel eration, the
barely noticeable shifting underfoot as the Star began veering a few degrees to port

From just bel ow the surface of B deck (the vessel's basenent) a section of the hull had been
rotated outwards to formstairs. And fromthe bottomstep, Purser Bill Galliard threw out a line
to the tatteredl ooking man in the shade of the cai que's canopy. Acconpani ed by three stewards and
a deckhand, Galliard watched as the figure of the man in the cai que nade fast the |ine, then began
to haul his boat in al ongside.

"That's okay,' Galliard called out. "I'll do that. You just sit tight.'
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Water,' the shaded, crunpl ed-seem ng nan answered him his voice a dry croak. 'The |lady and
we' re burning up.'

A |l ady? That mnust be the second figure, |lying supine between the thwarts. Even as Galliard drew
the cai que al ongside, he saw her jewel green eyes flicker open to fix his own, in the nonent before
a |l um nous gl ow suffused her face, nmaking it indistinct. And:

God, she's beautiful! he thought . . . before wondering where that idea had conme from since as
yet she was barely visible in the shade of the boat's canopy, which nmade a jet-black contrast with
the blinding sunlight.

' Shade,' said the gaunt, ragged figure of the man, standing hunched under the canopy. 'The sun. W
have . . . suffered!’

"W have juice,' said Glliard, passing a pitcher down. 'Sip a little. It will ease your throats,
gi ve you strength. But how | ong have you been out here?'

"Too long,' said the other, sipping and passing the pitcher to the woman, then reaching out a hand
to Galliard. '"Help ne to get her up there.'

The purser took his hand, and felt its chill. Strange, on a day as hot as this to feel a hand so
cold. Stranger by far that the hand seemed to snmoke in the sunlight! But Galliard was much too
busy, too concerned, to wonder about the apparent contradictions here. The wonan was heavily
muf f 1 ed; w apped head to toe, she seemed al nost nmunmmified as she struggled to her feet, tottering
where she energed into the light. Galliard | eaned forward, held to the rail with one hand and
caught her round her slender waist with the other. She stepped - was lifted up - fromthe boat to
the stairs, and her nan-friend cl ose behind, apparently eager to enter into the shade of the ship.
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"But what on earth happened here?' Galliard enquired, as he and the stewards assisted the pair up
into the ship and towards the elevators, and the deckhand left to go about his business. '|I mean,
that you got into trouble, adrift way out here?

"W ran out of fuel,' said the man, throwing off the jacket he'd been using to cover his head. 'W
were taken by an unusual tide off Krassos. We used up our fuel trying to get back to the island. A
little jaunt turned into a nightnmare.

Hi s story sounded incredible: that even in this mad El N no sunmmer they'd been lost in the Aegean -
adrift and going unnoticed through all the regular shipping routes - |ong enough to have become so
dehydrated and so badly burned. But on the other hand it nust be true, for the condition of the
pair admtted of no other explanation

Gal liard | ooked sideways at the tall, dark, would-have-been handsonme man; 'woul d- have- been’
because the skin was peeling fromhis blackened
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face, and his sunken cheeks were pitted alnost as if by small neteorites. The wonan's condition .
was harder to describe, simlar yet different. She was burned, too, blackened in places - as

if by real fire as distinct fromstrong sunlight - and yet that strange gl ow obscured nost of her

facial ravages. She had thrown off some of her upper w appings, revealing her face, and now

breat hed so nmuch easier in the electric light of the ship's bowels. But although she was cl ose

enough to lean on Galliard, still he couldn't make out her features.

And riding the elevator up through four decks to the fifth, the bridge deck, Purser Bill frowned
and shook his head. He continued to support the worman (al so to wonder why, |ike her conpanion, she
felt so cold) but was aware now of sonmething weirder by far. Despite that he somehow ' knew she
was beautiful, she felt decidely unlovely. Her waist where his armcircled it, and al so her body
where he supported it - they were hard, angul ar, bony!

But now, breaking into his thoughts as Galliard shrank back a little fromthese far from ordinary
peopl e:

'Take us to the Captain, Purser Galliard,' the nan grow ed, his voice firner now and conmandi ng.
"And don't let the details concern you. All will becone clear - shortly.’

"You . . . you know ny nane?

"But of course | do, just as you told it to nme," the other answered (despite that Glliard was
sure he'd told himno such thing). And through all his burns, sonehow the enigmatic stranger
managed to snmile a leering snile

They left the elevator and headed for the bridge, at which the purser's weird sensation of
suspended reality - of all of this not really happening - eased off a little. Then, releasing the
wonman and drawi ng farther apart fromher, he turned to the stewards, saying, 'Lads, there's
sonmething not quite right, in fact totally wong . . . here?

And far nore so than Galliard had suspected, or so it appeared. For the stewards - all three of
them - seened dazed, in a world of their own. Having taken the wonan's wei ght, now they were

whol Iy intent upon her, unable to take their eyes off her. And they weren't listening to Galliard
at all!

Just beyond a sign sayi ng OFFI CERS AND CREW MEMBERS ONLY, Purser Galliard canme to a stiff-Iegged
halt and turned to face the man he had so recently rescued. 'Wat-?' he started to say. And
stopped. For the tall stranger had noved so quickly, taking Galliard s face between his cold,
burned hands, that the purser hadn't been able to avoid the contact. Follow ng which it was too
| at e anyway. And:

Your know edge of the vessel. The words flowed like a river of ice in
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Galliard s trenbling mnd, freezing himsolid. OF its Captain and other officers. O anything that
m ght be dangerous to me and ny . . . conpanion. | need to understand your comruni cation
capability with the outside world and ot her ships - ahhh! your radio room yesss! - and the

| ocation of any weapons that you are carrying. Do not think to deny ne, Purser Galliard, for the
pain | can cause you will not be denied! Gve ne everything | want and suffer no further, or
suffer all that | can bring to bear in the know edge that | shall still get what | want!

Galliard fought - or rather, he fought to nove, to cry out, to break free - but it was usel ess.
The icy power of this creature, the alien nightmare of his sucking hands, feeding on the purser's
know edge, held himrooted to the spot. But he sensed what was happening to him felt the flow of
his thoughts - in fact, his menories - going out of him and knew that the chill they left behind
them was the enptiness of a nental vacuum as cold as the spaces between the stars.

You are correct, the Thing (surely not a man) told him M nmind is a great storehouse of nenories,

only a small nunber of which are mne. But know edge is power, Bill Galliard, w thout which |I'm at
the nmercy of a strange environment. So don't bold back now, but let me have it all, everything.
Then, as | 'renenber,' so you shall forget - even bow to experience hurt. For as Nepbran Mlinari

reads a book, so be tears out its pages!

"You nen,' Galliard gasped, swivelling his bulging eyes to stare at the three stewards, at the
same tine trying to shrink down into hinself away fromhis tornentor, but held up - held fast - by
the nonster's hands. 'You nmen . . . you have to . . . to do sonething! You have to fight it! Fight
t hem'

One of the stewards had heard him H's eyes focused as he staggered back away fromthe wonman and
| ooked at the purser in the hands of the denoniac stranger. 'Purser Bill?" he munbl ed, blinking
rapidly. 'l nmean, what the hell . . . ?

The wonan at once went after him seenmed to flow upon him her slender hands reaching out |ike

long, raking claws. And as Galliard saw her actual face for the first time . . . so his jaw fel
open. Beautiful? But she was the worst possible nightmare hag! Her eyes were green as jewels, but
they burned crinmson in their cores, as if |lit by internal fires. And her jaws . . . her teeth!

Her face closed with the steward's shoul der where it joined his neck, and Galliard heard her
lustful snarl as she bit himthere. Then he knew what they were -nonsters out of nyths and

| egends, but real for all that - and fought harder still. A nistake, for he left the nan-creature
no choi ce. And:

You have a saying, said that one in Galliard' s mnd, which has it that the eyes are the w ndows of
the soul. It may be so; | who amwi thout a soul cannot say
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for sure - but they are nost certainly a nmeans of entry to the brain! And likew se the ears:
routes of access to the inner nind, these organs. The ears that hear - his index fingers extended
t hensel ves, projecting deep into the purser's ears, their knifelike nails slicing a way in through
flesh and cartilage - and the eyes that see. (Now his thunmbs turned purple, vibrating as they

el ongated and di sl odged Galliard' s eyeballs, penetrating the soft tissue behind themto sink into
the purser's brain.) | want to know what you've heard and all that you've seen. Painful, aye - but
didn't | warn you not to resist ne?

Galliard' s screans were thin, high-pitched wailing things - nore |like the whining of a small child
than the agoni zed denial of a tortured man - as his mnd was drained and he 'forgot' all that he'd
ever known about the Evening Star. And with his face hideously altered, he crunpled to the floor
as Lord Malinari of the Wanphyri finally withdrew his brain-slined fingers.

By then Vavara, Malinari's 'partner,' if only for the time being, had dealt with the second
steward. But the third was recovering fromher hypnotic spell. Blinking his eyes and shaking his
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head, he peered sl ack-jawed at his shiprmates where they had slunped to the deck in blood that
fountained fromsevered arteries in their necks; also at the spastically twitching, crunpled
figure of the purser, his eyes flopping on his bloodied cheeks, while his cries turned to a vacant
nmoaning as his cruelly depleted, crippled brain closed down his survival systens one by one.

But already muffled enquiries were sounding from beyond the reinforced door to the bridge. Someone
in there nust have heard the purser's strangled, inarticul ate babbling, and Malinari saw at | east
two outlines in notion behind the frosted gl ass of the door's upper panel. Wth no tine to waste
on the third steward, he grabbed hi mand swung hi mout through a hatch and up agai nst the deck
rail. Stiffening his hand and armto a ranrod, the vanpire slamed bone fingers into his victinms
chest, rupturing his heart. Then, after yanking his hand free, a push was sufficient to topple the
steward backwards over the rail, sending himplumreting to the pronenade deck twenty feet bel ow

Down there, a half-dozen or so early risers were leaning on the rail, taking in the view As
Mal i nari snarled his hatred of the seething sunlight and snatched hinmsel f back into the shade, he
saw their startled, horrified faces glancing up at him Hah! As yet they hadn't the slightest

noti on of what real horror was. But they'd know soon enough. Oh, yes, they would know And,
gritting his awesone teeth against the agony of his seared forearns and face, Malinari returned to
Vavar a- -

--In tine to see her trying the handle of the door to the bridge. As Malinari had | earned fromthe
purser, however, this was a security door with a voice-activated |ock; Vavara's hiss of
frustration wasn't a voice or
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code that it would recogni ze. But she wasn't nuch known for her patience, either, and before he
coul d caution her against it she'd balled a fist and struck furiously at the pane of frosted
gl ass.

Fortified agai nst ordinary shocks or blows, still the pane caved in, shattering as if struck by an
axe. Vavara's hand continued on unhi ndered, caught at the throat of a blurred figure on the far
side, and drew hi m headl ong through the razor-sharp, dagger-rimed frame. Deeply cut about his
face and arms, shouting his pain and shock, he was sent skidding along the deck in his own bl ood,
only coming to a halt at Malinari's feet.

Mal i nari dragged hi mupright - scanned his bl oodied, w de-eyed face, his tattered, spattered
ship's uniform- and said, 'Not Captain Geoff Anderson, no. Merely his underling. But you are
going to take us to him aren't you? And he propelled himback towards Vavara at the door

Vavara's gui se was down now, furious, she showed herself in all her horror. Her forked devil's
tongue wiggled behind teeth that | ooked like twin rows of knives; her eyes flared red; her clawed
hands brooked no resistance as she sank fingers like rusty fish-hooks deep into the First Mate's
cheek, lifting himup onto his toes. And:

"Open this door,' she hissed, 'lest |'mtenpted to toss you through it. For | refuse to clinb in
the way you cane out!’

"It's voice-activated,' Malinari told her. 'Let himspeak.'
' Speak, then,' said Vavara. 'Speak now, or |lose what's left of your face!

'D-d-door!' the man gasped, and a buzz sounded fromw thin, followed by a series of clicks. When
the clicks stopped, Vavara turned the handle, thrust her shoul der at the door, and when it sprang
open hurled the Mate ahead of her onto the bridge.

Captai n Anderson was there; he was using a tel ephone at the traditional, mainly cerenpnial wheel
Taki ng one | ook at Vavara and Malinari where they stood framed in the doorway, he dropped the
phone and made a clumsy run for the radio roomin a sound-proofed, glass-walled wi ng of the
bridge. Calmy following him Mlinari caught up with himjust as he uttered the command t hat
opened the door. And taking Anderson by the scruff of the neck, he thrust himahead into the radio
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An operator sat at the console with earphones on his head. Wth staring eyes he gl anced around,
saw the Captain hurtling towards him and was sl amed back into the console. Wnded, he toppled
fromhis chair as Anderson rebounded fromhim and in the next nmoment Malinari stood over both
nen.

Grabbing the radio operator by the hair, Malinari drew himto his
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feet and al nost casually inquired of him 'Have you sent any nessages? About a becal ned cai que,
per haps, and a rescue at sea?'

"N-n-no!' the radio man gasped. 'I . . . | was waiting on the Captain's orders.'

"Eh?' said Malinari, raising an eyebrow. 'Wat's that? This one's orders, do you nmean?' G abbing
Anderson by the throat, he exerted the nassive strength of a Lord of the Wanphyri and tore out the
Captain's wi ndpi pe. Anderson died in a crinmson welter of blood and mangled gristle, which Mlinari
draped over the bald, sweating head of the radio operator. And as that one shrank back and down,
the Great Vanpire effortlessly took up the Captain's body by the shoul der and hip, hoisted it
overhead for a noment, then slamed it down onto the radio console with such force that the entire
bank of dials and switches flew apart under the inpact. Then, as a sputtering shower of electrica
sparks ensued, and a whiff of acrid snoke drifted fromthe weckage, Malinari said:

' Thus you have a new Captain. You rmay call ne Captain Malinari. O, better still, Lord Malinari!

"The . . . the radio!' the other sputtered hoarsely. 'You' ve destroyed it! And not just the radio
but our navigation. Satellite navigation was routed through these control s!

"Ch, | know' Malinari nodded. 'So now we're not only dunb, but we're blind, too - that is, unless
we go to nmanual. Can you by any chance pilot this vessel ?'

"I"'mnot g-g-qualified.” The man wi ped blood fromhis face, his hand trenbling violently. 'But y-y-
yes, | think so.'

"Excellent,' said Malinari. 'The purser thought so, too. So if you'd told ne otherwise . . . well,
that woul d have gone quite badly for you. So perhaps you'll now consult the charts, find a
suitabl e rock, and dock us?

"A rock? The nman | ooked this way and that. 'Dock us?
"Weck us,' Mlinari nodded. 'Bring us up aground.

"But first he must see us under way again,' said Vavara, as she entered the room Seeing her in
close proximty, the radi o operator shrank back nore yet.

"So then, things to do,' Malinari told him 'You have your orders. But try not to fail ne, or |
may put you over the side where you will be drawn into the propellers. And whatever el se you do,
do not think to disobey nme. That would prove even nore . . . unfortunate.

Hooki ng the man under the chin, Vavara drew himupright and l et himsee the gape of her jaws and
snell her breath. And, 'Very well, then.' She glared at him 'Is all understood?

He coul dn't speak, and so sinply nodded his head.
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Rel easing him she turned to Malinari. 'l think | hear running footsteps. Are they coming to their
senses, do you think?
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He shrugged. 'Very possibly. As you'll recall, the Captain was on the phone speaking to soneone
when we broke in. Also, | killed a steward and hurled hi mdown a deck. That should definitely have
alerted themto the fact that something is amss.'

"Then perhaps it's tine we introduced ourselves,' she said. 'To the rest of the crew, and then to
t he passengers.'

"Aye,' Malinari agreed. 'To all of themeventually. Myself, | amsorely in need of refreshnent,
and |'ve heard the cuisine aboard these pleasure cruisers is superb.'

' Cui sine?" She laughed throatily. 'Then you shall have your choice. Wat's your preference, blonde
or brunette?

"Redhead, | think." Malinari |eered. 'There are bound to be a few anbng the fourteen hundred on
board. But first there's an arns | ocker we should see to -just a fewsmall arns - in the purser's
cabin on the main deck. W shoul d heave that overboard, | think. Qur |eeches have work enough with

all our burns, without that they're overtaxed healing bullet holes, too!'

"l agree,' she answered. 'As for the rest - the passengers and crew - it won't be |ong before they
di scover that the only safe places are on the open decks, out in the sunlight.'

"Safe while it lasts,' Mlinari nodded thoughfully. "And at |east until tonight. By which time -
if we're assiduous in our work - we shall have a good many thralls to instruct, vanmpires in the
maki ng. '

As they left the radio roomand made for the shattered door to the bridge deck, the radio operator
came staggering in their wake. Malinari glanced at him remnding him "Now don't |et us down,

will you? If in five mnutes' tine this ship isn't maki ng headway, 1'll know where to cone | ooking
for an answer. Ch, and as for that rock | nentioned: the Aegean has plenty of them as |'msure
you're aware. So find one on your charts - the nearest one will do - and take us to it.

He pointed at the tel ephone dangling over a varni shed spoke of the wooden wheel where the Captain
had let it fall. A second spoke supported the First Mate's linp body; it was sunk deep in the
socket of his right eye, having got stuck in his skull when Vavara had sl ammed himface down onto

it. Hanging there like a wet towel, his blood had pool ed around his knees and was still spreading.
But the phone was squawking like a tiny strangled chicken, nmaking shrill enquiries. And: 'Carry
on, then.' Malinari pushed the radio operator forward. 'Do sonething - speak to whoever it is -
tell lies and live. But renmenber, if you intend to survive this, don't do or say anything too
rash.’
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And with a final nonstrous smle, he followed after Vavara, out through the door and into hell.

Hel | for the passengers and crew of the Evening Star, but to the Wanphyri a way of life and of
undeat h that they had kept mainly suppressed for far too |ong

2

THE SURVI VOR

Three days | ater

@unnery Commander John Argyle was thirty-eight years old, a good six foot, two inches tall

i mmacul ate in |ightwei ght warmweat her order, blue-eyed, blond, and crew cut beneath his flat-
topped naval officer's cap . . . and plainly annoyed. As a man who had gone to sea at ei ghteen and
clinmbed up through the ranks to his current position - in which he was a stickler for regul ations

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20Avengers.txt (15 of 317) [2/13/2004 10:13:24 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch9%6203%20-%20Avengers.txt

and discipline in general - it was these despised 'civilians' or, in ratings' bel ow decks
parl ance, 'l andl ubbers' who were the cause of his considerabl e displeasure.

More to the point, however, it was the fact that the Captain had seen fit to detail himas escort

to this polyglot party of non-nautical and apparently seriously disturbed people. Only add to this
their inmplied VIP status . . . it did nothing to curb Argyle's feelings of resentnent. For in his

estimation - based on previous, nmercifully infrequent contacts with such 'VIPs'- the abbreviation

usual ly stood for Virtually Inconpetent Plebs!

And as for this foursome .
Wl |, what was one to nake of thenf

Three of them sun-browned and one pale as a ghost, three of them conparatively 'old nen' and one
little nore than a girl or 'young woman' at best; three of them Caucasi an and one as Chi nese as
they come - in his looks if not in his accent, which was 'pure' Eastender London - and all of them
wont to converse with his or her fellows in a kind of double-talk as alien as Martian to the down-
to-earth gunnery officer!

Argyl e realized that he'd been scowing just a nonent after the |eader
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of his charges - a slightly overwei ght, broad-shoul dered, somewhat | ugubrious-1ooking man called
Trask - gave hima much sharper sideways |ook and said, 'Can't we get in closer than this? |I'd
like to get down there, 'alongside' or whatever, and see if we can take a | ook in through the
bridge's windows.' H's voice over the headphones was tinny, but even so there was a definite bite
toit.

The group of five was standing in the mnid-section observation bay of a Royal Navy anti-submarine
jet-copter, hooked up to a safety rail with the boardi ng door open. In front of them and bel ow t he
oval door frame, the silvery curve of the streanlined starboard pontoon was plainly visible; to
anyone suffering fromvertigo, it would seemthe ideal |aunching platforminto oblivion! Trask and
his coll eagues had been in a great nany far nore dangerous places, however, and the hei ght and
frequently dizzying nmotion when the chopper manoeuvred were the |east of their concerns.

"W can indeed get down there and "al ongsi de or whatever",' Argyle eventually answered. 'In nornal
circunstances we'd even be able to Iand on her -God knows she's big enough! But we've already
tried that, renenber? And if this really is a new variant strain of the plague . . .' He let the
sentence taper off, shrugged, and went on, '"Well, it isn't a good idea. It could be airborne, and
this chopper's fan is disturbing an awful ot of air. You don't want to be breathing plague gerns,
do you?

Now Trask | ooked at Argyle nore closely, even penetratingly, and there was sonmething in the ol der
man' s keen green eyes, and in his frown, that warned the gunnery officer not to appear too
defiant. But if Argyle couldn't say it, he could at least think it:

Get in closer, ny backside! Wat, to a fucking plague ship? Wat a fucking idiot! A Virtually
I nconpetent Pl eb, indeed!

But even as Argyle smled (albeit inwardly) at his own wit, again Trask's eyes were flashing their
si ngul ar warni ng. And:

"So, you're an expert in these matters, are you?' He cocked his head a little on one side. 'You
know al | about this plague, right?

"I know enough to stand well back from sudden death,' said Argyle, stiffening at Trask's dry tone,
hi s deadpan expression. | know that if it's killed off an entire shipload of passengers and crew
in the few days since the ship sailed from Cyprus - taking themall out before they could even
tell us what was going on - and that if a chopper only has to touch down on the deck to cost the
lives of a pilot, two aircrew, and the ship's doctor-'
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"You know nothing!' Trask snapped, cutting himoff. 'You' re nerely guessing, and you're being
del i berately obstructive. You don't nuch care for me and ny people, and you think that you're
wasting your time with us. W're sightseers -sensation-seekers, that's all - and you'd nuch rather
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be back on Invincible in the officers' ness with your shipmates than | ooking after a gaggle of
dunmb boffins. And as for us: since we can't possibly achieve anything here, we'd do best to bugger
off home and let the Navy handle things their owmn way . . . right?

For a monment Argyle's nouth fell open in astonishment. This sudden outburst - for all that it was
mai nly correct - seemed to confirmhis original opinion. But since he was here to cater to these
peopl e, pander to their needs . . . he gritted his teeth and said, 'Let me assure you, M Trask,

that I'monly-'

"Don't you go "assuring" us of anything!' The girl standi ng beside Trask spoke up, narrow ng her
eyes where she stared into Argyle's face as intensely as Trask hinmself. 'M Trask's right: you' ve
been thinking your nasty, pig-headed thoughts all along. You consider us high-powered, nentally

i mpoveri shed bureaucrats or sonething: norbid thrill-seekers swarm ng around the Mediterranean
who' Il eventually report back to our bosses in Witehall and nake out we've actually done

sonmet hing. But at the end of the day it'll be you who gets stuck with the job.'

Argyl e frowned back at her, rubbed at his chin awhile, finally grinned wonderingly . . . and
genui nely! Both Trask and the girl, they'd cone pretty close. 'Actually,' he answered, '| was

t hi nki ng you might be Lloyd's underwiters or sonething. From M Trask's expression, | would have

guessed he was cal cul ating his personal |osses!’

Relaxing a little, Trask shook his head. 'My future |osses, possibly . . . and not just mine or
Ll oyd's but the world's. So let me straighten you out, Commander. W're not the bureaucrats and
utter assholes you nmight think we are. But this time around we are the experts. Yes, there was,
and probably still is, a plague here, but it didn't originate in China and it isn't what you' ve
been nmade to believe. In broad daylight like this -high noon, as it were - it can't do us any
harm The only m stake the Navy nmade, which in the circunstances was pretty nuch understandabl e,
even if it wasn't what you'd been advised to do, was to send in that recce chopper in the
twilight, after sundown.

"Wuld you care to explain? Argyle had begun to sense sonething of the other's authority now.

Just | ooking at this man he knew he wasn't exaggerating, waffling, or just plain lying, yet at the
sane tine he wasn't saying too nuch, either. So what the hell was going on here? Wat was it al
about? 'You see, if you really want me to conmit this aircraft, placing the pilot, your people and
mysel f in danger, | really should know what -'

But again Trask cut himoff. 'No, you really shouldn't! You see, Commander, even if | were to tel
you, it's doubtful you'd believe me -and | certainly wouldn't blame you. But if or when you've
seen sonething of it for yourself . . .’
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"Seeing is believing,' said the girl. "Well, in nost cases, anyway, where people aren't quite so
stiff-necked, locked into their own little worlds. But at least it's encouraging that you are
actual ly beginning to think now, and not just snarling away to yourself.'

The Conmmander gave a small start. For it was a fact that he had been 'snarling away to hinself' -
getting all hot under the collar - and it was also a fact that he was 'actually beginning to think
now . Wi ch nmade one too many tines that Trask and the girl had seen through him But right
through him to the core!

"VWho on earth are you people? Argyle stared at Trask, then at the girl - also at the tall pale
man, and at the yellow one - and began to feel nore than a little foolish as he tried to grin and
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frown at the same tine, and only succeeded in blinking his confusion. The way they | ooked back at
him(not in contenpt, no, but rather, what, synpathetically?) made himfeel very much cut down to
size. So that again he felt pronpted to inquire, 'l nmean, all | was told is that you' re E-Branch.
So what does that make you? M nd-readers? Psychics or sonething?

O sonet hing, obviously.

For the girl only smled and | ooked away; |ikew se her colleagues, the tall man and the snal

yell ow man both, while Trask said, 'Now nmaybe you'll be so good as to have the pilot take us in

cl oser? There's no danger, Conmander. Not as long as we don't try to alight on this |ady, and even
then not until nightfall.

The 'lady' Trask had referred to was a cruise ship that had beached herself on an unnaned island -
or nore properly a fang of sun-bleached rock - between the island of Ayios Evstratios, itself
little nore than a boul der, and the popular Geek island resort of Limos ten nmiles to the north.
Except E-Branch's best bet was that she hadn't sinply run aground in sonme kind of accident but
that she'd been wecked deliberately, and it was just possible that the weckers were stil

aboard. As for a nutating strain of the Asiatic bubonic plague: that was the cover story,
certainly, but as Trask had stated it was a very different kind of plague that he and his party
expected to find here. They had even dared hope (al beit renotely) that they nmight also di scover
its source here . . . and put an end to it forever

"What do you think, David? Trask asked the smallest of his colleagues after Argyle had ordered
the pilot to take themdown and in a little closer. 'How does it | ook to you?

"M ndsnog,' said the other at once, his voice taut as piano wire over the headsets. 'The ship is
full of it, stemto stern. This is where they escaped to, definitely. But I find it doubtful that
they thensel ves are still here. It's too thin. There's no heavy presence or presences that |
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can detect, just a lot - a bell of a lot - of individual sources. Not that we can put a great dea
of faith in that. For it was the sanme on Krassos for a while until we |earned what we were doing
wong, or what they were doing right. Qur'old friend is good at shielding hinmself, while she

| don't need to renind you what she can do! Still and all, | reckon they've noved on. They rmnust
surely have known they' d nake one hell of a target sitting here. So | don't think we need worry so
much about them as what they've |eft behind.'

Trask offered a grimnod of agreement. 'They're on the run, and they're all through w th doing
things quietly, covertly. W hit themin Australia, Krassos, London, and ruined their plans. Now
they're deliberately giving us work - leaving a trail, yes, but one of destruction - in the ful
know edge that while we're dealing with problens like this . . .'

.o W can't concentrate on tracking them' the yellow man, whom Argyl e knew to be call ed David
Chung, finished it for him 'Yes, that sounds about right . . .'

"Liz?" Trask glanced at the girl; and, totally bewildered by their double-talk, Argyle |ooked at
her, too. Nowthat a little of his venom had been drawn, that wasn't at all hard to do. Liz
Merrick, as she'd been introduced to himwhen first the Commander net up with these people, was
maybe five-seven and about as pert as a girl can get - as he'd found out the hard way. She'd be
twenty-sonet hi ng; she was all curves, long-legged and w || ow wai sted, and when she snmiled (she bad
actually smiled when they had been introduced, but that hadn't lasted long) it was |like a ray of
bright light. Her green eyes were a very different shade from Trask's - deep as a beer bottle,
deep as the sea - but her stare could be equally unnerving. Her hair, black as night, and cut in a
boyi sh bob, had the shine of natural good health to it . . . and Argyle suspected that if he had
phot ographs of her in a swinsuit he could earn hinself a nonth's salary selling themto HVS
Invincible's crewt Conme to think of it, it appeared that at |east one nmenber of the crew had
already contrived to get to know her a little better; she was wearing ship's fatigues three sizes
too big for her that had never |ooked nearly this good on any sail or of Argyle's acquaintance!

As he was thinking these things the chopper performed a jig in a small thermal, and for a nonent

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20Avengers.txt (18 of 317) [2/13/2004 10:13:24 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch9%6203%20-%20Avengers.txt

t he beached and apparently derelict pleasure cruiser sidestepped out of view In that same nonent
Li z gl anced at Argyle, and said, 'That's better. But now, if you'll try to keep your nenta
observations |owkey, this is one "Virtually Inconpetent Pleb" who's trying to concentrate.'

Argyle's jaw fell open. Dunbfounded, he could only stare at her. But the shipweck had swung back
into view maybe a hundred feet bel ow and a hundred yards away, and as Liz focused all of her
attention on it
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her forehead had winkled into a deep frown of intense concentration. Taking one hand fromthe
safety rail, she lightly touched her fingertips to her temple forward of her right ear

-And in the next nonent gasped and jerked back on her line as if she had been physically thrust
backwar ds, reboundi ng when the nylon safety line reached full stretch

Trask caught her arm - Chung, too - as she steadied herself and nade a wild grab for the safety
bar with her free hand. She couldn't have fallen, anyway, but sonme kind of tenporary
di sorientation had conpletely thrown her. And:

"Liz?" Trask said again, no |longer her superior but nore an anxious father figure now as he
continued to support her. 'Are you okay?

She took a deep breath and tried a wan snile, but under her tan she was visibly paler, as if the
bl ood had drained fromher face. Argyle, believing he knew what this was, said, '"It's just notion
si ckness, very nuch akin to seasickness. | see plenty of it. She's not used to the rhythm of the
chopper, that's all.’

Trask barely glanced at him then spoke to Liz again. 'Wat was it? What did you get?

'Peopl e,' she answered. 'Hundreds of them - nmen, wonen, and children - all of themin shock, not
knowi ng what's happened to them but know ng enough not to cone out on the decks in the sunlight.

It'"1l be "instinctive" by now, the filthy stuff in their blood will have done it to them And the
terrible craving: it's already there!' She offered a small, involuntary shudder. 'It's horrible,
Ben . . . it makes your skin craw! In the last twenty-four hours they've all of theminfected
each other. Now they're hungry again. Soon they'|ll separate into factions, and then . . . and then
"I know,"' said Trask. 'I know. A mini-bl oodwar!’

And Argyle said, 'Hungry? People on the ship? But you can't possibly know that! And, anyway, you
must be wwong. This is a big pleasure cruiser and the galley will be full of excellent food. It's

only been a few days, and if there's still anyone alive on that vessel they'll=
'"-Most of themwill still be "alive",' Trask told him 'If not as we understand life. And yes,
they' d be perfectly capable of surviving on the ship's food . . . except theyll be driven to go

for sonething nore to their |iking.'

Most of this had flown right over Argyle's head. 'Not as we understand |ife?" He frowned. 'I'm not
sure | understand any of what youre saying! You can only nean they're incurable, better off dead.

"Sonething like that,' Trask answered after a nonent, sighing his resignation
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"But-' The Conmmander was plainly confused, very uncertain now, and feeling well out of his depth.

"-But | want to get in a whole lot closer,' Trask told himyet again. "And | do intend to | ook
inside.' He tapped a fingernail on a pair of binoculars slung around his neck. 'Those huge
panoramnmi ¢ wi ndows in the bridge will do nicely.'

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20Avengers.txt (19 of 317) [2/13/2004 10:13:24 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch9%6203%20-%20Avengers.txt

Standing in line, hooked up in their safety harnesses, fromleft to right the five were Argyle,
Trask, Liz, Chung, and last but not least the tall, pale, alnost cadaverous figure of a man called
lan Goodly. Now the latter spoke up. 'W'Il have to sink her, Ben. According to the charts, this
rock is only the tip of a steep-sided subrmarine mountain. If we were to send her to the bottom
here, the abyss would finish it for us. In fact there is no "if" or "were" or "would" about it.
Though | hate to have to say it, that's howit's going to be: the only way we can ensure that

not hing of this ever, er, resurfaces.

"You' ve seen it?" Trask said, sharply.

"Ch, yes,' said the other. 'The ship-to-ship mssiles going in, the explosions, the stem going up
inthe air, and the rapid slide backwards off those rocks.'

"Sink her!?" Now Argyle exploded. Finally he had had enough of this gobbl edegook. 'Wat? You're
tal ki ng about Invincible having to sink her? You nust be out of your tiny minds, you people! This
is an ultra-nodern pleasure cruiser and even her lifeboats are worth mllions! Just |ooking at her
I'"msure she can be refloated, then sailed or towed away - that is, of course, after we've nade
sure she's clean. But even if she's too badly holed, still the salvage contract al one would be
wor t h

"-Not hing,' said Trask. 'Nothing is conming off that ship.'

"You are fucking crazy!' Argyle exploded again. '"And if you don't nind, next time | start a
sentence |'d like to be able to finish it! I'mgetting heartily sick of-'

" Commander?' the pilot's voice sounded in his headphones.

"On! . . . bloody hell! . . . Yes? Argyle snapped, still glowering his fury at the four.

'The air-sea rescue chopper has spotted sonething starboard of the weck,' the pilot cane back
' Sonet hi ng?

' Someone,' the other specified. "Aliving ,omuonc, still on board and active. Do you want ne to
patch you through?

"Yes,' said Argyle. 'OF course. Patch us through. W may as well all hear what's going on. Wo
knows? That way | mght actually get to |earn sonething, too!
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Roger,' said the pilot. "And I'Il take us starboard of the weck so you can see what's happeni ng.

The air-sea rescue helicopter had acconpanied themout fromthe carrier HVS Invincible where she
lay at anchor like a small land mass in her own right on the horizon sonme five or six mles away.
St arboard of the weck, about the sane distance away fromher as Argyle, Trask and party were to
port, now the big rescue chopper sat like a great hawk on the air, with the ripples fromher down
draught spreading out in choppy concentric circles on the surface of the dead-cal m sea.

Along with its regular crew, the rescue chopper carried two other nenbers of E-Branch's
contingent: a roguish, leathery old Gypsy by the nane of Lardis Lidesci - possibly of Hungarian or
Romani an descent, if Argyle was any judge of ethnic origins - and a young Englishman call ed Jake
Cutter, who seened to stand sonewhat apart fromthe rest of the team as if he wasn't quite one of
them Like the others, he had a very definite "attitude'. But where theirs seened intense beyond
the denands of the situation, his was . . . different. Argyle had spoken to himon first neeting,
and it had seemed to himthat Cutter wasn't all there; not neaning that he was in any way nentally
deficient, but just that he appeared very nuch preoccupi ed despite that he tried to hide it. And,
whil e the Commander had no way of knowing it, he'd hit the nail right on the head.

Preoccupied: to engross or fill the nmind of (soneone) or to doninate (soneone's) attention
thoughts, mind, etc., and so on. And therefore, froma defining viewpoint, Jake Cutter could be
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said to be very preoccupied. But, for the monment at |east, he was concentrating . . . on what
could be seen through his binoculars: that tiny human figure on the shielding collar alnost a
snmall deck inits own right - that protected the upper deck fromthe hot stench of the ship's
slipstreaned 'chimey' array, a delta-shaped set of six nmassive exhaust flues high over the stern

Ri ght now, however, with the engines at a standstill, there were no exhaust funes, and the snall
lonely figure was | eaning or propping itself up against an open service hatch in the forenost
chimey, fromwhich it had energed only a few seconds ago. Jake could see now that it was a nan
but he | ooked so tattered and dirty in grinmy coveralls that at first it had been hard to tell. And
he was | ooki ng up open-nouthed at the two helicopters in a kind of stunned disbelief. O was he
simply in shock?

"M Cutter? (The pilot's voice crackled in Jake's headset, causing himto start.) 'M Trask is
asking to speak to you. |'m patching himthrough now '

"Roger,' said Jake, as he leaned out a little fromthe open hatch to watch the anti-subnarine jet-
copter cone whup-whuppi ng through one hundred
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and ei ghty degrees to the starboard side of the weck, giving it a wide berth. And in the next
nonent :

Jake?' Ben Trask's harsh, gravelly, unm stakable voice was sounding in his ears. 'Were is he?
Where's this . . . survivor?

"Qur side of the exhaust flues,' Jake answered. 'In fact, he just a noment ago clinmbed out of one!
You should be able to see himby now. He | ooks done in.'

"Yes, we see him' said Trask. 'But done in by what? By his experience, or by the sunlight?

"Doesn't ook like he's shrinking fromthe sun to me,' Jake answered. 'He's just shrinking, on the
poi nt of collapse. Maybe you should let Liz take a look at him'

"Wait,' said Trask. And a few seconds later: 'She says he's in shock. He's alnbst a blank in
there, his mnd shot to pieces. So he probably is a survivor!

"I can go down on their rescue gear and get himoff there,' Jake suggested. 'Or | could do it ny
way and get himoff faster still.’

"No!" Trask answered at once. 'Keep the Continuumas a last resort. Send down the gear by al
means, yes, but if he's going to nake it off that ship it will have to be under his own steam You
see that chopper standing idle on the pronenade deck?

"I know, | know,' said Jake. 'That's what happened the last time sonmeone | anded on her. They
stayed | anded.

Right,' said Trask grimy, and Jake sensed his nod. 'So we won't be making the sanme nistake. If
this one really wants off, he gets off on his owmn. By the tine you' ve reeled himin, Lardis wll
know if he's okay or not. If he is okay, then it's a lucky break - not only for himbut also for
us. And if he isn't okay, well, Lardis will be able to handle that, too. It's one hell of a drop
back down to the deck or onto those rocks. Either way it won't nake too much difference.'

Ben,' said Jake, 'you know this is a rescue chopper, don't you? | nean, the crew heard what you
said just then, and if you were the captain f suspect you'd have a mutiny on your hands!’

"Yes, | knowit's a rescue chopper!' Trask answered. 'And | al so know what we coul d be dealing
with here, as do you. So for now, just you get that gear down to himand then we'll see what we'l|l
see. And neanwhile, Comrander Argyle and I will be taking a shot at |ooking in through the
panorami ¢ wi ndows at the sharp end . . . that's the bridge, to you.'

"Roger and out,' said Jake, sourly.
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'That boss of yours,' one of the rescue crew asked Jake, after the pilot had reverted to an on-
board frequency. 'What is he? Sone kind of nonster?
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" Anyone who doesn't know Trask or his work,' Jake answered, 'might easily nake that m stake. But
no, he isn't a nonster. He does know an awful |ot about nonsters, though. Don't ask nme to explain
nmore than that because | can't.’

"And don't ask us to |lower the gear,' said the other. '"It's our job, sure, and God knows we'd |ike
to get that guy off. But if he's a carrier ' H's shrug was by no nmeans cal |l ous; on the
contrary, if anything it was hel pl ess. ' Commander Argyle is the only one who can give that kind of
order.’

Jake | ooked at him The sailor was a young petty officer, a fresh-faced twenty-two-year-old with
fair hair and freckles. He was al so an expert at his job, and he knew the rules. Only this time he
was torn two ways, between knowi ng what he'd |ike to do and knowi ng (or believing he knew) the
dangers inherent in that course of action. It was the difference between his training - his duty
and natural instinct to save life - and the know edge that the |life he wanted to save might be a
pl ague- bearer, soneone who carried the seeds of death. And that was a feeling that Jake understood
only too well.

"No sweat,' he said. 'So we'll sinmply sit tight here - me, you, and your mates -and wait for the
order fromyour Conmander Argyle. | understand your position, but the order will cone, | can
promi se you that. So even if we can't |ower the gear now, still we should have it ready.'

"It's already ready!' said the other, scathingly. "On a job like this and once we're airborne,
it's always ready.'

"Whoa!' said Jake, ruefully. "Wiat would I know? I'mjust a civilian, right?

The rescue team was nade up of three petty officers, and as far as they were concerned, Jake

Cutter and Lardis Lidesci were precisely that: "just civilians', alleged 'experts' who'd doubtless
get in the way at their earliest opportunity. As for their boss - this Trask bl oke and Co. on the
anti-sub hunter-killer - well, Gunnery Conmmander Argyle would sort themout, for sure!

The three glanced at each other where they sat hooked up in their safety rigs, then | ooked again
at Cutter and his Gypsyish conpani on. And even though Jake wasn't a telepath - not in the fullest
sense of the word still it wasn't hard to guess what they were thinking:

If this was what experts in tropical diseases were supposed to look like . . . well, it had them
beat all to hell!

Jake was wearing a shirt, a flying jacket, jeans and cowboy boots; in fact, he | ooked sonething of
a 'cowboy' to the crew of the air-sea rescue chopper. Long-legged, he had narrow hips and a snall
backsi de, but the rest of himwasn't small. He was well over six foot tall - maybe six-four, if
you included the heels of those boots - and had |ong arnms to match
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his legs. H s eyes were chestnut brown; |ikew se his hair, which he wore swept back and brai ded
into a pigtail. Hs hair wasn't all brown, however, but had contrasting, even startling shocks of
white at the tenples: this was a recent thing, a change that had taken place in him al nost
overnight. H s face was | ean and hol | ow cheeked, and he | ooked |ike a week of HVS Invincible's
meal s wouldn't do himany harm. . . but on the other hand the extra weight would certainly slow
hi m down; and Jake Cutter | ooked fast. His lips were thin (sone nmight even say cruel) and when he
smled it was hard to nake out if there was any real hunour in it. H's jaw was angular and thinly
scarred on the left side, and his nose had been broken high on the bridge so that it hung like a
sheer cliff - like the straight strong nose of a Native Anerican - instead of projecting. But
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despite his |l ean and hungry | ook, Jake's shoul ders were broad, his chest deep, and there was nore
than enough of strength in him both physical and psychol ogical. |Indeed, his nental powers
bordered on the netaphysical, occasionally crossing those borders into realns that other nen had
never dreaned of visiting and certainly wouldn't care to.

As for Jake's conpanion

The A d Lidesci was short, barrel-bodied, and alnpst siman in the great length of his arms. Hi s

I ank hair, once jet black, was greying now and in places turning white; it framed a | eathery,
weat her -beaten face with a flattened, suspicious nose that sat unconfortably over a nouth that was
m ssing too many teeth. As for the ones that he'd kept: they were uneven and as stained as old
ivory. But under shaggy and expressive eyebrows Lardis's dark brown watchful eyes glittered his
mnd's agilty and defied the ever-encroaching infirmties of his body.

And if Jake had seenmed a little cowboyish in boots, jeans, and his deliberately contrived casua
manner, then what was the rescue helicopter's crew supposed to nake of Lardi s? The Lidesci's node

of dress was outlandish, |ike a cross between that of a frontiersman out of the AOd Wst and a
Eur opean Gypsy of that sane era! It was all greens, browns, and greys; all tassles and tiny silver
bells that jingled when he noved, so that the overall inpression was that of a total outdoorsman

a fighting man, and a wanderer in endl ess woodlands. As if to verify all that: in a cutaway sheath
under his left arm Lardis carried a w cked-Iooking, razor-sharp machete, its tine-bl ackened
ironwood grip etched with several rows of notches

Wil e the crew had been spending a little time wondering about Jake and Lardis, Commander Argyle
and the larger E-branch contingent aboard the hunter-killer had descended to within thirty feet of
the stem of the stranded vessel and were | ooking through binoculars into the spacious bridge. For
perhaps thirty seconds Jake watched the jet-copter
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hovering there, fanning the air over the stricken ship. But then, as the aircraft suddenly gained
altitude, performng a slow spiral up and outward, Trask's voice was again patched through to the
rescue chopper. And if anything it was harsher than ever

"Where's that rescue tackle? | want you to get that nman off there, and | do nean right now'
"Fine,' Jake sent back, 'but the crew needs Argyle's say-so on that.'

Ten seconds ticked by, and then Conmander Argyle's voice -stuttering and quite obviously shocked -
said, 'Gg-get himoff there. Get that man off that b-bloody ship, and be bl oody quick about it!
But listen in: no matter how long it takes, no one is to go down there! He has to make it on his
own.'

And once again Trask, saying, 'Jake, the sanme rules are in force. If he isn't what he would seem
to be, let Lardis handle it his way. Is that understood?

"Only too well,' said Jake. 'Over and out

3

THE TROUBLE W TH HARRY

Down bel ow, on the shielding collar of the exhaust array, the rescue bucket had swung to and fro
in front of the survivor's face half a dozen tines without himseemng to notice it. But as it
finally collided with him al nost sending himspraw i ng, he appeared to wake up. Then, |ooking up
at the chopper sixty feet overhead, and fending off the bucket and harness as once again it made a
swing at him he reached up an inploring hand, blinked his eyes, and seened to be trying to say
sonet hi ng.
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The wi nchnan directed the pilot on his headset: 'Take her down just a few nore feet. Good! Now
hold it steady - hold it right there!' And as the gear clattered down and skittered on the collar,
jerking this way and that inmediately in front of the survivor, a second petty officer with a | oud
hail er called down:

"Don't try to grab the bucket or it may haul you off your feet. Just sit yourself in it - your
whol e body wei ght - and adjust the harness straps. Then try to sit back and hang on to the chains.
That'll help you feel secure. And don't worry, we won't let you fall.'

The 'bucket' was nore |like one of those aerial chairs that children ride at fairgrounds. Suspended
fromfour |eather-sheathed chains, it had a back and sides but no | egs. A webbing harness was
fitted to the interior, with a safety belt dangling |l oose. And |like an aerial chair, even a child
could see howto use it . . . or should have been able to. But the nan bel ow was in shock.

As the bucket danced in front of him- now bouncing on the collar, now tw tching to knee hei ght,
finally swinging out and away from him -
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he took a dazed, stunbling step toward it and tried to grab at it. After that . . . it was only
sheer good fortune that saved hinm one nore staggering step would have taken himto the rimof the
collar sone twenty feet above the bridge deck, and the rescue tackle m ght easily have dragged him
over the edge. But as it happened the chair spun around him struck himbehind the knees, and
scooped him up

And sl umped in the bucket, with his arns and | egs dangling | oose and |ikew se the straps of the
harness, which he hadn't fastened - he was wi nched toward safety, or to what woul d have been
safety in any normal or routine rescue situation. But even as the gears wound himin and he
flopped there, with his vacant eyes staring up at his rescuers froma pale, dirty, slack-jawed
face, so Trask's harsh, apparently enotionless voice was in the crew s ears, telling them

"From now on you do exactly as Jake Cutter and the Od Lidesci tell you to do. They are acting on
my orders, on authority conveyed to nme by your Gunnery Commander Argyle. The man you're bringing
up fromthat ship may or may not be infected with this . . . this terrible disease. But the old
man called Lardis is the world' s forenost expert in such things and he will know. In any event his
decision - and whatever action he takes - has ny full backing. Anyone attenpting to interfere wll
not only be liable to severe disciplinary action, he may well be placing the lives of your entire
crew in jeopardy!’

The rescue crew s nmenbers gl anced at each other but made no comrent, and the bucket cane up within
reach of the hatch. Then Lardis yelled across to the nan in the bucket: 'You, | want you to give
me your hand. Reach out and give it now' He |eaned out of the hatch on his safety strap and
offered a gnarled, purple-veined left hand to the survivor. The fingers of that hand were heavy
with rings of purest silver.

The man in the bucket |ooked at Lardis, then at his hand. A flicker of vague recognition passed
over his face, and his lips forned the word, 'Szgany!' But still his arns continued to hang | oose
in the down draught, and in another nmonent his eyes had gone vacant again.

Lardis glanced at the three petty officers. "Swing himin a little, but carefully.' And to Jake:
"In the event he nmkes any sudden nove - tries to junp aboard -you know what to do.'

Noddi ng hi s understandi ng, Jake took out a specially nodified 9mm Browni ng automatic from an
i nsi de pocket of his flying jacket and cocked it - at which the fair-haired, freckled petty
of ficer gasped and said, 'Wat the fuck

"Just do as Lardis said,' Jake told him aimng his weapon directly between the eyes of the man in
the bucket. And without further protest (for the tinme being at |east), and begi nning to understand
just how serious
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this busi ness was beyond any normal course of duty, the wi nchman swung the pulley armin toward
t he hatch.

In that selfsane nmonment the survivor noved! He grabbed hold of the A d Lidesci's hand (but so
suddenly that Jake al nbst shot him, gave a wild inarticulate cry, and babbl ed sonething that to
Jake sounded utterly unintelligible.

"What did he say?' said Jake anxiously. 'Wat did he say?

"He called me "father',' Lardis grunted. 'Said he'd cried out to ne and was glad that |1'd answered
his call. Very conplinentary! He doesn't seemto be afraid of silver, either. But we're not
finished yet.

Using his free hand, he took out a snall aerosol dispenser that he passed to Jake. And, draw ng
his machete, he said, 'He has ny hand, this one, but if he should squeeze it too hard - perhaps
with a fiend's strength - then I shall have his!

Jake leaned out a little on his Iine, showed the dispenser to the man in the bucket, and said,
"This shouldn't do you any harm C ose your eyes and don't breathe for a nonent.'

Continuing to cling to Lardis's hand, the man | ooked to himfor reassurance. 'Do as he says,'
Lardis told him And dangling there on thin air, the survivor closed his eyes.

Jake sprayed himin the face, a full burst of two or three seconds . . . and nothing happened. But
the rescue crew winkled their noses and again | ooked at each other. What, garlic? Wll, sonething
that snelled like garlic, anyway.

The man in the bucket opened his eyes, took a deep breath, didn't seemat all affected.

And Lardis said, 'Now the acid test. Except it isn't acid, but blood!'' And w thout pause he slid
the razor-sharp bl ade of his weapon lightly over the back of his own wist. And show ng the
survivor what he'd done - the slowdrip of his blood into the abyss - he said:

"No, I"'mnot your father. But | readily understand why you would cry out to him So perhaps we can
be brothers, you and |? Perhaps we already are, of a sort. "Szgany," you called ne. Aye, and
you're right. So what do you say? Can we be bl ood brothers, ny friend fromthis world' s so-called
"ol d" country, and doubtless froma long |line of Szgany forefathers?

The ot her said nothing, sinply watched as Jake sprayed the bl ade of Lardis's machete . . . before
it descended to the survivors wist and cut a thin red line there!

And the freckled petty officer burst out, 'Now what kind of fucking voodoo barbarismis this!?
Reachi ng past Jake, he made to grab at Lardis . . . and felt the barrel of Jake's gun digging into
his ribs. And:
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"Let it bel!' Jake warned hi mthrough clenched teeth. "What? Didn't you hear what Trask sai d? Man
you' re under orders.'

"But . . . but this is just a very frightened man!' The crewran protested, draw ng back

"Just a man, aye,' Lardis agreed, with a curt nod. 'Only a man - but a damed | ucky one!' And, as
he sheat hed his nachete: 'You can bring himin now.'

Meanwhi | e the survivor had done absolutely nothing. He continued to sit there, | ooking
unenotionally at his wist without really seeing anything. And if that could be called a reaction
it was his only one.
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They swung the rescue tackle in, secured it and closed the hatch, then gentled the rescued man out
of the tangle of chains and webbing. He imediately toppled into Lardis's arns, and the old nan
fell back with himonto the crew s padded bench and sat there, cradling him

"W have him' Jake told Trask on his headset. 'He seens to be okay.'
'Has he said anything? Trask's voice had |ost sonething of its sharp edge.

' Sai d anyt hi ng?' Jake answered. 'Hell no, nothing |I could understand. Just looking at him I'd say
he still doesn't believe he's alive!

"Well, don't let himsay anything,' Trask said. 'Don't even ask himanything, not until we're back
aboard Invincible and we can talk to himin private.'

"Roger that,' said Jake. And to Lardis: 'Is he okay?
"Ch, yes,' the old nman answered, wonderingly. 'In fact, he's already asleep!’

"Probably for the first tinme in three days,' said Jake.

"Probably, aye,' Lardis replied gruffly. '"And certainly for the first time in three long nights

Aboard the aircraft carrier Invincible, Trask's contingent had bunks next to a | arge stateroom
used for ship's orders groups. They al so had use of the stateroom which was where the medics saw
to the survivor.

On | andi ng, however, Trask had been called to see the Captain. Which nmeant that he arrived at the
stateroom sone fifteen mnutes later. Briefly | ooking inside and on seeing the nedics, he called
his people out into the cranped privacy of the corridor, all except Lardis who stayed with the
survivor.

And Trask was plainly bitter as he told his coll eagues, 'W have to go back to the Evening Star.'

"W what?' said Liz, very obviously concerned. 'Are you saying | m ssed soneone else? Ben, | can't
see how that's possible. Ckay, |
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know | overl ooked the survivor, but in all that horror, confusion, and mindsnog . . . | mean, he
was just one small human mind - that's if you can call that crawing void a mind! But | swear that
whil e he was being rescued | scanned the entire ship stemto stern, and-'

'-This has nothing to do with survivors.' Trask shook his head, cutting her off. 'It's a safe bet
that there aren't going to be any nore of those. But the Captain's had "a request" from our

M ni ster Responsi bl e, which of course was relayed to Invincible through the Admiralty. And the
Admralty, not being quite as "diplomatic" as our Ad Man, has nmade it an order.'

'W've been ordered back to that ship? Goodly spoke up in his typically high-pitched, piping
voi ce. 'But why? The ship's dooned, Ben. |'ve already seen it going down. It will happen!’

I know,' said Trask. 'And we've got to ensure we're not on board when it does! But that's not the
worst of it.

"So what is the worst of it? said David Chung, nervously.

Scowl i ng, Trask | eaned back agai nst a bul khead, scratched his forehead, and said, '"As if we
haven't enough on our hands, now there's this.' And then, resignedly: 'People, it seens that
sonmeone i n high places soneone who shoul d have known better, if not our Mnister Responsible then
maybe one of his superiors, possibly the Prime Mnister hinself has | et sonething of what we did
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on Krassos and what we're trying to doing on HVS Invincible slip. That woul d be bad enough, but it
seens it's slipped all the way to sonme high-profile boffin at Porton Down.

Torton Down?' Liz frowned -then opened her eyes w de and gasped. She was plainly shocked.

Jake gl anced fromface to face and saw the same expression on all of them Wat? he said. 'Porton
Down? Isn't that sone kind of - | don't know - sone kind of research establishnment where they ness
about with . . . with . . . ?' But there he paused, for he'd suddenly renenbered what they nessed
about with.

Trask nodded his bl eak corroboration. 'Yes, | suppose it's accurate to say they "mess about” down
there in Wltshire, for certainly they handl e sonme of the nessiest stuff on this snmall planet.
We're tal king about the Porton Down Centre for Applied M crobiology and Research. And that sane
person in high places -the bloody idiot - has agreed with themthat we should get thema sanple!’

"A sanpl e?' David Chung had backed off a pace. 'A sanple of what? Don't tell ne they-

"But | amtelling you,' Trask answered. "And it's not only a sanple they want but preferably a
live one! Ch, if it was up to ne lan's Cruise mssiles would be on their way right now - and the
Evening Star on her way, straight to the bottom But now that the Admiralty's involved it's no

| onger up to
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me. If we don't go in - and | do have the right to refuse, as the nessage makes plain - then the
Navy will do the job their way. But do you think I'"'mgoing to allow that to happen?

"Not a snowball's chance in hell,' said Jake, fully in the picture now 'The idea of a thing |like
that getting | oose on a ship of war like Invincible . . . it doesn't bear thinking about. There's
nmore sheer destructive firepower on this ship than was used in both world wars!'

"That's right,' said Trask. 'And a |l ot nore than enough to start Wrld War Three! So since we're
the only ones who really understand what we're up against-'

"W're going in,' said Liz, with a small shudder
"But not you,' said Trask. 'Not this tinme.'
"But-' she began to protest.

"No buts about it.' Again, Trask shook his head determ nedly. 'You put ten years on me when Vavara
got hold of you on Krassos, and frankly I've no years left to spare. Anyway, this won't be |ike
anyt hi ng we' ve ever done before. On the Australian job, nost of those vanpires we tackled had
Wanphyri or |ieutenant overseers. They knew what they were doing. Likew se on Krassos. This time,
the poor creatures well be dealing with are barely thralls . . . not even that, for only three
days ago they were people holidaying in the Med. Now they're undead in the Med, and the ones who
changed them are no | onger here to offer themany kind of guidance. So if we should be attacked en
masse-'

"It will be a slaughter,' said Jake. "And it'll be us doing the slaughtering. W'll be arned, and
they won't be. W'll know what we're about, and they' Il still be coming to terns with the unknown,
the utterly horrific.'

But Liz shook her head. 'They know what they are,' she said 'Oh, they're confused for now,

terrified as yet . . . but they do know. And that hideous hunger is growing in them Down there in
the dark, in the bowels of that ship - all eight decks - we'll look |like so nmuch fresh neat to
t hem'

"Except slaughter isn't our job,' said Trask, '"and we won't be doing it or having it done to us.
Nor will we be going bel ow decks. Not too far bel ow, anyway. Qur job is to get a sanple - just one
- and once we've got it and we're out of there, we'll call in lan's nissiles. That will be the

sl aughter.'
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"I wish you wouldn't call them"ny" mssiles,' said Goodly. 'l can't help what | saw, can't stop
what will be.' And:
"M God . . . all those people!" Chung shook his head, |ooked small and pal e and sick

And Jake said, 'Am | missing sonething here? | thought we'd already agreed that we won't do it,
that we sinmply can't afford to bring sonething like that out of there?
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"Nothing living,' said Trask. 'Wien we're in the air again, we'll tell themwe have a sanple and
they can sink the ship. By the time they find out the sanple isn't alive it'll be too late to do

anyt hi ng about it.'
" A dead sanpl e?' said Liz.

" An undead one, yes.' Trask stared at her. 'They want infected blood, flesh, brain tissue. That's
why they're asking for - Jesus! - an entire "specinen". A person, for God's sake! But we won't |et
them have one. Ch, they'll get what they want, but it won't be walking on two legs, and it
definitely won't be thinking, calculating, and just waiting for its first opportunity.

"Fl esh, blood, brain tissue?" Jake frowned and continued to | ook puzzl ed.

But Trask only glanced at himand said, 'No need to concern yourself. It'll be nore work for
Lardis. For where that kind of thing is concerned, the O d Lidesci really is the world's forenost
expert. And not only on this world . . .'

They had been scheduled to go in that evening well before dark. It would have been sooner, but

Trask's one stipulation had been that he had to be allowed to speak to the survivor first.

I nvinci ble's nedics, however, had tenporarily sedated that one in the hope that sleep would be
conduci ve to recovery. Used to dealing with physical rather than nental traunma -and | acking the
gui dance of the vessel's chief medical officer, assunmed dead on the Star - they believed that

sl eep, a universal panacea, would be equally effective here. Perhaps it would be, but neanwhile
their patient would be out for the next three or four hours.

After the E-Branch menbers had tal ked through and finalized details for the conmi ng m ssion, Goodly
and Chung returned to the stateroom Trask took Liz and Jake aside to talk to themin private.

"Things seemto be comng to the boil far nore quickly than we expected,' he said. "And it really
does appear that Malinari and Vavara have thrown caution to the winds. As for Lord Szwart: well

we don't know about him we can't say for sure whether he was trapped and di ed bel ow when you
destroyed that tenple under London-' he glanced at Jake, for once appreciatively, ungrudgingly '-
or whet her he escaped. But we do know that these creatures are tenaci ous beyond any other species.
The other two . . . well, obviously they're undead and well and until recently were living on that
cruise ship. O rather, on its passengers.'

"Both of thenP' said Jake. 'Look, | may not be as quick on the uptake as you people, but how can
we be sure it wasn't just one of then'

' Because when we returned to England,' Trask told him 'our good friend Manolis Papastanos
remai ned on Krassos with his nen to prepare
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the way for our followup team On the other side of the Palataki pronontory, in a bight under the
cliffs, they found evidence that suggested a boat had been kept there. There was a tunnel | eading
back into that labyrinth under the Little Palace, too. That was where Vavara was goi ng when we
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forced her car off the road and into the sea not far from Pal ataki. The assunption has to be that
she swam the rest of the way, or maybe cl anbered al ong the base of the sheer cliffs.' He shrugged
and added, 'No easy task, not even for a strong man. But there you go . . . Vavara is Wanphyri,
after all.’

"And Malinari?' said Jake.

"lan Goodly had a cl ose encounter with himunder Pal ataki,' said Trask, 'so we know he was
definitely there. That was just before the fireworks. But the point is, if lan had tine to get out
of there and clinmb to the surface before the dynanite blew that place to hell-"'

'-Then so did Malinari,' Jake finished it for him
"Correct,' Trask nodded. 'And since he didn't energe on the surface-'
"-1t looks Iike he nade his way to that cave and escaped by boat.'

"Along with Vavara, yes,' said Trask. 'Let's face it, Wanmphyri or not, it would be damed
difficult for just one of these creatures to take over a ship as big as the Evening Star. But both
of themtogether . . . Nephran Malinari, with his powers of mentalism and Vavara with her mass
hypnoti sn? They could do it, all right. And they did. And when they net with resistance, wth
someone, or something, or some situation they couldn't control =

'-Then they resorted to mindless violence,' said Liz. 'And there's nothing so violent as a G eat
Vanpire.'

"As witness the ness they nade of that bridge,' said Trask, grimy. 'I feel sort of sorry for
Conmander Argyle. He was just a bit too full of hinmself . . . until he saw that bridge. It's as
you told him Liz: seeing is believing. Now he's on our side. | heard himadvise the Captain to

give us carte blanche, but that was before the Admralty entered the picture or should we say
before Porton Down cane in on it.'

'"This Porton Down,' said Jake. '|l nmean, howis it an outfit |ike that has so nuch clout?

"But that's where they found the answer to H'V,' Trask told him 'It's also where they brewed up
the antidote to the plague out of China, the new Asiatic Bubonic. Hell, they do good work! So
maybe |' m overreacting. Maybe we shoul d have thought earlier to open this thing up, ask for
out si de hel p. Maybe our M nister Responsible - or whoever it was who let the cat out of the bag -
has done the right thing after all. | just don't know.'

"God, |I'd certainly like to think so!' said Liz, with feeling. 'You'd think
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we'd be hardened to it by now, but I for one never will be. Frankly, I'd far rather squirt
aerosols or fire drugged darts than shoot silver bullets!’

"You and nme both,' Jake agreed. 'Surely anyone would rather cure than kill.

"Do you really think so?" said Trask, |ooking norose again. 'Perhaps you'd like to nention it to
t he Wanphyri. Huh! That'll be the day!' And then, changing the subject:

"But that isn't what | wanted to talk to you about. That's sonething else, and it really can't
wait. It's waited too long already. | don't know, maybe it's this Porton Down thing that's brought
it back into focus, but it is inportant that we keep it there.

"What' s bothering you?' said Jake.

"Actually, you are!' Trask answered. But then he nanaged to grin, however sardonically. 'No, |
don't mean in the old way - and yet, yes - perhaps in the old way, too. Ckay, I'll explain. You
were down there under London with Szwart and MIlie, and-'
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'-And we haven't been checked out since,' Jake cut in. '"Is that it? You' re worried we night have
been infected?' H's voice was suddenly wary, thoughtful; |ikew se his narrow eyed expression. And
Trask couldn't help but think how nmuch he | ooked Iike the Necroscope Harry Keogh. |In another
nmonent it had passed and he was just Jake again, except 'just' didn't do it justice. For of course
Jake, too, was a Necroscope. And in this world he was the Necroscope, the only one.

Trask shook his head. 'I"'mworried that the longer we leave it the less | like it,' he said.

"Jake, | owe you nore than any man shoul d owe anyone, and no way can | ever repay you. But you

have to understand that ny concerns, ny duties, go nuch farther than personal debts, |oyalties and

friendships. | am concerned, yes -for you, and for Liz, your partner; for the Branch, too, and al

the good people init - but mainly for humanity. Maybe |'ve been caught up in this ganme for too

long, | can't say, but at least I've learned a few half-decent tricks. In ny tine with E-Branch .
lord, 1've seen sone bad shit! So far |'ve managed to step clear, and that's what I'mtrying

to do now. That's all I"'mtrying to do now.'

"Hol d on,' said Jake. 'It seens to ne you've m ssed soneone out of these "concerns" of yours. |'m

tal king about MIlie. She was down there under London with Szwart a lot longer than | was. So if
you're worried that maybe I'ma little nore than | should be - and if that's the case, personally
I know nothing about it -then I'd suggest you stop worrying about ne and check MIlie out first!"'

A cruel thing to say, perhaps. Harsh words: but as he spoke them Jake deliberately held Trask's
gaze, staring directly into his deep green eyes. And Ben Trask - being what he was, a human lie-
detector - knew that
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Jake spoke only the truth and straight fromthe heart. |If anything had got into Jake in that
forgotten Roman tenpl e deep under London, he honestly wasn't aware of it. But, on the other hand,
only four days had passed since then, and weird things had a habit of getting into Jake Cutter

As for MIlie deary, the newy discovered |love of Trask's life: "MIlie is being checked out
right now,' he said. 'That's why she's not with us. It was nmy excuse to keep her out of this .
that she required extra decontani nation and a conplete physical. Not that | really needed an
excuse - MIlie was in a hell of a state when you brought her up out of there. You, however - as
you just a nmonment ago denonstrated - seemin fine fettle. At least, you think so. And, anyway, |
needed you out here with us.'

"So let's get to it,' said Jake. "What is it you require of ne? Wiat's the bottom Iline? Wat do
you want me to do?

" Not hi ng much,' Trask shrugged, perhaps a little unconfortably. 'Just that as soon as we're done
here and back in London, you let us treat you the sane as MIlie: let us put you through a one
hundred per cent decontam nation programe, a full nedical check-up, and . . . and . . .' But
there he paused.

" And?' said Jake, thinking Here it cones!

"And that you give us your fullest assistance in trying to help you with . . . with your other
problem the one you told ne about on our way out here.'

b, ha-haaaa! He's tal ki ng about neeee! A | oat hsonme deadspeak voice chuckled in Jake's head. This

i diot believes that he can erase, renove, or otherw se dispose of me, as if | were sone kind of
mental disorder. Well, I'mnot, and he can't! And telling himabout ne was a great error. These so-
called 'psychiatrists' you told ne about can only do you enornous barm Aye, for as you very well
know, Jake Cutter, I'mno fignent of your inmagination - no alter ego, no M Hyde playing to your
Doctor Jekyll - but as real and as valid as you are. The only difference being that, while you're
alive, 1'm dead!

"But very nuch alive in ne,' said Jake. '"And | really don't want or need you! And incidentally, |
note you've accunul ated a pretty good know edge and understanding of this stuff: figments of
i magi nation, alter egos, Jekylls and Hydes, et cetera.’
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Al fromyour reading materials, Korath answered. This, er, sudden 'penchant' of yours for
psychol ogy-especi al | y schi zophrenia and the Iike. Hah! And you've never once suspected that | was

‘readi ng over your shoulder,' as it were. For the fact is that until | speak to you, you sinply
don't know |'mthere; you don't knowif |I'm awake or sleeping. But in any case there's no way
round it. I"'mhere in your head whether you like it or not, Jake Cutter, and neither your M Trask

nor all his psychiatric specialists put together can ever change that. b, ha-ha-hal
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"Bastard!' Jake nuttered darkly, as Korath retreated. And:
"Hi magain? Liz inquired, quietly.

"Hm' Jake growl ed. 'Korath once -Mndsthrall. And believe ne, | want rid of himjust as nuch as
you do . . . well, short of prefrontal |obotony, that is!'

Trask shook his head. 'That doesn't cone into it,' he said. 'Don't even think of it. W wouldn't
subj ect you to anything of that sort. But if we can find a way to shift this . . . this persona
demon of yours-'

'He says you can't,' said Jake. 'And he makes a very valid point. He isn't sonething | just

dreaned up. He's no fignent of ny own inmagination. He was a |lieutenant of the Wanphyri, one of

Malinari's creatures, and he was al nost ready to ascend. That's probably why Malinari wanted rid

of him and ramred hi m headl ong into that pipe under the Romani an refuge. Christ, what a way to

die! But Harry Keogh and I, we talked to himthere, and | earned the histories of the Wanphyri
wel |, of Vavara and Malinari, anyway.'

"But that was a nistake,' Trask nodded. 'For even dead vanpires are dangerous to such as you.'

"That's right,' said Jake, ruefully. 'Wen they're alive - or undead, if you prefer - you can't
have physical contact with them They radiate corruption |ike sone kind of ultimate contam nant,
Iike plutonium so that even their presence is poisonous. And when they're dead, you daren't even
talk to them'

"I couldn't, anyway,' said Trask wonderingly, as always at a loss in this kind of conversation
still unable to fully accept the concept of a Necroscope.

"And | shouldn't have,' said Jake. 'But that wasn't ny idea. It was Harry who put ne up to it.'

"But did he do it deliberately? Liz wanted to know. 'If so, it might bear out Ben's earlier
concerns that it's Harry's dark side that may be influencing you.'

Jake shook his head. 'No, and perhaps "put me up to it" was a bad choice of words. He "suggested
it", yes, but only because he wanted to find out about our invaders. And who better to get it from
than one of their own? It was for ny protection, and it was nmy mistake. In fact, it was Harry who
warned me never to let a vanpire into ny mnd. Damm' good advi ce! But when Harry wasn't there,
then Korath persuaded ne otherwise. Wth such as himthe word "devi ous" takes on a whol e new | eve
of meani ng!"

"You're satisfied, then,' said Trask, 'that what the Necroscope gave you was for the general good?
For your good and the world's, both?

"For ny good? Jake lifted an eyebrow. 'Well, | can't say | entirely agree
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with that! But let's face it - you, ne, Liz, all of us - without it we'd have been dead for quite
sone tine now out there in Australi a.
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"That's true,' said Trask

"And it's also true that for all | hate Korath and want rid of the bastard,' Jake went on, 'still
he played his part in all of that.'

Trask nodded and said, 'But for his own ends, as you ve now di scovered. Best to get it straight in
your head, son: vanpires don't do anything for nothing . . . except maybe kill. They don't need a
reason for that, it just happens as the nood takes them What |'msaying is, Korath wasn't doing
us any favours.'

"I know,' said Jake. 'To save ne he had to save all of us, but I"'mthe one he really cares about.
That is: I'mthe one he needs. Wthout me he's nothing, just a bunch of polished bones circulating
in black water in a night-dark sunp in sone burned-out, godforsaken Romani an si nkhol e!

"Yes,' Trask agreed. 'But whatever el se you do, don't ever go feeling sorry for him Wich takes
us back to where we started. You said you want rid of him and so do we all. Are you willing to

| et the best specialists we can find have a | ook at you? |I'mnot tal king about quacks but people
like Gahame McG Ichrist, who you net in Australia. Back hone in London, we have some of the best
in the world.

"VWhat ever you say,' Jake answered. 'Just as long as they're not going to slice ny brain open, |
don't really care. And yes, |I'Il help all | can. But | know that whatever we do Korath will fight
me all the way. He's fighting for his "life", after all.’

Trask nodded, and said, 'Then that's it. We're all done for now W can join the others, see how
our survivor is doing.'

"Not so fast,' said Jake, taking Trask by the armbefore he could turn away. 'We're not done yet.

For a nonent Trask stood stock still, frozen there, staring fixedly at Jake's hand on his arm
Then he sighed, relaxed, and said, 'Very well. | gave you ny word after you'd saved MIllie' s life,
and a promise is a promise. Wiat is it you want to know?'

But with a heartfelt sigh of her own, Liz spoke before Jake and said, 'Well, thank goodness for
that! And not before tine.

Jake stared at her, then at Trask, and said, Just look at you. You know, don't you? | mean, both
of you - all of you know - even before |I've asked ny question! Okay, what is it that you haven't
dared to tell me about Harry? What's this down you have on hin?'

"A down? On Harry?' Trask offered a wy snile and shook his head. 'No such thing, Jake. | was one
of the last people to see himin this world - | watched himleave this world, by a route you
haven't di scovered yet
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and while it was ny duty, while | had every right to stop him | didn't even try but let himgo.'

"You let himgo? Jake frowned and did a doubl e take. Shaking his head, he | ooked from Trask to
Li z and back again. 'What are you tal king about, you let himgo? He was E-Branch's greatest hero,
or so |l've been led to believe. Yet you make it sound as if he were a crimnal, alnost as if he
were sonme kind of . . . of . . .'" As he stunbled to a pause, so Jake's frown fell away and his
eyes went wi de.

"Sone kind of vampire?' said Trask, questioningly. 'The answer is yes, and believe ne | do nean
sonme kind of vanpire, the nost powerful ever! Harry Keogh, Necroscope . . . but he was al so
Wanphyri, Jake, Wanphyril

"That's right,' Liz nodded. 'And now you understand why Ben didn't tell you. Because you're too
val uabl e and he didn't want to scare you off, didn't want to | ose you. Yes, Harry Keogh was a
hero. And yes, he al nost single-handedly won the first battle that E-Branch ever fought agai nst
vanpires. Mg, | wasn't around then, but |'ve read up on it. Wwen we get back to London, there are
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sone files you'll want to read up on, too, now.
Jake still couldn't take it in. "But . . . Harry? A vanpire?

"Right at the end of his tine here, yes,' said Trask. '"He'd got too close to themand |let them get
too close to him He was Wanphyri, but he nade nme a prom se and he kept it. And he carried on the
fight in Starside. Ask Lardis Lidesci about it. He's been biding his tinme, just waiting to tel
you. '

"You're telling nme--' Jake felt his Adami s appl e bobbing up and down '-that the man, ghost, thing,
or whatever who gave ne ny powers - deadspeak and the Mdbius Continuum- was the revenant of a
vanpire?'

" And now perhaps you can understand my concern,' said Trask. 'You see, all of Harry's life was
like a tragedy, especially at the end. And the trouble is it didn't stop with him Even while he
was winning it seened |ike everything around himwas turning to so nuch shit. Nathan Kiklu -- or
perhaps it's easier to think of himas Nathan Keogh, one of Harry's sons in Sunside/ Starside -
finally redeemed him Which is to say, Nathan put right nost of the things that had turned sour
for Harry; he squared it for him wth both the Iiving and the dead ali ke.

"Hi s sons, yes!' said Jake, with a snap of his fingers. "I remenber now the bits that were
m ssing fromthose first files | read, the ones that you' d had doctored especially for me. The
materi al that was m ssing was about Harry's sons.

"Because it's like Liz told you,' Trask answered. '|I didn't want to | ose
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you. Letting you know about Nathan was okay, but | certainly couldn't tell you about the others.'
' The others?' Jake was frowning again. 'Harry's other sons, you nean?

Trask nodded. 'You see, Jake, even after Harry died on Starside, the curse renmained. Both Harry
Jr, and Nestor Kiklu, too, Nathan's twin brother, they both of them

"-Were vampires?' Jake knew it was so, and his hollow face turned really pale now.

' They becane Wanphyri,' Trask told him 'Maybe it was sheer bad luck, the curse, call it fate or
what ever you will. But. . .'And not knowi ng what else to say, he shrugged and fell silent.

And in alittle while, feeling obliged to pick it up where Trask had | eft off, Jake said, 'But,
now there's Jake Cutter- a Necroscope in his own right, Harry's heir apparent, with sone weird
| eftover of the original lodged in him not to nention a nightrmarish thing called Korath

M ndsthrall - and Jake has got hinself involved in killing vanpires, too. It all sounds just a
little bit familiar, right? So what is it you're trying to say? Wiat, like history is repeating
itself or something?

"Not this tine, Jake,' said Liz, noving closer and reaching out to him 'No way -not if we have
anything to say about it. That's why you' ve got to accept Ben's help, and in turn give us your
assistance with those tests back in London.'

"That's it,' said Trask. 'End of story. Now you know al nost everything. And anything you don't

know, just ask and I'll tell you - right now, if you like. O do you need sonme tinme to think about
it first?

Jake thought about it, then took a very deep breath before answering, 'Yes, | have a question. How
soon are we goi ng back to London . . . ?

4
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THE SURVI VOR' S STORY

After checking that the Evening Star's |one survivor was sl eeping confort-ably and apparently well
- at least physically if not yet psychologically - Trask and his teamused the extra tine to get
their own heads down.

Whil e the journey out fromLondon to HVS Invincible hadn't taken very long, still it had been
fairly intense: a whirlwind rush fromone point of departure to the next.

First they'd been airlifted by helicopter fromthe roof of the hotel that housed E-Branch HQ and
flown to Gatwick Airport. Then a private jet -courtesy of the Mnistry of Defence - had flown them
to Kavala, a nmilitary airport on the Geek mainland just a few nmiles north of the Aegean coast.
And finally a jet-copter fromHVS I nvincible had sped themto the aircraft carrier herself.

Thus the droning sound of engines was still in their ears (now reinforced by the short-haul flight
out to the cruise ship), and simlarly a dizzying and debilitating kal ei doscope of scenery and
tilting ocean views all fusing into one in their nenories. The overall result was a feeling of
exhaustion, and the dull, near-distant heartbeat of I|nvincible' s engines at standby that cane

t hr obbi ng through the bul kheads was a lullaby by conparison

Trask was roused at 16: 30 hours and was handed a communi cation fromthe M nister Responsible.
Rel ayed through Admiralty channels and encrypted by them the nessage had been unscranbled in
Invincible's radio room so that Trask was able to read:
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[ FOR YOUR EYES ONLY: ]

(And: Hah! Trask thought, before continuing.)

M Trask.

Li feboat serial nunber MS 02/000000 has been di scovered by fishernmen, scuttled in shallow waters
of f Rodosto in the Sea of Marmara.

It woul d appear that after |eaving Geek waters, she passed through the Dardanel |l es at night

wi t hout lights, was stopped by a patrol boat which she somehow managed to set on fire and sink,
| eaving no survivors, and fromthen on played a cat-and-nouse game with various Turkish patro
vessels until they lost her in a sea fret off Gallipoli

Under st andabl y, the Turkish authorities are somewhat niffed -especially in the [ight of the
current hei ghtened tension between G eece and Turkey - so you can't expect any help fromthem
Therefore any inquiries concerning the boat, or the ones who , commandeered her, will have to be
of a covert nature.

Suggestion: collect the PD sanple ASAP, return to base, then fly to Istanbul using the sane
routi ne you enployed in Krassos: i.e. go in as tourists. There are no restrictions on British
tourists in Turkey at this time. I'Il arrange your flight for you. After that . . . | assune your
next port of call will be Rodosto.

Anyt hi ng you need in advance, let ne know and I'Il have it waiting for you at your HQ .

M N. RES.

Trask read the nessage again, and scribbled underneath it: 'Speak to ny people. Have Bernie
Fl etcher and a pair of minders go out there NON tonight, as our advance party. Make sure they
have lots of Turkish lira.' Then he returned it for onward transnission to the CPO who had
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delivered it

The survivor was awake but groggy, shivering, and still very frightened. The nedi cs had cl eaned
hi m up, draped himin warm bl ankets, and were pouring coffee into himwhen Trask and Co went in to
see himin the stateroom 'Coffee? Trask asked in an aside to one of the nmedics. 'Because he
asked for it,' the other shrugged. 'And has he asked for anything el se, or said anything?

" Not hi ng as yet.'

50

"Then you can leave himwith us.' Trask dism ssed them and cl osed the door after them

Lardis had been with the survivor all along, but still he | ooked fresh as a daisy. 'Wiy don't you
try to get sone sleep? Trask asked him taking himto one side.

‘"Don't need it,' cane the gruff reply. 'Sunside days are long ones. |I'mused to | ong hours. But
when | sleep, then | really do sleep, because Sunside nights are |ong ones, too! Anyway, | wanted
to stay with him | feel a kind of kinship.'

' d.lt)l

"Aye,' Lardis nodded. 'This one, unless I'mmuch nistaken, is fromyour so-called "old country,"
Romani a. Szgany, too, by his | ooks. Besides, he seens taken with ne. If anyone is going to be able
totalk to him it'll probably be ne. So, seeing himfrightened out of his wits, | decided to be
cl ose to hand when he woke up. |'ve seen people |ike himbefore on Sunside, after the Wanphyr

rai ded. They usually needed gentling along for a while, and so might he.’

'"So can we talk to himat all now?
"Let's find out,' said Lardis.

The pair approached the survivor where he sat in his blankets, and the other E-Branch people nade
way for them 'Do you renmenber ne?' Lardis asked him '|l was there when they got you off that
floating town.

The other nodded. '| called you "father",' he answered. 'But | didn't mean ny father. Wien | was a
boy we always called the clan elder "father".'

Whi | e he spoke, Trask | ooked himover. Fromwhat could be seen of himunder the blankets he was
| anky and even bony. H s high forehead and penetrating dark eyes signalled his intelligence, but
those same eyes al so gave himaway; along with his wolfish | ooks, raven-black hair, and light
brown, | arge-pored skin, they nore than hinted at his origins.

"You're from Romania, right?' said Lardis, but it was nore a statenent than a question. 'A Gypsy,
per haps?'

"Was,' said the other. 'But when | was young nmy nother got married to a Geek, from Rhodes. So
was brought up on Rhodes in the village of Lindos. W eventually noved to Cyprus, and | got work
as a deckhand on the cruise ships.'

At which point Trask cane in with, 'May | speak to you?
The ot her | ooked uneasy but shrugged his acquiescence. 'if you like.'
"You speak good English,' said Trask

"From school, the tourists, and . . . and the ships.' He gave a snal
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shudder. '1 al so speak Greek and Romanian. | even renenber a little of the old secret tongue
Szgany.'

"My nanme is Trask,' Trask told him "And ny friend here is called Lardis. Lardis knows the nyths
of the old country, some of which aren't nmyths at all. | believe you know them too. W think
that's probably why you're still alive.'

The survivor's shudders were coming faster now, his entire body was begi nning to shake under the
bl ankets. Lardis touched Trask's shoul der, indicating that he wanted to take over. Wth a nod of
his head, Trask agreed. And:

'Forget about all that for now and tell ne your name,' the Ad Lidesci said. 'For as you can see,
you're with friends now and you're safe.’

"No one is safe!' the other gabbled. 'You didn't see - you didn't hear - you didn't snell it! But

the whole ship snelled of it! | saw, heard, snelled it. And | knew . . . right fromthe tinme w
took themon board. | knew, but | didn't speak. | ' He paused, began to blink rapidly and
uncontrol l ably, and gave a start when Lardis placed a gnarled hand on his shoulder. But then he
cal med down and was able to continue. '"As for ny nane: it's Nicolae Rusu. | go by ny real father's

name. His blood is ny blessing.'

"It nost certainly has been!' said Lardis. 'For without it you'd never have known, and you

woul dn't be here talking to us now And | understand why you told no one: they wouldn't have

beli eved, and you weren't quite ready to believe yourself. Now |isten carefully, N colae Rusu.
These people here with ne are experts in such matters. They know and understand such things. That
ship, the Evening Star, is a ship of death! You know what happened, and we've come here to take
our revenge. But we have to know the whole story, else we won't know what we're up agai nst. You
are the only wtness.'

"But | don't want to renmenber!' The survivor was shivering again. 'l was . . . | was trying to
forget when you rescued ne.'

"I know,' said Lardis. 'l understand. But tell me now - do you want it to happen again, to others?
For you can be sure it will, Nicolae, if we don't stop it.'

"Call me . . . call me Nick,' said the other. And in another feverish burst, 'You can't stop it!
You can't stop theml | saw them and no one can stop themnt'

'Easy, easy!' said Lardis. And in a nonment: 'Can you give them a nane, perhaps? Do you know what
we call thent

The survivor's eyes went this way and that. 'Do you really believe? he said. '"Or is it that you
think I'"mcrazy?

"You were crazy with fear,' Lardis answered. 'For a little while, at least. But you' re safe now
and sane. Yes, we believe. And nore than
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that, we do what | said we do. We hunt such creatures to destroy them

"Wanpir!' said the other then, but so |low they could barely hear him 'O obour! The terror by
night! The thing that drinks blood! Vanpires . . but no one ever dreamed of such vanpires as
t hesel!"

And: 'Wanmphyri!' said Lardis. 'Aye, we know. So then, will you tell us your story, N ck? How you
survived your ordeal and what . . . what happened to the others?

"Yes,' Nicolae Rusu nodded. 'Yes, if only to get it out of nmy system And then | want to go away
fromhere, and away from crui se ships. Back to Cyprus or Rhodes, or maybe farther still. Far, far
away . '
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"I was doing sone cl eaning-up on the cabaret deck near the prow when Purser Glliard called down
to ne to neet himstarboard on B deck. But in fact | net himin the lift on the way down. He had
got hold of three stewards and a | oud hailer and seenmed very excited. By the time we got down onto
B deck - that's inside the ship, you understand, not quite the basement but just above the
Plinmsoll line -the Star was just about dead in the water. And that was when they opened the
for'ard gang: a large, watertight hatch for lowlevel loading. It forms steps when you let it

down, allow ng access fromthe docks or in this case permtting a rescue.

" The becal med boat - just a boat, which should never have been out there in mid-ocean - was a
thirteen-foot Geek caique with a wide black canopy. There were two . . . people aboard her. When

| saw the man - at first glance, just |ooking at himas he stepped fromthe caique to the gangway -
| took fright. He was tall and dark; he could even have been one of nmy people . . . but sonething
told ne he wasn't. It was like . . . as if my blood was running cold inside me, and | knew ri ght
there and then that we were in trouble. But what could | do or say? "W can't let this man cone
aboard?" Ridicul ous! O course they would have thought | was mad! | nyself believed that |I nust be
out of sorts, ill, feverish, or sonething. | felt sick, and so very, very scared. And that was
even before | saw how his hand shi mrered, seem ng to snoke when the sunlight fell on it!

"But after that, why, | could even feel the evil! It was as if every atomof ny body knew that
this was wong, that be was wong . . . and then | saw her, that she-creature!

"I can't remenber exactly howit was. My nind was whirling. But her terrible conpani on hel ped her
and Purser Galliard lifted her up, and they were aboard. She was wrapped |ike a mumry, all covered

agai nst the sun, yet still | saw that she was beautiful . . . and knew that she wasn't! |t rmust
have been ny Szgany bl ood - sonething out of the dark past - like a
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strange nenory of tinmes |I've never known. But it was as if | could see through her tatters to the
Thi ng beneath them And she was ancient, and ugly, and terrifying!

"Perhaps | | ooked sick? I can't renmenber. In any case, once they were aboard Purser Galliard
released ne, told me to return to whatever | had been doing. But in fact |I hurried in search of a
place to be ill. Sick to nmy stomach, | threw up! And it had all been so weird, so inexplicable,
that | still thought | was actually ill, that something |I'd eaten hadn't agreed with nme, when al

it was - all it really was - was sheer terror! But of what?

" Anyway, after nmy head stopped spinning | knew | nust speak to soneone. | didn't know what | would
say, but | nust at least try to explain it to soneone. Maybe to the Captain, to Captain Geoff
Ander son, who was an understanding man. | knew | couldn't talk of it to the other deckhands, who
woul d only laugh at ne, or to the stewards, who would probably just brush it aside, but the
Captain hinself . . . well, he was understanding and patient. He'd know what to do, what to say to

me and how to reassure ne. And if there was something wong with ne, he'd know what to do about
that, too.

"l went to the bridge . . . oh God, | would have gone to the bridge . . . | alnpst went to the
bridge. But . . . it had already b-b-begun

"No, no, just wait a mnute, give ne a chance, and it will pass. It will be okay
"There .

"So then, | went up onto the bridge deck. The place seened very quiet, but we'd had a big night
and the people weren't up yet. It was still fairly early in the norning, and - and God, God - I'm
avoiding it, and | can't help it!

"Ckay, |'mokay, | can do this

"In the crewonly area, the gangway that | eads to the door to the bridge, Purser Galliard and two
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of the stewards were on the floor in pools of their own blood. The purser's face was a ni ghtmare
"Il see as long as | live. His eyes were hanging on his cheeks - hanging | oose there on threads
of gristle - and their sockets were black and streanm ng blood. Galliard s ears, too: with curtains
of blood and brain fluid dripping down onto his shoulders. He was twitching -twitching his |ast,
woul d guess - but as for the stewards:

"Well, even though they were obviously dead - | nmean, no one who | ooks as bad, as pale, as drained
as that can possibly be alive - still they were noving, jerking and noaning, their arns and | egs
twitching as if they were asleep and ni ght nari ng!

"Nightmaring, yes - well, | certainly was! But | was awake, yet | hoped and prayed | wasn't
and the door to the bridge had been shattered
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and there was blood on the glass, blood everywhere . . . and . . . and | could hear sounds, cries,
screans - sounds of violence, destruction - fromthe bridge.

"And | knew then that | wasn't ever going to speak to Captain Anderson, or to anyone on that
bri dge.

"l got out of there. I ran - oh, | admit it - ran ainlessly, out through a hatch and onto the
outer deck. Down bel ow, people were running about, shouting about an accident. But | saw bl ood on
the rail and knew that it hadn't been an accident. Sonewhere along the way | bunped into two
stewards and tried to tell them what had happened . . . trouble on the bridge . . . Purser
Galliard was dead . . . also two or possibly three stewards . . . and creatures were aboard and
raveni ng. But they only heard half of what | said before they went running off to see what was
going on. | called after themto get guns, armthensel ves, but they weren't |istening. Instead
they told ne to go with them

"l pretended to follow them but as soon as they turned out of sight | was gone in the other
direction.

"Later, | found nyself in ny bunk, |ocked in. But you know, the doors are so flinmsy! | couldn't
stay there . . . and every so often | thought | could hear screaning

"l had told the stewards to get guns. Now | thought nmaybe | should armnyself. | knew that there
was a small-arns |ocker in the purser's cabin on the main deck. | didn't have the key - he would
have that, poor Purser Galliard, or Purser Bill as we had used to call him- and |I couldn't go
back for it. Anyway, this was hardly the tine to be worrying about keys. A fire axe would do just
as wel | .

"My bunk was on B deck, down in the guts of the ship. So | had to go up two decks to get to the
mai n deck and the purser's cabin. It seemed to ne that the safest, easiest, quickest route would

be by lift. The Star is a huge ship; it was unlikely that | would . . . that | would cone up
agai nst anyt hing unpl easant on the way. | mean, out of all the passengers and crew on that big
ship, there were only two of . . . of them

"When | left ny cabin, people were still noving around nice and normal on B deck. | got in the

lift with a famly of four on their way to a |ate breakfast in the @ ory of Knossos dining room
al so on the main deck. They were all excited, full of the thrills of the cruise, |ooking forward
to all the on-board activities they'd planned for the day ahead and all | wanted to do was scream
at themthat there wasn't going to be a day ahead - not for them and probably not for anybody.

"W got out of the lift for'ard, and the purser's cabin was am dshi ps past the hotel nanager's
office and gift shops. There was a | ot of shouting going on that way, and these two children, a
boy and a girl, wanted to
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see what all of the noise was about. | called themback to their nother and father but they

woul dn't conme. They were just . . . just little kids! So then | told their parents, "Go and get
them and get out on the open decks in the sunlight. Keep themsafe!" They | ooked at me as if |
was weird, and | realized how | nust look, all trenbling and . . . and wild. They went after their

kids, but far too slowy, and by then the shouting had stopped.

"Gt her people were on the nove now, some were runni ng, nany seened dazed, disbelieving. And then
fromthe purser's office, the screanmng started. Ch, God . . . the scream ng!

'l passed a steward who | knew. He was sitting on the floor with his |l egs stretched out and his
back agai nst a bul khead. He didn't seemto see me. | went to offer help, but he didn't want any.
He just | ooked right through me and brushed ny hand aside. Then | noticed how pal e he was, and the
twin trails of blood on his neck, and those poi sonous punctures |ike craters where he'd been
bitten.

"The kids' parents had seen him too, and now they began to call out for their little ones,
runni ng after them

" her people were down on the deck, many unconscious while sone just sprawl ed there. | saw at

| east a dozen like that, and then the scream ng stopped again. But finally these nice people
chasing their kids reached the purser's cabin -nore a kind of storeroomthan a cabin proper, wth
pl enty of open deck outside under a fancy rail-to-rail canopy - and there outside the cabin .

it was a strange and very terrible thing.

"I was standing well back fromit, but | could feel all the lure of it |ike a nagnet draggi ng at
me. It was the wonman - no, | can't call that Thing a woman - the femal e creature, and she was
surrounded by a ring of maybe ten or twelve nmen, wonen, and children alike. But they weren't
attacking her. On the contrary, they were just standing there while she stepped anbng them And
agai n she | ooked beautiful . . . and again | knew that she wasn't at all beautiful, that she was
in fact a nonster!

' She was covered in a radiant haze, outlined in a dazzling corona like the sun in an eclipse. It
was her disguise, | knew. She stroked the men, touched their faces, then bit them | saw those
terrible jaws |like mantraps - they were mantraps! -and each time she struck the bl ood would spurt,
spattering her face and neck with crinson. And God, how she drank it in, soaking it up like a

sponge! Then, like nmen in a trance, her victins would stagger away, stunbling and goi ng weak at
the knees, until they gradually collapsed to the deck. They were so obviously fascinated,
enthral l ed by her lying charns; and each time a man fell, another would step forward to take his
pl ace.

' The wonen, too. They couldn't resist her. They would reach out,
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touch her awful body, go to their knees before her as that |oathsone Thing ni pped at their necks,
dri bbling blood fromher nmouth down into theirs! One of themwas a very lovely girl; her husband -
| suppose he was her husband -seened uncertain, he wasn't as hypnotized as the rest. Protesting,
he tried to push the nonster away. The she-thing took something fromher robe: a sharp knife
shaped like a sickle. And with a single stroke that was so fast | didn't even see it, just a blur
of sonmething that glinted and was gone, she struck. After that, nothing seened to have changed.
But as the young nan began to protest again, even as he opened his mouth, a great gush of bl ood
cane out! And his throat opened fromear to ear as he collapsed to the deck

"But the nost terrible thing was this: that his wife didn't even see what had happened! And while
she fondl ed the nonster's | oose paps through her rags, so she in turn was deeply bitten

"And the children, the children

"They were all enraptured sniles where they gazed upon this "beautiful" creature - even as she
mur dered or forever changed their parents before turning on them Wich included the famly | had
come up with in the lift; they went the sanme way, yes
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"As the female was finishing with those she'd hypnotized -for surely it could only be hypnotism -
so the nale cane striding out of the purser's cabin. He was carrying the arnms | ocker, a heavy
metal trunk that he handled like a small suitcase. And that was when the two stewards who | had
spoken to earlier came on the scene. They'd obviously seen sonething of what 1'd tried to tel
them and had followed the trail to its source. They had fire axes, and when they saw what was
happeni ng, all the bl oody mayhem. . . then, with cries of outrage and horror, they canme on and
hurl ed thensel ves at the vanpires.

' The nonsters didn't see themuntil the last nmoment. But as the male creature reached the ship's
rail with the arns | ocker, and hoisted it up to throwit overboard, so one of the stewards swung
at himwith his fire axe. The creature saw him flung the | ocker over the rail and nade to step
asi de. The way he noved - his notions were |ike quicksilver! But |ightning fast as he was and so
fluid in his actions, still the pick end of the axe went home through his trousers and into his
| eft buttock just above the thigh. It went all the way home, right up to the haft.

' The sheer agony that woul d have caused any other man woul d surely have been enough to bring him
down. But this one reached over his shoul der, backhanded the steward and knocked hi m away. And all
he said, was, "Ah! Ahh! Ahhhh!" as he drew the axe out. But | saw his face the way his jaws
extended, and the way his teeth sprouted into scythes! His colour turned to | ead and his eyes were
afire as he swing that axe in
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an arc, driving it into the steward' s forehead! It got stuck there, lodged in his head, his skull
And the steward dangling - his arns and | egs jerking and kicking |like those of a frenzied puppet -
as this creature lifted him fire axe and all, over the rail and let himfall

"As for the other steward: rushing headl ong at the female, he had entered her hypnotic zone,
penetrating the haze she wore all about her. H's axe was rai sed overhead, but already she had hin
Frozen there, solid as a statue, his nouth had fallen open. Then his stonach fell open, too, as
she | aughed at himand used her knife to cut through his shirt and the tight nuscles of his belly,
fromright to left across his navel. He made no outcry - said nothing, did nothing - but sinmply
dropped the fire axe to clatter on the red-slined deck. And in the next nonent, with an upward
sweep of her arm she'd cut himagain fromhis crotch to his navel, so that his belly opened up in
twin triangular flaps and uncoiled his guts onto the deck

"And | ran away . . . ran and ran . . . down to nmy bunk . . . and out of there to a storage room
with a steel door . . . then out of there and down through a trapdoor into the bilges, where
huddl ed against the iron plates of the ship . . . and there | stayed with the rats and the diese
stench, for hours and hours, until | think | fell asleep . . . or it could be that ny mnd was

numb and totally insensible to everything around ne.

"Eventually | canme to nmy senses. O perhaps not, not quite, for nmy senses, |ike my manhood, had
deserted ne. But as for what had brought nme round: | think it was the insistent pounding of the
engi nes, or nore probably the sudden shock that had jolted ne as they ground to a shuddering halt.
I found nyself slanmed this way and that in the dark belly of the ship, until at last there was no
notion at all, not even the gentle wash of Aegean waters against the hull. Still, | was certain
that the engi nes had been working, and I knew that 1'd felt the ship in notion

'So what was this? This silence, this stillness? | thought - | dared to hope -that it was over and
those creatures were dead. Perhaps the rest of the crew had got thensel ves together and gone at
the nmonsters in a body to finish them and now the Star had linped into some port or other. It had
to be at | east possible.

"But . still | was quiet as a nouse as | left ny hidey-hole, crept up through the trapdoor onto B
deck' s gangway, then up through the aft service | adders and hatches to the perforners' changing
roons in the rear of the AIl That Jazz show bar; finally onto the stage, where | peered through
the drawn curtains into the roomitself, at the aisles, the bars, and the seating area.

'"But there was no band, no entertainers, no bar stewards at their stations, and no audi ence. The
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lighting was as low as it would be during
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a show, but the place seened conpletely enpty. Except . . . | thought I could hear a | ow nbaning -
a faint cry for help, perhaps? - and a frightened, tim d-soundi ng sobbi ng.

"And | thought: nmaybe it's soneone |ike nme, sonmeone who has seen, heard, taken flight and gone
into hiding here. And in the gloom| sought himout.

"And | found him yes. The show bar's Mster of Cerenonies, a black Anerican. He was sitting at a
table all alone. Just sitting there in top hat and tails - his "Cab Call oway" outfit - with his
head down on his chest, and a bottle of chanpagne cooling in a bucket of ice on the table in front
of him He seened to be wearing a necklace of rubies, which patterned his starched white shirt and
mat ched his crinmson cumrerbund. But as | noved closer | saw that they weren't rubies; they were
clots of blood that had dribbled fromthe punctures in his neck

"'He gives and he takes," he hal f-sobbed, when he sensed ne standing there and | ooked up
"*What ?" | answered. "What are you sayi ng?"

"'That's what he said to ne," he went on. "He said, '|I take to nake me strong, and | give to nmmke
you strong. My essence is powerful and will soon work on you. So don't fight it, for fromnow on
you are nmine and belong to Malinari! So now I'mwaiting for himto come back, for he's the only
one who can help nme and tell ne what to do." Then he began to sob again

"But 1'd seen his eyes and they had a faint, yellow sh glowin the gloom.

"l made to nove away, but he gripped ny wist and said, "Do you know, | think this chanmpagne is
off? Here, try a glass, and be so good as to tell nme what you think."

'He sl opped a gl ass of chanpagne for me, and | used ny free hand to sip at it for I didn't know
what else to do. And then | told him "It seens fine to ne. But | have to go now. "

"' Go?" he said. "But no, no, you nmustn't! It's so very cold and lonely here. | amcold, and you
are so strangely warm"

"*But | nmust go," | said.

""And | said you nustn't,’
of course | knew .

he answered, and again | saw the greenish-yellow gl ow of his eyes. And

"Then . . . | snatched nyself away fromhim and when he came to his feet | smashed the chanpagne
bottl e over his head! He at once sat down again, so heavily that the chair fell apart under his
wei ght, sending himcrashing to the floor. | didn't wait to see what he would do then but was off

and away fromthat place, up through the secret ways that only a deckhand knows, to what | prayed
woul d be the clean, sunlit upper decks.
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"But when | got there, oh God . . . it was evening, and night coming in fast

"Gve ne a nonent, and I'Il go on. But you know, | think naybe I'mgetting used to the idea now?
That these nenories will stay with ne for ever? So sharing themwith you . . . perhaps that's as
good a way as any of relieving nyself of sone of the burden. It sounds cowardly, | know, but if
that's the way it is then so be it. | may be a coward, but at least |'ma live coward! At |east
I"'mnot . . . not undead.

"I't was evening, yes, so obviously |I had indeed been asleep or in deep shock for quite sone tine,

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20Avengers.txt (41 of 317) [2/13/2004 10:13:25 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch9%6203%20-%20Avengers.txt

at least eight hours. But now. . . the last rays of the sun were falling slantingly on the upper
decks, and apart fromthat

"-It was as if nothing had happened! There was no sign of trouble, no trace of blood. But then, of
course, there would't be, for these decks had been awash with brilliant Mediterranean sunlight
fromearly norning until . . . until now

"Now all that renained were those |ast few slanting beans, and the air was that nmuch cooler in a
breeze fromthe north. As for having docked or run aground: oh, yes - we had run aground - but not
on any island worth mentioning. It was barely a rock, and the Star was stuck fast on it. There was
no way | could get off the ship, not if |I intended to go anywhere, and no easy way back to
civilization and . . . and hunanity.

"But then |I heard commandi ng voi ces and the sounds of nechanical activity for'ard: the creaking of
boonms as they took the strain, and a rattling of chains. I'd heard these sounds-before during
ship's drills: soneone - a group of people - was trying to launch a lifeboat, which could only
mean one thing: at |east a handful of crew nenbers had survived, and were now attenpting to get
of f the Star before sundown.

"At that point I mght easily have nmade a dreadful m stake, but something warned ne to renmain
vigilant. So instead of rushing to declare nyself, | took off ny shoes and di sposed of them over
the side and, keeping to the shadows, crept silently toward the activity. | was on the bridge
deck, open both port and starboard where the lifeboats Iined the deck. To starboard, the sun was a
gol den blister sinking in the sea. Port-side, all was now in shade .

"The two for'ard boats were snmall |aunches, fairly powerful vessels, each capable of towing a
string of |esser boats behind them The port-side |launch was being |lowered. Its lights were on and
I could see people inside as it slipped down out of view | knew these people; they were al

worren. And | shivered as | remenbered who they were: an exotic dance troupe called the Belles from
Brazil . . . but in several of their nore outrageous
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routi nes they were also known as Val's Vanps! And the thing was . . . they were all wearing

exactly the sane enthralled expression: dazed, staring-eyed, and zonbie-like!

' Down bel ow, the rocks were |ike dark fangs jutting up fromthe cal msea, but directly below the

| aunch was a deep natural channel. And as the wi nch turned and the | aunch settled down to the
water, again | heard that commanding voice. But this time | knewit didn't belong to any crew
menber. It wasn't the kind of voice you would expect to hear on a daily basis, but it was the kind
| hope never to hear again - not on any day, ever

"'*You have done well", it said, and it was deep, oily, purring, yet in no way catlike. It was a
| ow runbl e, but one that | felt was volatile, which night erupt at any nonment into lunatic
| aughter or a nenacing snarl of fury.

"'You've done well and your paynment will be good", it continued. "Well, depending how well you can
hunt, that is. For you all know what you are now, what you are rapidly beconi ng. Arong ny kind ny
bite is virulent above all others - er, nine and ny 'Lady' companion's - and we have given nmuch of
what we are into naking you what you are. But for every one of you whomwe've recruited, we know
there are many ot hers hidden away who have not felt our bite. For quite apart fromthe task being
too great in so short a period of tine -even for Great Vanpires such as we are - still it was a
del i berate om ssion. W have left themfor you . "

"At that a sigh went up, or perhaps it was a gasp of denial or horror. |I crept closer, until |
coul d see everyone who stood there in the launch's now vacant stowage bay. The nale and femral e
creatures, of course: they had their backs to nme, for which | was grateful, and the rest of the
smal | crowmd who were all - who had all been - crew menbers. Stewards and deckhands, even an

of ficer or two, their faces formed a pool of greenish-yellow fire, feral in the failing light.

"And, "Ah! Ah!" said the male creature. "What's this? Did | hear a conplaint? Do sone anbng you
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think to deny the newfound fever in their veins, the ravening of their lust? Let me assure you, it
i s undeni abl e. You are not yet undead, for you' ve never been dead, but you are vanpire thralls.
And believe ne the urge will grow, blossom bloat! You can fight it, and fail. You will weaken and
others will take . . . advantage of you. Better if you welcone it and enjoy. Enjoy it, aye, reve
init, while yet you may.,"

"Again that groan went up, but the male creature ignored it and went on

"'*For while you hunt aboard this vessel - the many hundreds who arc shivering in their roons or
hi dden away in other places -- men will cone
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who in their turn will hunt you! They may be on their way even now. You are doomed, each and every
one, so what little tinme you have left, put it to good use."

"And then the fenmal e spoke up, and hers was the ugly, croaking voice of a hag. "To 'good' use? No,
never that, not at all. Put it to whatever use pleases you. There are wonen, and virgin girls,
aboard this vessel. Plenty of them You nmen are now vanpires, with all the ferocious |ust and
every carnal desire that goes with it. Al that was forbidden, it's yours for the taking. At |ast
you are the masters of your own desires . . . if not your puny destinies!"

"*W go now," the male nodded. "This ship, this place, this oh-so-short tinme, is yours. Do what
you will withit . . ."

"Wth which he and the female thing turned fromthe throng, stepped easily up onto the rail with a
sure bal ance that defied all human skills, and | eaped outward to the hawsers hol ding the [ aunch in
position. And dressed in dark, jewelled finery stolen fromthe on-board stores, for a nonent they
clung there, |ooking back at the changeling crew, and their eyes were red as warning lanps in the
deepeni ng gl oom

"Then, looking for all the world Iike great bats, they descended, their fine clothes wafting about
them as they seened to float effortlessly down out of sight.

"A mnute or so nore and the hawsers sl ackened off, as down bel ow t he | aunch's engi nes coughed
into life.

" Then the doubl e handful of ex-crew menbers, fledgling vanpires now, | ooked at each other, saying
not hing. But their eyes continued to flare with that feral light. And in a little while they began
to lope away into the fast-falling darkness. Some of themcane in ny direction where | hid just

i nside a hatch.

"As for nyself: | need hardly add that | didn't wait to see what they would do or if | could
reason with them but fled the other way. Aft and starboard | went, to the last faint glinmer of
daylight, and what little remai ned of sanity . '

5
UNDEAD | N THE MED
Ni col ae Rusu had fallen silent, his eyes staring blankly into the near-distant past at terrible

scenes he woul d never be able to forget. Trask supposed so, anyway, and let himstay that way for
a mnute or two. But time wasn't on Trask's side, and in a little while he said:

"Look, Nick, we understand how difficult this nust be for you, but there are things we need to
know. We're going back to that ship in an hour or so's tine, and-'

We?' the other started back into awareness, a tic jerking the flesh at the corner of his nobuth as
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his eyes suddenly focused on Trask. 'Did you say we are goi ng back? No-' he gave a w |l d shake of
his head'-no, you may be going back, but | amgoing to find a place to hide until we're under way
and gone fromhere!'" He gripped Trask's armand tried to rise, but Lardis held himdown.

"Just you hold still, son," the Od Lidesci told himthen. 'He didn't mean you. You're not going
anywhere. | reckon you' ve seen enough of that ship to last a good many lifetinmes. But the fact is
we have to go back. It's our duty. There's something we have to do before we sink her.

"Sink her?" Rusu |ooked at him 'Really? The . . . the Evening Star?
"All the way to the bottom' Lardis nodded. 'And every poor bl oodsucki ng bastard aboard her.'

"But then . . . why go back?' Rusu was logical at least. 'Wy not just do it? It would be a nmercy
to everyone on board.’

Lardi s | ooked at Trask.

But Trask couldn't tell N ck Rusu the real reason; Rusu had nore than
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enough things to nightmare about already. And so, 'W have to be sure there are no nore
survivors,' he lied, and that cane hard to himeven though it was a white lie. For to Trask the
truth was all-inportant. '"If it was you, you wouldn't want to have been |l eft stranded on that
shi p, would you?

"God, no!' The other shuddered | ong and uncontrollably. And then, gripping Trask's arm nore
tightly yet, '"But listen, | was stranded on that ship, and I'mtelling you there are definitely no
nmore survivors. Take ny word for it, they're all gone.’

Trask nodded and said. 'You know that, don't you, Nick? You know it because you saw everything.'

' Not everything.' The other shook his head. 'But enough.'

"Be as brief as you want to be, then,' said Trask. 'But tell us about it.

"But it's all a junmble,' Rusu protested. 'A whirling tangle of terrible inages . . . three nights
of hell . . . like an endless nightmare of blood and terror!’

"What if | ask you specific questions? said Trask. 'Do you think you could handle that? W really
do need your help.’

Rusu rel eased Trask's arm |lay back again, said, 'Ask away. And if | know the answers, [|'1I
"Il try to tell you.'

"VWhat about the other |ifeboats? said Trask. 'Initially - | mean in the begi nning, when Malinari
and Vavara, creatures we call Geat Vanpires, after they'd left, during that first night and the
following day - surely there were other survivors? Perhaps even other crew nenbers? How cone you,
or they, didn't try to |aunch another |ifeboat?

Rusu nodded. 'l know what you nean. | thought about it, too. | even tried it, or would have if it
had been at all possible.

Trask frowned. 'It wasn't possible? But surely, on a nodern ship like that, it can't be too
difficult to launch a lifeboat? That woul d defeat the whol e purpose."’

Rusu gave a weak | augh and said, 'They defeated the purpose! Those dammed . . . what? G eat
Vanpires? Don't ask me why they did it - it could only have been for sone perverse reason of their
own, perhaps to ensure that everyone on that ship was dooned - but they fixed the |lifeboats, every
dammed one of them'

"Fi xed then?' Trask repeated his words. 'You nmean they sabotaged them before | eaving? Wuld you
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care to tell us about it?" Mybe his attitude was too casual; nmaybe he was hardened to this kind
of thing and too unsynpathetic; whichever, Rusu's reaction was violent.

"No!" he snarled. 'l wouldn't care to tell anyone about it! Jesus Christ - God alnmighty - haven't
| said | don't even want to think about it!' But
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as once nmore he tried to rise, so Lardis Lidesci continued to hold himdown, saying:

"Best to get it out of your system N ck. You have blood of the old people in you - ny people, an
ol der race than you could ever imagine, in a world you could scarcely believe - and that will see
you through. But if you try to keep these nenories all bottled up inside, keep themto yourself

." he shook his head. 'They'll only do you harm'

And now Rusu gripped Lardis's arnms, staring deeply into his eyes. 'l

| trust you, father,' he said. '"And | believe you. So, very well, I'Il try . ." And inalittle
whi | e he conti nued:

"That first night wasn't so bad. | nean, it was bad, but it wasn't the worst. They were stil
fighting -that is, fighting what was happening to them not fighting each other, not yet - and
while a few were hunting, others hadn't quite succunbed and were still trying to protect their

| oved ones. Later . . . ny God! Later they'd be converting their |loved ones! But it hadn't cone to
that just yet. As for the lifeboats:

"You saw the Star, the way she'd brought up on those rocks, that little island? | believe it was
done that way intentionally, so that there'd be no chance of getting off her once she'd run
aground. And it was just their good fortune that they could get away in that one |aunch. But no,
there's no sense in that, and it seens far nore likely it wasn't so rmuch luck as planned that way.
As for the rest of the |ifeboats:

"Apart froma handful at the stern end, what good would it have been to | ower themonto rocks? And
the situation was such that even if it could have been done, there was no way we could carry a
boat over that nmoonscape to the water. 1'Il explain the "we" later. But the rocks . . . well, you
saw them They were jagged, with deep fissures. Over a sandy beach, yes, it would be possible, but
no way a hal f-dozen nen coul d nanhandl e a heavy boat across even twenty or thirty feet of terrain
like that! When | saw those rocks . . . it was a miracle that ny hidey-hole in the bilges hadn't
been ripped open. And nme with it!

"Anyway, | got through that first night. | spent the whole night on the heat-and-funes baffle -
that big collar under the exhaust array - fromwhere | was able to see . . . to see what was going
on. But I . . . | don't want to go into that, not just yet. Let it suffice to say that there were

ot her survivors, at least for that one night. And sonehow it passed, and it could be that | even
managed to sleep a little until it was norning.

"Bl essed nmorning - and oh, the wailing when the sun canme up over the horizon! And the way the
decks cleared of that noaning, how ing, screamng crow! They just nelted away, back down into the
ni ght -dark guts of the ship. Except for a handful that cane out, creeping like mce into the
sunlight for'ard. And that was where | joined them
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"They were the "we" | nentioned: the handful who had lived through it. And there were probably

pl enty of others down below | ocked in their roons, who didn't dare cone out - and who could bl ane
themfor that? But | didn't think they'd last through the second day, poor bastards not with a
horde of vampires prowing the | ower decks, bars, |ounges and al

"And it's a funny thing - or maybe not so funny - but sonme of them for whomit was already too
late . . . they seened to be trying to pretend that it wasn't happeni ng! They had the tannoy
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systens going, and we could hear the Cab Call oway | ookalike in the jazz bar doing his stuff. Al
those ol d nunbers: "M nnie the Mbocher", "The Scat Song", and . . . and you know, all that jazz?
But | don't like to think what his audience | ooked |like - how they showed their appreciation -or
what they were drinking!

' Ckay, "we". Myself, two other deckhands, a ship's engineer, and a junior steward. That's it, al
that was | eft of humanity aboard the vessel. Anyone else . . . well, like | said, they'd be | ocked
in their cabins down bel ow. But by now the hunting would be well under way, and those doors were
oh-so-flinmsy. O maybe they'd be safe, at |east during daylight hours. W didn't know enough to
say for sure.

" About the |ifeboats:

"The engineer - | don't know his name, didn't get to know any of their nanes; we never got around
to asking - but anyway, he said we should go aft and see if we could | ower a boat. This was a hel
of a hard man; he was full of grit, so determned to live through this thing that he lifted our
spirits. Wll, for a while at |east.

"But those perverse bastard things, those - what was that you called then? Wanphyri? - they'd
taken care of all that. The wi nches had all been sabotaged, and to be doubly sure the boats had
been wrecked, too. Any of themthat were hanging over clear water, they'd been holed in far too
many places to fix.

"So that was that. W were stuck there in the mddle of the ocean, on a ship full of vanpires .

As Rusu faltered to a halt and his eyes began to gl aze over again, Trask pronpted him 'But what
about the radio? Howis it there was just one brief call for help . . . and then on a nobile phone
frequency?

Rusu jerked alert again. "Eh? Ch . . . the nobile phone thing? That was nme. As for the ship's
radio: well, the first place your bloody Great Vanpires headed for was the bridge. The radi o room
is in an annexe, and after what | had seen as | approached that place . . . |I'massumng they took

care of communications first.

"And then there was ny cel |l phone
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"I"'mafraid nmy using that was conpletely illegal, the first time I've ever been glad to break the
| aw

"Illegal? Trask didn't understand. 'To call for help,’

"To use a cellphone. On her last trip before this one, just a week or so ago, the Star had trouble
with all the sunspot activity. Satellite navigation, ship-to-shore and on-board conmuni cati ons
were all very badly affected, made worse by passengers using cell phones. Since the prognosis was
for another - perhaps even worse - spell of sunspot activity, cell phones were banned on this trip.
Passengers weren't allowed to bring themon board. But mne was already on board, in ny quarters.

Trask gl anced at his coll eagues and nodded. 'W experienced sonet hing of the sunspot problem
ourselves. But in your case - in your position - surely it wasn't a case of breaking the |aw? You
and your handful of survivors, you were the only legitinate or |awful people aboard.’

Ni col ae Rusu grinned, however weakly. 'I was making a joke,' he said, 'trying to be flippant. I
mean, do you really think | gave a damm that the Captain had rul ed cell phones out? The Captain was
dead, and nobst everyone el se undead! But ny cell phone was down in ny quarters, and we didn't know
what woul d be waiting for us down bel ow.'

Trask blinked his surprise. 'You went back down there?

"Had to.' Rusu shuddered. 'I'd told the engi neer about the cell phone and he insisted we go bel ow
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and retrieve it, that it was our one |ast chance. He'd found two Verey pistols and sone flares,
and if we made torches - and if we carried fire axes - we should have been able to nake it. As it
turned out, our going down there was a mistake; it gave us away, told those bl oody things that
there was a bunch of people up top who hadn't been got at. And when night fell . . . when night
fell again, they would renenber that.

"Anyway, we waited until m dday, when the sun was sizzling hot o> the decks and its glare was
reflecting off the rocks and the sea, blazing in through all the wi ndows and portholes. Only then
did we dare go bel ow

"As | told you, ny bunk was on B deck down in the guts of the ship. There were passenger cabins
down there, too, but crew quarters weren't nearly so sunptuous. By then the elevators had quit
working and we had to use the stairwells. That was okay at first and there was plenty of |ight
fromoutside. But when we'd got down through the nmain deck onto A deck, by then the |ight was very

poor. The emergency lighting was still working, but it was flickering, weak, and failing. And the
cabin configurations were such that they had the portholes, which kept alnobst all of the natura
light fromthe gangways. Mst of the cabin doorways were open, however - in fact, a lot of them

had been ripped off their
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hinges - so that at least a little light fromoutside did shine through. But . . . but the Iight
was red! The light shining in fromoutside, that came in through the open or wecked doorways into
t he gangway, was red!

" And when we checked one of the cabins we saw why. A girl's body was in there. She'd been savaged,

raped, nurdered. But . . . but raped? No, it was worse than that. | could never have inmagi ned
anyt hi ng so bad. She'd been just about torn apart. And her bl ood and guts had been used to snear
the porthole, to keep out the light. And part of her face, her lips and her tongue . . . it |ooked

Iike they' d been eaten!

‘"Her heart had been cut out of her with - | don't know - with a fire axe, judging by the ness it
had made. But whatever, she wouldn't be coming back to Iife. And, God help us - when we cane out
of that cabin and | ooked down the gangway - every door that was open, w ecked or just plain
mssing . . . the light that was filtering in through themwas that same shade of red!

As Ni col ae Rusu paused, David Chung said, 'Ben, we need to get on. We're only fifteen minutes from
the Evening Star, but the light will start fading in about an hour and a half. W have to get
through with our business and airborne again before Invincible can finish this thing. Surely we've
heard enough now from N ck here? | nean-'

"No!' Lardis interrupted. 'Let himfinish. It can't hurt us to know, and | think in the Iong run
it will be good for him | feel a certain kinship, and it's no nore than I'd do for one of ny own
on Sunside."’

Looki ng at Lardis, Trask nodded. 'WW owe himto let himget this out of his system W have the
Star's schematics, so we're not going in blind. Also, it isn't as if those poor bastards on that
wreck are . . . experienced. They're neither lieutenants nor even true thralls. Theyre just

just vanpires, and we've had far worse to deal with in our tine. And anyway, as night begins to
fall the first of themw |l be on the prow. Wwo can say, it mght even nake our task easier to
have one of themcone to us, instead of having to hunt one down.' He nodded again and turned back
to Rusu. '"So I'lIl leave it up to you, Nick. If you want to go on, we're listening.'

Rusu was no |l onger trenbling. His eyes were fully focused, and he | ooked a | ot steadi er now. ' You
must be very brave nen,' he said. 'Wich nakes me feel like the world' s worst coward.

"No need for you to feel that way,' Trask told himgruffly. "W really do know what you' ve been
t hr ough. "'

"But knowing what's waiting for you on that ship, and then to go back to it...?
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"It's our job," said Lardis. 'It's what we do.'

"Rather you than ne,' said Rusu. '"But if that's the way it is - if you'll
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risk your lives that way - then what have | got to lose? All I'mdoing is telling ny story.'
"Qut withit, then,' said Lardis, 'for tine's wasting.'
. And Rusu nodded and qui ckly went on

"Sone of the cabins on A deck that still had doors . . . we could hear novement behind them But
not knowi ng what was waiting for us in there - not knowing if they were survivors or . . . or
sonething else - we didn't wait around but crept on down to B deck. And this far, despite all the
many hundreds of people and crew on that big ship, we hadn't seen a single one. Not one that was
living, anyway.'

"But dead people? Ch, there'd been plenty of those. They'd littered the stairwells, nmen, wonen and
kids, and all of them so badly mangl ed that they were past any kind of recovery. | mean, they were
just dead, really dead! Mdst of themwere either old ones or very young ones, and all of themwere
weak ones. They'd paid the price first, of course. And as for the living, if you want to call them
that - the ones we hadn't as yet seen, not in daylight hours, anyway - well, plainly they weren't
just drinking blood but eating flesh, too. Sone of those corpses . . . God, they'd been well

chewed down! The stairwells, the gangways, and the cabins: there was bl ood and guts everywhere.
The whol e ship stank of blood and shit and deat h.

"But the worst, nost nerve-racking thing by far was this: we knew that for every corpse we'd seen
there were at |least two others who were still "alive," sleeping or hiding there, crouching and
listening there, red-nouthed, feral-eyed, and full of a feverish, hideous strength there. And of
course that was why we crept

"W nade it down onto B deck . . . and then everything went wong. By then the |ight was very bad.
Only our torches, electric and flaring both, sustained us. W had thought to go unobserved,
unheard, unobstructed huh! But when they're no | onger human it appears their senses becone far
nmore highly tuned. And already they were accepting what had happened to them becom ng organi zed,
and sorting thenselves into groups and hunting parties. So maybe they had been aware of us al

al ong and, B deck being in the guts of the ship, down in the darkest |evels, that was the obvious
place to spring their trap.

"W reached ny cabin and found the door hangi ng open. Everything inside had been turned upside
down, thrown about all over the place, so it took ne a while to find the cellphone. Wile

searched through the junble the others kept watch, and just as | found what | was | ooking for
under a pile of ny clothing, so | heard one of the other deckhands hiss a warning; he thought he'd
seen nmovenent in the shadows at one end of the gangway. A nonent |ater, the big, burly engineer
cursed and fired
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a Verey light. He was good at cursing - every other word was "fuck" or "shit" or "bastard" - but

I'd never in ny life heard anything |ike the stream of abuse that came out of himthen! The reason

why was obvi ous, and when he reached into ny cabin, grabbed ne and dragged ne out into the gangway
| saw it for nyself.

'Back the way we'd cone, down the aft stairwells, the vanmpires were nassing-but | do nean they
were massing! The engineer's flare had gl anced off a bul khead, gone skittering alnost all the way
al ong the gangway. And there it was sizzling away, spinning about all over the place - like a blob
of raw sodiumon water, or a drop of grease in a hot pan - creating a brilliant, dazzling ball of
light in a weathing cloud of pink snoke. And | eapi ng and dancing in the snoke, skipping to avoid
contact with the thing as it burned itself out, a dozen or nore people, or things that bad been
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people, were outlined in its glare, while behind them crowding the stairwell, a seething sea of
faces swamin a secondary darkness made | um nous by their firefly eyes!

"But | had the cell phone and we were out of there, or so we thought, all of us making a stunbling
run for the for'ard stairwells - where another group was waiting for us! But a group? | Man, they
were a nightmare horde! They canme spilling, spew ng, spawning fromthe stairwells into the
gangway; a mlling cromd of gaunt, staring, feral-eyed faces like so many grinning zonbi es, and
all of themreaching for us with outstretched arns and eager hands!

"We had the big engineer with a Verey pistol in front, and the steward with the other pistol at
the rear. And only one way out now. through the mddle of that . . . that awful undead horde of
bl ood-1usting nonsters.

' The engi neer had rel oaded; he fired his Verey pistol; the shot went right through the vanpire
crowd, setting some on fire as it passed before ricochetting off the stairwell bul khead and

| eapi ng back into the press. There it flared up, sputtering and junping |like a Chinese firecracker
i ssuing snmoke and blinding Iight, and setting fire to everything it touched - causing the mlling
once-humans to scatter |ike shell-shocked rats.

"Sinul taneously, the steward had fired his pistol into the massed ranks of the original pack at
the aft end of the gangway. They had recovered fromtheir panic and were loping after us to close
us in. In fact we were closed in fromboth ends, and only the incendiary Verey |lights and our fire
axes - and our terror - gave us any chance at all. But | think the best weapon of all was our
terror.

"The big engineer |ed the charge; he tucked his pistol into his belt and was into themin a
monment, his axe swinging with a will. The other deckhands flanked him which just about filled the
wi dt h of the gangway,
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| eaving the steward and | to turn our backs and bring up the rear. And while it lasted
Jesus, but it was a slaughter

"Mad with bl oodl ust those creatures surely were, but they seened to have little or no sense of
direction; their orientation was shot, their blood and senses were out of kilter because of the

poi sons that coursed through their veins. Ch, yes, their senses had been enhanced . . . but they
hadn't yet |earned how to put themto best use. Yes, they were that nuch stronger, but as yet they
didn't seemto recognize that fact. And the strangest thing of all: | don't think they cared a
dam!

"All they cared for was bl ood. That was the fuel that drove or powered them They'd tasted a drug
that made man- made drugs seem puny by conparison, which -conbined with the alien stuff that had
been transfused into them- was instantly addictive and caused their craving. They wanted ow

bl ood! But in their blind lusting they'd forgotten or ignored a sinple fact: we wanted to keep it!
And our axes did terrible work.

"But their strength . . . and their nunbers . . . we piled themup and then had to clinb over
them And through all the crinson hell of it, we were awash in their bl ood!

"How we nmade it to the for'ard stairwell, | don't know, but that was where we lost the first of
our group. One of the deck-hands up front . . . he fell . . . went shooting past ne feet first
down the stairs. Kicking and scream ng, slipping and slithering in spilled blood, he crashed into
the raveni ng horde behind Lis. And because we were facing that way, ne and the steward, we .

we saw the end of it.

Still shrieking - and | shall hear his screanms for ever - the deckhand was grabbed up by the red-
spattered crowd. It was as if a press of red and grey and feral yellow cane together on him One
monent he was thrown al oft, buoyed up by all the hands that grasped him and then he was dragged
under. It was like - it was as if - he had fallen into a huge vat of dense, swirling paint: at
first the surface was solid and supported him. . . but then the skin broke and the col ours opened
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to engul f him Wole and pal e he was absorbed, only to be tossed up again . . . but no |onger
whol e! Pieces of him bites out of him had gone nmissing in the space of only two or three
seconds. Then all of himwent mssing, as he was dragged under again, devoured and |ost to us for
ever.

"Two of us in front and two behind, back to back, we fought all the harder up that stairwell. And
as daylight began filtering down to us so the pressure slackened off. Suddenly - al npst
unbel i evably - we were fighting on the A deck | anding, where | ances of glorious yellow light

sl anted down from above, stinging and blinding our attackers. On the way down, those beans of
light had seened faint; now they were quite literally the Ilight at the end of the tunnel. Then
just as it looked |ike we nmight make it
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wi t hout any nore | osses - damm, damm, damm it to hell! - that was when we |ost the young steward.

"In the briefest of brief lulls, he'd put down his axe and was trying to reload his Verey pistol
But his hands were sliny with bl ood and shaking so feverishly that precious shells were spilling
fromhis grasp and pockets both. And that was it: the terror that had been his mai nstay now cost

hi m everything, for in the nonent before he could shoot he was tripped. Soneone - or, rather, sone
thing - had kept | ow and crept up the steps to snatch his axe where he'd dropped it, and now used
it to catch himbehind the ankles.

"As his feet shot out fromunder himhe gave a wild cry and finally managed to fire the pisto
diagonal ly across the stairwell. The ball of fire made a hissing zigzag of heat and snoke down the
stairs, ricochetting off walls and bul kheads ali ke before the final explosion and brilliant
starburst. But as burbling cries of fear and hissing warnings went up as the vanpires bel ow e
retreated in confusion, so they took the steward with them dragging himby his ankles. It was the
last | saw of him and now there were only the three of us.

' The way bel ow was tenporarily clear, so | joined the other two facing forward where they drove
just three or four vanpires before them Considering the amazing strength of these terrible
creatures, you mght find that hard to believe or inagine: that we could force them back. But in
the main they were still thinking Iike nen; their near-invincibility had not as yet dawned on
them Moreover, there was |ight pouring down from above - real light, reflected sunlight - so that
as well as having to avoid our bloody axes, the vanpires were al so hindered by stray ultraviol et
rays that, however watered down by reflection, worried and blinded them

"By then we were al nost exhausted; even our terror could no | onger fuel our desperate fight for
survival. And on those last few steps up to the main deck, with salvation in view, that was where
the big engineer's massive strength finally gave out. And at the sane tine - as the creatures
above us realized they were being driven up into raw, seething sunlight - it was the nonment they
chose to launch thenmselves in a body down upon us.

"One of themthrew hinmself at me, another at the other deckhand; we were able to hold our axes
overhead, inpaling the creatures and using their inpetus to hurl them down the stairs. The other
two were relatively small men; one was fat and bal ding. The big engi neer cursed and swung at him
caving in his chest, but his axe sonmehow got caught fast in his ribs. And as the gibbering thing
fl opped down on himalong with the last of the four, their conbi ned weight drove hi m backwards,
sent him stunbling into darkness. And bel ow us, the pack that trailed us took the
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opportunity to reach up into the light, grab himand drag himdown. The last | saw of himwas his
sharling clenched teeth - his straining, blood-spattered face - as with his last ounce of strength
he sonehow managed to toss his Verey pistol up to ne.

"Earlier, he had given nme a box of four spare cartridges to carry in case he ran out. Know ng he
was finished, | ramred one of these into the pistol, snapped it shut and fired it directly down
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the centre of the stairwell. But | didn't |ook to see what was illunminated by the flare, for |
al ready knew.

"Then nmy last hunan friend and | were up onto the nmain deck and racing - or rather staggering -
al ong the gangway to where it cane out into broad, blessed daylight at the prow And there we fel
in a sprawm on the open deck, gasping and sobbing until we could breathe again .

"I was covered in blood! It suddenly dawned on nme that my flesh and cl othing were drenched in the

bl ood of vampires! And so was ny friend. W clinbed - but we would certainly have run if only we'd
had the strength - up three flights of exterior stairs to the open upper deck on the very roof of

the ship, where w thout pause we went am dships and threw ourselves into the |arge sw nmi ng pool

"In the water, we tore our clothes off and bathed our shuddering bodies. And we floundered from
one patch of water to the next as each in its turn becane tinged with red. This cl eansi ng seened
to take forever, but when we were done we got out in the sunlight to dry.

"Incredibly, | was unharned - which is to say | had no cuts, bites, or punctures - but ny friend
he wasn't so fortunate. During the fighting, he'd been bitten in the shoul der and upper arm
and a shallow cut in his forehead was still o0o0zing bl ood.

' Seei ng his wounds he becane very scared, even nore so than during the fighting, and asked ne, "Do
you think . . . think that maybe | . . . ?" But | didn't know enough to answer him not right
t hen.

"My cell phone woul dn't work. The batteries had run down, and ny splash-ing about in the sw mm ng
pool hadn't ruch hel ped things. Ridiculous that after all the trouble we'd gone to - the price
we'd paid to recover the damm' thing - | had forgotten it was in nmy coverall flap pocket!
Qbviously it was ny state of nmind, the fact that 1'd been in fear of nmy life and conpletely

pani cked.

"l took the cellphone to bits and dried it out, and while | was putting it together again sent ny
friend | ooking for fresh batteries. Fortunately 1'd carried the Verey pistol in ny hand, retaining
suf ficient conmon sense
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to leave both it and the cartridges beside the pool. At |east they hadn't suffered any water
damage.

"As for ny friend:

"At two-thirty in the afternoon he still hadn't come back. Meanwhile | had fallen asleep from
sheer exhaustion, but there in the sunlight, half in the shade of an awning, | knew that | was
safe. And despite that there had been slaughter |ast night, the decks were amazingly clean; it
seened the vanpires had seen fit to clear up after thenselves! Apart froma few stains, the ship
| ooked freshly swabbed dowmn. Or had they sinply been keeping their house in order?

"Earlier there had been, oh, maybe a hundred or nore bodies floating in the sea. These had sunk or
drifted away now, but in a narrow bottleneck where the sea net the rocks, | saw that the water was
alive with notion. Wien | | ooked closer, | saw a huge raft of crabs and snall fishes in a feeding
frenzy down there. Nothing goes to waste in the sea

"The Evening Star is a nonster of a ship. Hah! Unfortunate choice of words . . . let's just say
she's big. It wouldn't nmake nmuch sense for ne to go |looking for the other survivor; he could be
anywhere, could even be might even have gone -nissing? Myself, | didn't intend to go anywhere

bel ow decks again, and certainly not into any dark places. But | didn't know about my friend.
Whil e he had seenmed to understand what was goi ng on, naybe he hadn't understood enough
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"And suddenly | found nyself in a panic again. | was alone! | was stark naked! My cell phone was ny
only hope, and it wasn't working because | had no batteries!

"I got a grip of nyself, or at least as nuch of a grip as | could get. There were gift shops on
the main deck, but that was three flights of stairs down. Fortunately the shopping area was dead
centre of the ship, alnost directly bel ow the pools. Also, the central main deck was above the

porthole |l evel and had wi ndows that let in lots of God-given daylight. More to the point, so far

hadn't seen a single changeling creature on that level - well, with the exception of the original
pair of Great Vanpires when they were ranpagi ng, and they'd now left -and with the sun high in the
sky, | prayed | wouldn't see any nore. And | didn't.

"When finally I got my nerves under control, and after I'd descended to the central area of the

mai n deck, | saw why there were no vanpires down there. For indeed the windows let in |ots of
light, and nost of the shop facades and interiors were lined with chrome or nmirrors that reflected
it. To ny eyes the effect was no nore dazzling than a well-lit shopping nall, but to them. . . |

supposed it nust have seened |ike hell!

"I went to a gift shop that | knew stocked every kind of photographic accessory. For sone reason
thought |1'd find the place wecked, but that
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wasn't so. Indeed, it was alnost fully intact . . . except for the shelf that had housed the
batteries. That had been stripped clean

"Quickly then, | tried the other shops, but to no avail

"And so | returned to the open upper deck, but not before |I'd taken socks and shoes froma shop, a
shirt and fresh coveralls fromthe laundry, and raided a refrigerator in the Star's main dining
roomto stuff my pockets with food and a bottle of decent w ne. The power had been off for sone
tinme but the food was still good and col d.

"And still 1'd seen no sign of nmy friend. So that | found myself wondering if he was ny friend
after all . . . or anyone's friend, for that matter

"l thought about using the Verey lights. Crazy! What good would it do to fire themoff in the
daylight? And | doubted very nuch that |1'd be able to do it at night . . . if | did it would be
the last thing I did' Anyway, | needed the Verey pistol as a weapon. Apart froma fire axe, it was
my only weapon.

"After eating | felt heavy and tired, from nervous exhaustion or whatever. And anyway, | reckoned
it would be a good idea to get as much sleep as | could right there and then, for | had no idea
how much 1'd get later- dusk was only sone three or four hours away. But | did spend another hour

| ooking for batteries without finding any. | supposed that I mght find some on the bridge

but after just a few seconds in there | couldn't take any nore. And now | knew what hell nust | ook
l'i ke.

"I clinmbed up to the exhaust baffle and opened a nmai ntenance hatch in the |l ead stack. | had been
in there before, scaling out the flue between voyages. The burning stench of greasy diesel residue
was sickening, but with the engines at a standstill it was just about bearable. | couldn't have
gone in there when the ship was running; | would have suffocated and fried in a matter of seconds.
But these engines wouldn't ever be running again. Not as long as the ship was parked on these
rocks. There was a ledge in there where | could even lie down, but not until | had to. Not unti
nightfall.

"And so | slept out on the collar, in the shade of the big exhaust array, while in the west the
sun slid down the sky . '
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6
THE ' ENTERTAI NVENT' ,

AND LEAVE | T TO THE MARI NES

Davi d Chung, ever the nost nervous of the team said, 'Ben, we have to get on.'

d ancing at his watch, Trask answered, 'W can spare a few nore nminutes. Let himcarry on.'

Lardi s nodded and said, '| agree. Let himget it right out of his system And anyway, if it's
vanpires you're after you'll need the night. It's |ike you said, Ben: with the sun up, you'd have
to hunt 'em down. But when the sun's down . . . they'll cone |ooking for you!' And wi nking

encouragi ngly at the survivor, he pronpted him 'N ck?

Rusu had gone fromstrength to strength. In the presence of nen such as these he felt safe for the
first time in three long days and night. He was actually | ooking around now, maki ng eye contact,
actual ly seeing people. One of Invincible's nedics had left a pack of cigarettes and a |ighter on
a table. After lighting up and taking a deep, soothing drag, Rusu | ooked at Lardis, gave a curt,
deci sive nod, and continued where he'd left off.

"So there | was asleep on the collar . . . until | heard this voice whispering, "Hey, wake up!"

"I started awake and saw it was the other deckhand. He was up the mai ntenance |adder, just his
head and shoul ders visible, and he was staring at ne where | lay. | was a little chilly and
started shivering, and | could see by the length of the shadows that the sun was al nost down. Both
myself and . . . and ny forner friend, we were covered by the shadow of the exhaust array. And the
way he was staring at me - all intent, and unblinking - it was unnerving.
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Where' ve you been?" | asked him "Did you have to hide up or sonething? Did you get trapped?°

"' Hi de up?" he said, |ooking surprised. "Trapped?" And then he gave hinself a shake and seened to
come nore alive. "Trapped, yes! Down below. But they didn't see me, and | fell asleep waiting them
out. Later, | couldn't find you. But then |I renmenbered where you cane fromthis norning. And

and here you are."

"As he clinbed up onto the collar, | sat up and backed off until | came up agai nst the exhaust
array. "Wat about the batteries?" | said. "Did you find any?"

"' The batteries?" echoing ny words, he sat down cross-legged, facing ne. "Ch, yes - the

batteries!" He'd rigged hinself out with sone ill-fitting clothes and, reaching into a pocket, he
produced three or four brand new blister packs of different-sized batteries. The price tags were
still on them and |abels with the nane of the gift shop. | |ooked at them then at him and he

nodded. He knew what | was thinking. And:

"'See," he said, "it's a matter of survival. After all that fighting - what with getting nyself
wounded and bitten and all - | couldn't say for sure if | was . . . if | was okay, you know? So |
thought it through and decided to wait and see.” His voice had fallen to a slow, nonotonous, husky
drone; he sounded as if he were drugged. But even as he spoke he crept a little closer

"l had been using ny shoes wrapped up in ny new shirt as a pillow. Now | reached out, carefully
pulling the bundle toward me. He watched ne and said nothing, so that in a little while | pronpted
himw th, "You weren't trapped below at all, were you? You were just worried about yourself,
right?"

"'*Sonething like that," he said. And: "Are you going to try the batteries?®
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"Then, as | took out ny cellphone and opened up the blister pack containing the batteries it used,

abruptly he noved closer still, and his next few sentences tunbled out of him all urgent Iike,
and garbled. "How do | | ook? You ve got to tell ne! | have to knowif | look . . . okay? See, |
don't feel too good. | don't feel very well at all . . ."

"My fingers felt like rubber as |I fitted the batteries, but the tiny pilot |light on the phone at
once it up. It was working! "You look just fine," | told him A lie, because he | ooked |ike shit,
but | daren't say that. | wanted himto be okay, and as yet there was very little to say he wasn't
- but at the sane tine | wasn't taking any chances.

"He cocked his head a little on one side, smled and said, "I look fine? Ch, really? You think I
| ook okay?" But his smle was all wong.

"'Yes, | really think so," | lied again, and began dialling nmy fanmly's
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nunber in Li masol, Cyprus. The phone burped once, twice, three tines . and | could have screaned
my frustration out |oud, except | didn't dare. But after the fourth burp, finally it was answered,
by nmy not her.

"*1t's Nick," | barely croaked the words out, then cleared ny throat and repeated them "It's
Ni ck, aboard the Evening Star. Mther, listen very carefully. We're in trouble. Tell the conpany
that the Star is shipwecked on a rock, but | don't know where. Tell them we've been boarded by-"

"But that was as far as | got, for noving so fast | barely sawit, my good "friend" reached out
and sl apped the phone out of ny hand. As it fell to the collar he brought a clenched fist down on
it so hard that the thing splintered into little shards of plastic! And:

"' That's enough,"” he said, in that terrible nonotone. "See, | still haven't nade up ny nind. | can
see you're scared of ne, and naybe you' ve a right to be. | still don't know for sure."

"But | knew for sure. For by now the sun had sunk nore yet, and as the gl oom deepened so his eyes
were beginning to shine a gl eam ng yel |l ow

"Trenbling, | left my shirt inalittle pile and pulled ny shoes on. And he said, "Are you going
sonewhere? Myself, | was thinking of just . . . of just waiting here a while."

""*Waiting for what?" | asked him "Another fifteen or twenty minutes and they' ||l be comi ng out
onto the decks. So you and |, we have to hide ourselves away."

"He didn't seemto be listening. His feral gaze had strayed to an enpty carton of mlk and the

rind of an orange, the remmants of ny last neal. "I see you' ve eaten," he said.

"'*Are you hungry?" | asked him "If so, | have some food."

"'1 found food bel ow," he answered. "It just made ne throw up. So either it was off . . . or |
am"

"Coming to ny feet with ny shirt in nmy hands, | unfastened the top of nmy coveralls. "It's getting
chilly," | said, making to put my shirt on

"He had conme to his feet, too. The way his eyes roved over ny upper body before focusing on ny
neck . . . | knew there was nothing anyone could do for him O if there was, | would have to be
the one who did it.

"Then the way he | eaned toward ne tel egraphed his intention, but knowi ng how very quick he was I
beat himto it. As he hinself had pointed out, it was a matter of survival. |I'd kept the Verey
pistol wapped in ny shirt, nmy finger on the trigger. In the act of reaching for ne he saw the
weapon's nuzzl e poised only inches fromhis face, and as his nouth fell open in a big round "QO' of
surprise, so | fired at hi m point-blank

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20Avengers.txt (54 of 317) [2/13/2004 10:13:25 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch9%6203%20-%20Avengers.txt

"The charge hit himin the left eye and | odged there, half in, half out of his skull, ejecting its
hot gases and driving hi mbackwards to the
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rimof the collar. There he stood flailing his arns, until the final brilliant starburst cooked
his brain and went on to incinerate his head fromthe inside out.

"As his arns flew wide he stiffened, then slunmped down into hinself, toppled backwards over the
rim and went crashing down onto the pool deck twenty feet bel ow .

"After that | stood there for quite a while - oh, perhaps a ninute before | could get anything
wor ki ng agai n. But shadows were creeping and | knew | mnust get noving. The trouble was that |
couldn't leave this man I'd killed Iying where he was in full sight of whoever or whatever would
soon be coming out into the night. If they saw himthere, then they'd start |ooking for who put
hi mthere.

"I went down the steel rungs breakneck, dragged the perfect and normal -seening body with its
blistered, bubbling and barely recogni zable head to the rail and dunped hi moverboard. No tinme to
spare then as | clinbed back up to the exhaust array, opened the hatch a crack for easy and rapid
access, then stretched nyself out flat on the collar to observe the night's proceedings. This
wasn't sinply norbid curiosity; | needed to know just how rmuch these creatures had got it together
in order to gauge the odds against nmy surviving. So in a way | suppose it was norbid curiosity,
after all.

'The sun was no nore than a blister on the sea now, and the shadows were everywhere, |engthening
by the second.

"I knew where to |look: the stairwells for'ard and am dships. As for the aft stairwells: they were
behind the array and there was nothing | could do about that but listen. And | listened so
intently that | thought nmy ears might burst fromthe silence.

"Then it was tinme - that preternatural nonent when the sun di sappears and the gl oom deepens - not
yet night but no |onger daylight, the ever-deepening twlight preceding their time. It stretched
itself out into nmnutes, and the mnutes into half an hour. The shadows gradually nerged together
and became pools of darkness. Beginning in the east, the stars were flickering into being one by
one .

"And then . . . there was npvenent!

"Sonet hing crept in the dark. Many sonethings. Low burning, |anbent candles that weren't candl es
at all but eyes!

'They came up out of the stairwells onto the decks . . . two groups that | could see and one that
| could hear . . . arustling like bat wings unfurling. The association with bats seened very
obvious. And then | saw those blots of darkness noving out fromunder the collar and spreadi ng

al ong the deck, that sea of vanpires on the swarm that host of horror

'Between the three groups there must have been, oh it seened a
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t housand of them nmen and wonen alike! And God only knows how nmany remai ned bel ow. But those who
had come up aft: | could see that they were cautious, curious. | supposed they nust have heard ny
Verey pistol, and so lay very still when they lifted their heads en nmasse to sniff at the air, the
lingering cordite and sul phur stink. Some of them paused at the spot directly bel ow me where ny ex-
deckhand friend had fallen. There would be bl ood and shit there, of course. And | saw them foll ow

atrail, goto the rail and | ook over. But as yet none of them had | ooked up. Fearing that they
m ght, | drew back out of sight- the trouble with that being that now | didn't know what was goi ng
on down there! But | was still able to look forward toward the prow, see what the other two groups
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wer e doi ng.

'The silence was broken when the aft vanpires found their voices and began to talk, all in the
same husky nonotone of ny ex-friend. Fromwhat they said it was fairly obvious that they suspected
soneone - an entirely human someone - was up here on the open deck. Mercifully, they didn't seem
too concerned. But then again, with their numbers, why should they be concerned?

' Meanwhil e, the two groups anidships and for'ard had nore or |less held their positions; none of
the menbers of the three factions was nmingling with the others. So it |ooked like they'd forned
into three quite separate bands. And for a fact they had chosen or accepted | eaders, for there

were those anong them who strode about giving orders. Good, for it was just such an order that

saved ny neck.

"My bl ood froze when | heard boots clanging on the rungs of the exhaust array's maintenance
| adder. The sound paral ysed nme, freezing ne solid. Some curious vanpire bastard was clinbing up to
see what he could see, probably to act as some kind of |ookout for the rest of the aft group

"I had already | oaded nmy Verey pistol; now !l rolled onto ny back, with ny shoulders slightly

rai sed and the weapon pointing down between ny feet. The nonment a face appeared over the collar's
rim | was going to send the bastard to hell! After that | would have only one shot |eft and would
have to try to bluff it out. Only one way up onto the collar, and nme waiting at the top with a
deadl y weapon. Perhaps after 1'd taken out a second nman, then they'd give it up. But if they
should send up a third man . . . well, that would be the end of ne.

"But it didn't cone to that, for as | heard the boots clinbing higher, suddenly a gruff voice
called out, "You there! Cone down fromthere and bring on the entertainment." God! The first thing
| thought was that he knew | was there and was tal king to ne!

"But . . . "the entertai nment"? Sweet Jesus!

"Then | heard the boots pause as soneone hesitated, and finally I
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started to breathe again as they went clunping back down the metal rungs.

"' The entertainnent” consisted of the I ast handful of human beings, captives of the vanpires.
They' d been saving them keeping them back, for this. And despite that | was now nindless wth
terror - or perhaps because | was - | had to know what was happeni ng. Turning over onto ny stonach
again, | inched forward until | could see over the edge of the collar. A handful of survivors were
dragged up from bel ow decks, nainly girls and young kids. They were all naked, sobbing, and
clinging to each other, incapable of accepting what was happening to them For even now - to ne,
let alone to them- it was beyond belief, as | watched mass rape turn to nurder, and bl oodlust to
canni bal i s

"But there are sone sights that sinply weren't nmeant to be seen, acts that could blind a nman
sinply by watching them and Iiving human fl esh being carved and passed around in rough red | unps
is one of them.

"Wll, | didn't go blind, though I"'msure | wished it. And there was the sane nonstrous activity
in the other groups am dships and for'ard they had captives, too. And all of themwent the sane
way. But those nonsters - those nonsters who had been nen - they nmade it last. And it |asted, and
it |asted.

"And all the while | lay there, half delirious yet scarcely daring to breathe, where finally I
curled nyself up into a ball at the foot of the exhaust array .

" Thei r noani ng woke nme up. It was the twlight before the dawn, and they were noving off in dribs
and drabs, disappearing back down into the darkness as the first pink flush Iit the eastern sky.
And | had nade it through a second night.
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"Wll, and it seens | made it through last night, too, but not on the collar. Fromdusk till dawn
| was breathing all that stale diesel stench inside the | eading exhaust stack. |I'd found a way to
jam t he mai ntenance hatch behind nme. And you know, for all that the place is a rat-hole, it was
the only place on the ship where | felt safe? There was just the once |I stuck nmy head out, and
that was last night in the twilight when | heard that first helicopter comng in. To the crew of

that chopper, it must have | ooked |i ke the Star was abandoned, like a nodern Marie Cel este. But
when they touched down and the rotors slowed to standby, God, | wanted to | eap out of hiding, wave
my arns and stanmp ny feet, yell and warn themoff! But | didn't, and you know why | didn't. They
were at the stemand | was at the stern . . . they wouldn't hear or understand nme, but | knew

there were those who woul d.

"You want to know what happened to the people in that helicopter? It
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was |ike darkness fell on them swift as the shadows when a cl oud passes over the noon. And the
pilot, poor bastard! They dragged himout of there onto the deck, and fell on himin a swarm And
that crew were gone as if they' d never existed. So that when | ducked back into ny hidey-hole and
janmed the hatch shut again | was feeling so suicidal that it was all | could do to keep from
tossing nyself down the flue onto the iron guts of the big engine and finishing it. And I vowed
that | wasn't coming out again, that | would rather shrivel and die there in the greasy stinking
darkness than be drained off Iike so nuch juice froma ripe fruit!

"And the funes in there got to ne. | don't knowif | slept or what. If | ate anything

i Mmediately threw up. When | drank it was all | could do to keep it down. But | wasn't coning out,
not ever, not even when it was daylight again. I1'd quite literally resigned nyself to dying in
there. What with the fear and the funes - | don't know - | suppose | was out of ny head.

"Wien | heard your choppers circling | thought it was sonme kind of dream a nental mrage, and for
a while | did nothing. My head was swimring and | could scarcely get to ny feet. The |um nous dia
of my watch told me it was daylight, and the sound of the choppers was getting | ouder

' Suddenly the survival instinct kicked in and | had to know. Wien | cane out of hiding onto the
collar, the fresh air nearly did for ne. After all that shit |I'd been breathing, it was |ike good
wi ne, a chanpagne overdose

"And the rest . . . well, the rest you know. So if what you' ve told me is true and you're going
back there, what can | say but God hel p you?'

Rusu lit another cigarette, inhaled deeply and trickled the snoke out through his nostrils, |ay
back and fell silent.

And Trask said, 'Thanks, Ni ck. You have hel ped us, but even if you hadn't | think you' ve hel ped
yoursel f.'

Lardi s nodded and said, 'You'll dreamthis stuff for a long time, Nick, but eventually you'll find
a way to switch off. The nmind is clever at switching off. There's a thousand things that | no
| onger let nyself dream'

"One last thing,' said Trask. 'This story you've told us - don't tell it to anyone el se. They
woul dn't believe you anyway, but if they did it might prevent us from doing our work. Do you
under st and?

"My lips are sealed,' said Rusu. 'It's like Lardis said: | have to find a way to switch off and
forget.'

And then, as Trask and his people left him he gave one | ast shudder and added: 'But | don't think
| ever wll '
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Qut in the gangway, a CPO was waiting for them 'Sir,' he spoke to Trask, 'the Captain wants to

see you on the helipad a.s.a.p. I'mto take you up there.'

Trask nodded his understanding. 'It's late and he's getting worried.'

Poker-faced, and possibly bridling a little, the CPO looked at him "I shouldn't think so. The
Captain of HVS Invincible is a man who doesn't get worried too easily. | only know that he's been

swappi ng nessages with the Adniralty and the Fleet Air Armfor at |east two hours now, and that
your escort has been assenbled and is waiting on the helipad.

"Qur escort?' Trask raised an eyebrow but the CPO had nothing nore to say..

They were marines, and all six of themwere dressed in alien-Ilooking nuclear, chem cal and

bi ol ogi cal warfare suits, nite-lite head-gear and |ong-snouted gas nasks, carrying standard NATO
7.62mm | aser-sighted self-loading rifles . . . and Trask just didn't want to believe it when
Invincible's Captain McKenzie told himthese nmen were his escort.

"What ?' The Head of E-Branch could scarcely contain hinself. 'You ve been briefed by Gunnery
Commander Argyle - who I'm sure nmust have expl ai ned sonet hi ng of what we saw on the Evening Stars
bridge - yet you still expect ne to take these men with nme, and not one of them knowi ng a single
damm' thing about what's happeni ng here?

Captain Arthur MKenzie wasn't used to being spoken to |like this, but on the other hand he did
recogni ze Trask's authority. Unfortunately, however, with the sun already touching the horizon
there was no tine left for polite explanations. And, 'No,' he answered, 'l don't expect anything
of you, M Trask. But the Adnmiralty, the Fleet Air Arm and even your own ministerial superior -
they do. And on this occasion |'monly following orders. One of these soldiers is a qualified
helicopter pilot. Hs duty is to bring back the stranded chopper. The other five . . . have their
orders."'

"What orders?' Trask was dunbfounded.

"First, to protect you,' said the straight-backed, bearded, broadshoul dered and unbli nki ng
Captain, 'and second to inmmobilize and secure at |east one living specinmen - which is to say an
infected person - fromthat vessel and return himor her to Invincible for onward conveyance to
London and the proper authorities.'

"Aut horities? Meaning the boffins at Porton Down?
The Captai n nodded. 'Wio we woul d assune are the experts in such matters.

Trask shook his head. 'l can't believe the Mnister Responsible - | mean ny, er, ministerial
superior - would hanmper me in this way.'

" Hanper you?' Now McKenzie bridled. 'By giving you the protection
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of these marines, these superb soldiers? Wll, allownme to informyou, M Trask, that the only
reason you're going back to the Evening Star at all is that your "M nister Responsible" pleaded

your case with my superiors! And what's nore, if you don't board this helicopter now - w thout
wasting any nore valuable tine -as your host and the Captain of this warship | nmay take it upon ny
own shoul ders to redefine the orders |I've received. In which case |'menpowered to |l et these nen
go without you!'

"Captain,’ said Trask, a note of desperation creeping into his voice now, 'look, you really don't
understand. This infection we're talking about isn't anything like you' ve been led to believe it
is.'

McKenzi e nodded. 'I know what you' re going to say, M Trask. For indeed Conmander Argyle did brief
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me. And yes, |'maware of what you saw on that bridge. The Asiatic plague has nmutated and does to
men what rabies does to wild animals . . . turns theminto killers. But, you see, two of ny
marines are also carrying dart guns with a powerful sedative that will knock a man down in
seconds. And so that I'lIl be able to follow their progress, the WD has an audi o-visual transmtter
in his headset: a canera linked to Invincible's screens. So I'll be with you in a ot nore than
spirit. And believe ne, | won't allow you to interfere. You may advise by all neans, but |eave the
work to the marines. | think you can be fairly certain that they won't, er, "hanper" you.'

As he finished speaking the Captain turned away and whirled his hand over his head. And on the
helipad the rotors of a Mark VI Sea King twitched into Iife as the marines boarded in single file.

Trask | ooked this way and that and licked his lips. "And is that it? You' re not going to listen to-
-?' He was about to say 'reason.' But:

'--That's it!"' Captain MKenzie cut in. 'On nmy next signal she takes off - with or wthout you.
There are extra NBC suits aboard. I'd advise you to put themon, even if you don't get to set foot
on the Evening Star.'

"What ?' said Trask. 'Wiat did you say? Even if we don't get to set foot on. . . ? Hell's teeth!
W're the only people who know what's going on here, and you--

Jake Cutter took his elbow. 'Er, M Trask? Sir? The Captain is right. W' re fortunate that we have
the opportunity to watch the operation frombeginning to end. I'"msure that will suffice for our
er, Mnister Responsible? And now we really should get aboard, right?" Hs grip on Trask's arm was
l'i ke iron.

Trask | ooked at Jake, and as the down draught fromthe chopper built up he turned to the tel epath
Li z Merrick. Half-shrugging, she | eaned forward and whi spered, 'You'd be making a m stake to think
McKenzie's bluffing. For just a nonent back there, he was even thinking to throw you in the brig!
A passing thought, yes, but if we're going it has to be now.'
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Trask stanped for the big chopper's ranp, but as the others got aboard he turned and shout ed,
"Captain McKenzie, these nen, these marines . . . they're not ny responsibility."’

"Of course they're not!' the Captain shouted back

And Trask nodded. 'Just you remenber that,' he said, before clinbing aboard.

A marine with a Warrant Officer Class 2's insignia on the wist of his NBC suit told Trask, 'Sir
it will take you maybe ten to fifteen nminutes to get into one of these suits. And we're only
fifteen mnutes to target.

'Target?' said Trask, whose thoughts were el sewhere.

"Qur destination,' the other shrugged. He had pull ed aside his headgear and gas mask in order to
talk. Most of his nmen had done |ikew se for easy breathing en route to the Star

Trask was still feeling sour but the mobod was quickly falling off him For, after all, it wasn't
these people's fault that they were caught up in this. They were just follow ng orders - however
stupid those orders might appear to be. Also, fromwhat Trask had been told, he knew he coul dn't
bl ame the M nister Responsible either. And it was easy to see what had happened here: the mnister
didn't have carte blanche in this thing; since HVS Invincible was involved, he'd had to work
through the Fleet Air Armand the Adnmiralty both. So, what would he have been able to tell them
that E-Branch had priority here, and they were going up agai nst vanpires? Not |ikely! \Wich neant
that it all boiled dowmm to a mlitary (or nore properly naval) operation.

To these six men, however, it wouldn't seemlike a nilitary nmission at all; they were sinply doing
their bit to help out in an enmergency situation, giving aid to the civilian authorities. And, on
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second t hought, maybe Trask sbould be blam ng the Mnister Responsible after all. For he had
governmental power, the power to swear both the Admiralty and the Fleet Air Armto secrecy .

if he'd had the balls to use it. O maybe it was the case that too nany people were already in the
know. And then agai n maybe sonethi ng had changed - changed drastically - since Trask and his
peopl e had been sent out here.

But whatever or whichever, it was a fucking ness! These six nen thought they knew what they were
doi ng, thought it was going to be easy. They'd been tasked to knock down sone kind of unarned,
rabid civilian animal and take himto a vet to have himchecked out . . . just like that.

But it wasn't 'just like that' at al

"You and these men--' Trask suddenly blurted it out '--you're all in grave danger! You aren't in
possession of all the facts. Your superiors don't
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know all the facts. Only set foot on that ship w thout know ng what you're doing, and-

'-Ch, we know what we're doing, sir,' the Warrant Officer cut himshort. 'Qur orders were very
sinmple.'

Jesus! thought Trask. Sinple? So were the nminds that issued them And out loud: 'Listen to nme. I'm
telling you that some of you might not be comi ng back fromthat vessel!’

The WO narrowed his eyes. "And I'mtelling you that that's what we call spreading al armand
despondency anong the troops. |If you were one of mine, you' d be on a charge. And in any case |'m
obliged to report what you just said.

" But -

"Just ten mnutes to target.' The WO turned away, and then turned back again. "And if you're not
in a bloody suit when we get there, 1'Il be confining you to this chopper - sirl!’

Trask barely nmanaged to keep from expl oding. 'We have our own "bloody suits",' he said, 'which
aren't nearly as conplicated as yours.' And to his own people: 'Spray yourselves down, apply nose-
pl ugs, and weapon-up. Liz - | want you on guard fromtouchdown. W all stay together as far as

possi bl e, and al ways wi thin sight and easy reach of Jake.'

Al'l twel ve passengers - marines and E-Branch people alike - were standing, belted, hooked up to
safety rings in the ceiling of the aircraft; a purely precautionary and standard safety neasure,
for except for alittle vibration the ride so far had been as snooth as silk. It would be
relatively sinple for Trask and his people to unhook thensel ves and suit-up in NBC gear

I nstead, lan Goodly and David Chung took out small aerosol canisters and conmenced sprayi ng down
their fellows. As the gas spread out the marines winkled their noses, backed off, began sliding
away on their safety rings and pulling their gas nmasks into position over their nmouths and noses.

"Shits' one of them said, disgustedly.
No,'" Liz told him 'It's just garlic. You don't need your gas nmasks . . . not yet, anyway.'

And as Goodly and Chung finished their spraying: 'W never use anything else,' said Trask. 'That's
us all "suited-up"."'

"That's a shane,' said a marine junior ranker. 'See, | was sort of |ooking forward to hel ping the
little lady on with her suit. Hel ping her get dressed, | nean.

"Or undressed!' Another narine sniggered.

"Watch your dirty mouths!' their WD told them But:
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"It's okay,' Liz smled at him however tightly, and turned to the one who would have liked to
hel p her dress, or undress. 'l feel perfectly safe with the soldier boys here - especially this
one. You see, he has to conme on all sexy because he isn't. Ch, he has the gear all right, sw nging
away down there, but in fact that's all it does. He's so worried that his wife is probably being
banged by the big policeman who |ives next door back honme in Portsnouth that he just can't get it
up. But still he likes to pretend he can.' And smiling sweetly at the marine in question - who
stood swaying there with his bottomjaw hangi ng | oose and his eyes buggi ng - she added, 'So what
does that do for your privates, private?

Now t he nman | eaned towards her. 'Private?' he said. 'What? Private soldier? So what do you know?
In the marines it's just "marine", sweetheart!' But with his colleagues staring at him he quickly
realized that while he had corrected her error he'd said nothing to address the insult! So . .
could she in fact be right? 'Wy, you bitch!' he spat then, going white and yanking on his tether
to get closer to her. But Jake Cutter, hooked up opposite him quickly got in the way.

"Later,' Jake husked, showing his teeth. 'We'Ill| talk about this later, you and ne, when we're back
on Invincible.'

"My pleasure!' the other spat.
"I very much doubt that,' said Jake. 'But it will certainly be nine.'
"Knock it off, everybody!' the WO snapped. 'Five ninutes to target.'

And in Jake's head: Back on Invincible? Korath once -Mndsthrall's deadspeak voi ce echoed his
astoni shnent, his disgust. This one insulted your wonan, accepted your challenge, and yet he's
still standing? Your reaction should have been immediate, instinctive, final! By now he shoul d be
withing on the floor, choking on his own bl ood! Sonetinmes you disappoint ne, Jake.

I'"'mnot here for your pleasure, Jake told him And anyway, this isn't Starside. Also, and if you'd
been paying attention, it mght have dawned on you that these people will be lucky to get back to
Invincible in the first place.

Ah! said Korath. Now that's nore like it. You have let himlive know ng that be faces a far worse
death on a ship full of vanpires!

Ch, for Christ's sake! Jake sighed. And not wanting to get into a full-blown argunent or \Wanphyri
word game with his dead 'familiar,' he added: Yes, sure, whatever you say.

Then he gl anced si deways at Liz.

Sorry. She'd sensed his probe, no | onger deadspeak but tel epathy, the rapport they had between

them It's just nerves, | suppose. It doesn't take too much to set themjunping. | think I'll
probably always be like this when we . . . when we're going up agai nst Them Then she shrugged and
added, Despite that what | said about this poor jerk is true, still it was cruel of ne.

Forget it, Jake answered. And anyway, ny nerves are junping just as badly.
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And maybe I'mjust as cruel. | nean, for a while there | was actually enjoying the idea that this
marine fuck is on his way into hell! And the fact is, be my well be.

But not us?

Agai n he gl anced at her. Yes, probably us too. But at |east we know what we're doing. W know
what's waiting for us .
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COLLECTI NG THE SPECI MEN

They felt the sudden decel eration, sensed their gradual descent towards the Evening Star. The WD

was listening to the pilot on his headset; in answer to information received he said ' Roger that,'
sl apped a magazine into the housing on his rifle, and spoke to his team 'Renenber, |adies: these
weapons are for show. The infected people on this ship may be | oonies but still they' Il know what

rifles are. And what the hell, the way you're dressed will nost likely scare the shit out of them
before they even notice your rifles! So then, you may fire warning shots if necessary, but only if
it becones neccessary.

"Ch, it will!" Trask murnured under his breath, then spoke out loud to his agents: 'People, if
your weapons aren't already |oaded, do it now.'

'That won't be necessary,' the WD spoke up. 'You can belay that last. | told you to suit-up, and
you didn't. Therefore you aren't goi ng anywhere.

Trask shook his head. 'You can't confine us, can't order us around. W're not nilitary personnel
we're civilians and don't cone under your jurisdiction. You don't have the power to-'

"Wllians,' the WD cut himoff, and the man Liz had taunted stopped glaring at Jake and cane to
attention.

"Yes, sir?

"You're on rearguard,' said the WO 'Stay back, and keep an eye on this |lot. Make sure that they
and the pilot stay safe.’

"Yes, sir!' WIlianms snapped, and armed his rifle.

'Sergeant Major,' Trask grabbed the WO s arm nade one | ast desperate effort to get through to
him 'Those NBC suits aren't any use in this
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situation. | nean, they're tar-paper, for God's sake! They can only slow you down. And as for the
men and wonen on that ship-'

(The chopper touched down and the whine of its rotors began to reduce in pitch.) '-On this ship,"'
Trask went on, 'they're not mad. This isn't |like rabies or any other disease we've ever comne
across. These people won't just attack you -they'll fucking eat you!'

The WD shook hinsel f | oose, scow ed one last tithe at Trask, then ordered his nen out onto the
Stars deck

As the door slid open, the pneunatic boarding ranp reached out and down, | ocked into position, and
the mari nes di senmbarked. WIllians stayed on board, guarding the door and | ooking at Jake, Trask,
and the rest of the E-Branch personnel with a narrow eyed expression that said, 'Just you try
sonet hi ng. '

The Sea King had | anded on the sun deck m dway between the two swi mm ng pools. The sun was gone,
dusk conming in fast, and the shadow of the island's central fang had draped itself like a shroud
over the ship.

"M Beamish, sir.' The WO s voi ce shouted over the throb of rotors on standby. 'The stranded
chopper's up front on the nain deck. She's all yours. W'Il see you back on Invincible.

"Christ!' Trask shouted, and tried to shoulder his way past Wllians at the door. 'Don't let him
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But WIlliams planted the butt of his rifle in Trask's stomach and cut himshort. Ugh!' said Trask
doubl i ng up. And when he spoke again his words were a gasp: 'Don't let him. . . let himgo
alone!' Too late, for the nmarines had al ready di spersed; the WO and one other toward the starboard
stairwells, two others to port, and Lieutenant Beam sh, crouching | ow where he skirted the main
pool, running along the shadowy open deck. toward the prow.

And as Jake unclipped hinself, cursed and nmade to grab hold of WIliamnms, the marine stuck the
muzzl e of his weapon into his gut, took first pressure on the trigger, and said, 'Don't tenpt ne.
Don't even think about it!' His eyes had gone very wide and a nervous tic jerked his pale face in
the oval frame of his NBC headgear. 'Don't give ne any reason at all to pull this trigger -
because | just mght, fuck-head!"

And | ooking inside WIllians's mnd, Liz saw what she'd previously mssed: that inmpotence wasn't
his only problem He was a coward, too, scared shitless. And his trigger finger was trenbling |like
a leaf in a gale!

W)2 Bently switched on the miniature canera situated centrally between the | enses of his nite-
lites. As yet the thermal-inaging nite-lites were sinply goggles, attachnents for the gas nask
that protected his mouth and nose, but he needed only to trip a tiny switch to see in infrared.
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Lacking a lighting system the Evening Star woul d be dark bel ow decks, getting darker as the gl oom
of twilight deepened. And now that Bently and his nmen were aboard the Star, they had al so sw tched
on inter-unit comrunicationsi not only could they speak to each other, but their conversations
woul d be heard aboard Invincible. Simlarly, anything the WO saw woul d al so be seen by Captain
McKenzi e.

"Get below,' Bently told his people now. 'One flight down, and we neet up on the bridge deck. Any
contact, which is to say on first contact, waste no tine but dart the target and report, then get
himor her back up topside to the Sea King. That's all we're here for. Cear?

"Roger that.' The answer cane back fromthe marines on the |arboard stairwell.
Then the sounds of boots clattering on the stairs, and:

"Switch your nite-lites on now,' said Bently, as his teans joined forces again between the bridge-
deck | andi ngs. Then, speaking into his headset: 'Lieutenant Beam sh, sitrep,' Normally Beani sh
woul d be his superior, but in the current situation Bently had command while the officer was just
anot her man, a pilot whose only task was to rescue the stranded chopper

"Y-yes, Sergeant Mjor?' canme the shaky reply. But shaky?
‘"Is there a problen?' Bently snapped. | want a sitrep!’

"I . . . | thought | saw sonme novenent up ahead of ne,' Beani sh answered. 'Weird, flow ng notion
where the exterior stairs go down to the forward sun deck. The light is bad and the decks are

still warm- their heat is interfering with the nite-lites and blurring ny vision. Probably better
if I rely on ny natural eyesight. I'mswitching the nite-lites off now and approaching the stairs.
And . . '

Bently waited a nonent and repeated him And?

"And there's . . . there's no one here,' cane the reply, and what sounded |ike a broken sigh of
relief.

‘Can you see the chopper?' Bently sighed too, but nmanaged to keep it to hinself.

"Yes. The shadow of the upper deck is falling right across her, but . . . but |I don't think
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there's anyone there.'

"When you get down there,' said Bently, 'a couple of warning shots into the air should clear the
way - that is, should you need to clear the way.'

"Under stood,' said Lieutenant Beam sh

Bently | ooked at his men: like nmolten red-and-blue ghosts, wavering in his nice-lites. 'Ckay,' he
said. 'There are no passenger acconmopdations on this deck, so we'll split up again and go down one
flight to the next |anding. You popgun people, make sure you' re ready with your darts. Somewhere
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on this damm' great spook of a ship there are supposed to be a couple of thousand people
that is, unless they've all junped overboard! So let's find just one of themand then get the fuck
out of here!

In the ghostly subdued fluorescent lighting of HVS I nvincible' s Ops Room Captain MKenzie and two
of his officers were following Bently's progress on a wall screen and listening to sitreps and
conversations as they came in. Radio procedure had gone out the wi ndow, but the Captain wasn't
worried. Wth only a handful of nmarines involved, all of themwell known to his fellows, the SOPS
woul d only have sl owed conmmuni cati ons down. Captain MKenzie could al so speak to Bently if he so
desired, but so far he hadn't deemed it necessary.

The thermal imaging of Bently's canera displayed the wooden panelling on the walls of the
stairwell as a softly fluctuating peripheral neon glow, gradually brightening as he descended and
left what little natural light there'd been on the bridge deck behi nd.

Then, as Bently reached the pronenade deck and the picture on the screen stopped jerking with his
nmotion, the voice of one of his portside nmen came up |oud and cl ear

"Sir, there's debris in the larboard stairwell. It's al nost choked. Woden | ockers or dressers
torn out of the ship's bunks by the looks of it. And there are bodies. W can see . . . we see a
great many dead bodies. No, wait! One of thems alive. It's a woman. She's in a bad way, trying to
stand up, asking for help. No need to dart this one. She's all done in.'

"Stay there!' (Bently's voice.) 'W're between the |andings bel ow you. W'll cross over to your
side and cone up.'

"Roger that,' cane the answer, as the picture on the screen jerked into notion again and the
narrow wal | s of softly gl owi ng neon began to flow by, but nore rapidly now

And then Lieutenant Beanish's voice, or rather his stuttering, choking, terrified shriek: 'God
al m ghty! Ch, sweet Jesus! Yahh! Yahhhh! Yaahhhhh!' Followed by four rapid-fire shots, and a new,
hitherto unknown, triunphantly guttural voice saying:

"Ch, we've got you now, soldier boy!

Then, briefly, Beanmish's panting growi ng |ouder and louder in his throat mike . . . and what
sounded |i ke a sharp intake of breath at the beginning of a fresh bout of shrieking . . . until a
tearing sound cut it off before it could get started--

--And finally silence .

What ?' Bently asked of no one in particular. 'Wat?

And fromthe portside party: '"Sir, we've got the woman - | think. But
92
these dead 'uns - | don't understand it - they've got body heat. They're showing up on our nite-
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lites!'

"What do you nean, you think you' ve got her? (This was fromBently. Suddenly things were on the
nmove - noving too fast for him- and he was having difficulty staying ahead of them)

"She . . . she's hanging on to us,' cane the reply. 'And God, she's strong And the dead 'uns under
this busted furniture . . . they're not dead! Tbey're fucking nobile!’

"W're coming up!' Bently yelled over the nuted but frantic clatter of booted feet on polished
wooden stairs. And: 'M Beani sh?'" he began calling. 'Beanish? Lieutenant Beani sh? Were are you?
Where the fuck are you?

But Beam sh didn't answer

Aboard the Sea King, the face of the marine called WIlianms was a picture of fear. He had heard
Li eutenant Beanish's last transm ssion; also the gunfire and Beam sh's screans, which he woul d
have heard anyway and without the aid of his radio.

The E-Branch team had heard them too. Now Trask turned to the locator, David Chung, and said,
"What do you nake of it?

"Make of it?" Chung flinched fromthe suddenness, the sharpness of Trask's tone. The locator's
face had turned a very pale shade of yellow. 'They' re everywhere, that's what | nake of it!
They're under us and all around us. We're in the mdst of them The only place where they aren't
is above us . . . which is where we should be! They're on all the | ower decks - maybe even this
deck -hiding in the shadows. It's not dark enough for themup here yet, but it's getting darker
all the time! And | can feel themcreeping.'

"Liz?" said Trask

"They're like one big mnd,' she answered. 'One big silent but seething mind. And there's only one
thought in that awful, awesone mass m nd: bl ood! The picture I'mgetting is red, Ben. It's red
with bl ood!

"lan?' said Trask, turning to the precog.

lan Goodly was white as death itself. Swaying this way and that where he was still hooked up, he
said, 'l see what Liz and David saw. a sea of red. But it's not for us. W . . . we're getting out
of this.'

"What the fuck are you lot talking about?" WIllians's eyes swivelled this way and that. He | eaned
out of the big chopper's door, |ooked toward the Star's prow to see if he could discover what had
happened to Beam sh. But his weapon renmai ned pointing at Jake's niddle, only inches away, and Jake
couldn't make his nove

And now, too late, you see that | was correct, said Korath in Jake's m nd
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If you had knocked this one down, Necroscope - if you'd crippled or killed him- he wouldn't be
bl ocki ng your way now.

And 1'd be a nmurderer, Jake answered. Anyway, it's easy to be wise after the fact.

But | was wi se before the fact, said Korath

WIllians,' said Trask, 'you've got to let us off this helicopter. You heard those screans, those
gunshots, but you don't have any idea what they nmeant. They neant that Beam sh is dead. And any
tinme now the same thing will apply to your Warrant O ficer and friends. They don't know what
they're up against, and we're the only ones who can help them'
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Taki ng Trask's el bow, the cadaverous Goodly shook his head and said, 'No, Ben. Wien | said we

woul d get out of this, | was tal king about us, E-Branch. | didn't say anything - didn't see
anything - of them except for the pilot. Coviously he will make it, too. But as for the rest of
them no. Not even this one.' He |ooked at WIllians . . . looked pityingly at him

"So if you're right,' said Jake, glancing first at the precog and then at Wllians, 'it should be
okay to tell himwhat's going on.' (He al nost added, 'For, after all, he isn't going to be

repeating it to anyone, now is he?')

"What the fuck is all this nunbling? WIIlians was sweating now, shaking in his boots. 'Wat?
You're trying to talk nme down or sonmething? | have ny . . . | have ny orders.'

"To hell with your orders!’' Jake told him wi thout waiting for Trask's say-so. 'You want to know
what we're tal king about? We're tal king about vanpires. That's what this so-called infection is
al | about. The ex-passengers and crew of this ship have beconme vanpires - and all of your nmates
are neat!’

For a nonent WIllians's brow was lined in a frozen frow - before his |lips turned dowmn in a sneer
of disbelief. 'You fucking . ' he began to say. But then, as gunshots sounded fromthe port
stairwell, his eyes went wide again and he | eaned fromthe door to look in that direction. Wth
the barrel of the marine's rifle nmonmentarily defl ected, Jake saw his opportunity.

Maki ng a grab for the weapon, he sinmultaneously |lashed out at the nan holding it. Jake hit hard, a
blowto Wllians's face that drove himeven further out of the helicopter. The A d Lidesci had
been expecting some such; the razor-sharp blade of his machete hissed where it sliced through the
mari ne's safety harness. Wndmlling his arms, WIllianms uttered an outraged cry as he rel eased his
rifle, crashed down onto the boardi ng ranp, and bounced off onto the deck

Crowdi ng the doorway, Trask and his people | ooked down on the fallen marine. For a nmonent he |ay
there in the shadows - the shadow of the Sea King, itself in the shadow of the jagged central fang
of the
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little island - with his face contorted in rage. Then he nade to get to his feet.

But anong those gradually | engthening shadows were several nuch darker ones that were nmoving a | ot
faster, and pal e, eager hands were already reaching for Wllians fromunder the bul k of the
hel i copter!

He didn't see what grabbed him but he certainly felt those powerful hands closing on his ankles,
the terrible urgency with which they dragged hi mout of sight.

Wl lians screaned high and shrill - just once and briefly - a screamthat quickly gurgled down
into silence. And all across the Evening Star's decks the shadows cane alive!l

In that same instant the tableau of frozen faces in the Sea King' s doorway shattered into notion,
as Trask yelled, 'That is what we're here for! W want one of those! lan and David, guard the door
and | ook after the pilot. Liz, Jake, Lardis . . . you're with ne . '

Three mnutes earlier, and one and a half flights down the port stairwell: W2 Bently and his
nunber two had been forced to sl ow down where broken furniture littered the stairs. Now, as they
clambered their way up toward a right-angled bend, a deafening burst of gunfire sounded from just
around the corner.

Br ought up short by the sound of the shooting, the spanging of ricochets, and the terrified cries
of marines around the corner, Bently's thermal inmaging showed hima tall man staggering into view,
his head a crinson blob that appeared to be spraying red out the back like the tail of a conet.
Both the Warrant Officer and his subordinate were so astonished that they fell back agai nst
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opposite walls as this figure passed between them sonmehow staying erect as it went stunbling down
the stairwell.

But the junior rank had to know what this thing was that he was seeing. And in the deep gl oom of
the confined area he switched off his nite-lites in favour of normal vision

"G God!' he said then, even though he still wasn't absolutely certain. But what the thing had
| ooked |ike before it fell over and went tunbling down the stair |like a scarecrow rel eased from
its pole . . . was a nman in an evening suit with the back of his head bl own off!

And that wasn't all the junior ranker saw. For creeping up the stairs, follow ng close behind him
and his superior, an incredible swarmof silent night-black figures filled the narrow passage wal |
to wall and as far back as could be seen!

Bently saw them too - the weird ebb and flow of their |ow body heat in his nite-lites - and the
red blaze of their feral, triangular eyes!

Then, over a renewed outburst of shooting and screans from around
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the bend - coning right into Bently's ear fromthe receiver in his headset - he heard his
underling's hoarse, terrified whisper. 'Wh-what the hell? What are they, s-sir? Shall | d-dart
one?'

Bently switched his rifle to rapid fire and, with his mouth half open, breathed, 'Dart one? Throw
your popgun away, son, and cut the fuckers down!

Whi ch was perhaps three seconds before the wave from bel ow, and anot her from above, washed over
them .

Trask and Jake went down the ranp side by side, turning off at the bottomto fire into the

dar kness beneath the helicopter. In the gl oomunder there, a whole nest of triangular eyes - maybe
ten pairs - shrank back fromthem their owners squealing their terror of the hot death that the
two men poured into them Jake fired full netal jacket, and Trask snub-nosed silver. And vanpires
or mere nortals, flesh and blood sinply couldn't withstand the onslaught. The shadows shrank back
and the deck behind the Sea King turned darker as the vanpire flood dispersed in every direction
taki ng cover in every hiding place.

At the sanme tine Liz and Lardis had come down the ranp nore slowy, spraying aerosols until the
air was hot with the stench of cordite and garlic. O WIllianms there was no trace; wherever the
' shadows' had gone, he had gone with them

Vavara's spawn, nost definitely! Korath told Jake. Her essence is in them. . . and copiously! See
how easily they disguise thenselves, nelting into shadows and dar kness?

"But they're barely thralls,' said Jake out | oud.

Aye, but a good many are hers, taken by Vavara or those she took first. And, as | said, she wasn't
sparing with her essence.

Trask, who thought Jake had been speaking to him answered, 'Vanpires, thralls, |ieutenants:
don't give a damm what they are they're undead and shoul d be dead!'’

A fresh burst of shooting and muted scream ng sounded fromthe port stairwell. Looking that way,
Jake said, 'Shouldn't we try to do sonething about those poor bastards?

No, said Korath. It's far too late. There were only four of them whelned under by a horde. Even
with your superior weapons you wouldn't stand a chance. And nonment by nonent the darkness deepens.
Even here on the deck you are far from safe.

Jake | ooked all around, and Korath was right: the 'shadows' were creeping again, and feral gl eans
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lit the deeper gl oom

'You heard what the precog said,' Trask answered hoarsely, as the chaotic chattering of gunfire
ceased and its echoes were replaced by
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gurgling screans, which in their turn were abruptly snothered. 'W can't hel p anyone. They're
gone, Jake.'

"Look!" Liz cried.

"Help nme!' a young girl's plea rang out, as she came staggering fromthe direction of the exhaust
array in the stern of the ship. 'Ch, won't sonebody please help nme! |'ve been hiding fromthemn
H ding from. . . fromall the rape and the nurder!

She was maybe ei ghteen, had a beautiful figure, and in normal circunstances woul d have been

| ovel y. Now her nake-up was streaked fromher tears, and her cocktail dress was hanging by a
single strap, leaving her right breast bare. Her blonde hair was everywhere, stringy and unkenpt,
falling over her face and shoul ders where she cane stunbling. Her panties, snagged on the buckle
of a shoe, trailed fromher left ankle.

The sight of her stopped Trask and his people short. 'Jesus Cbrist!' Liz heard Trask's gasp. And:
"Thank God | don't have a daughter, because she could be it."'

For Liz this was a new situation; she'd never seen anything like it before. Automatically, she
stepped of f the helicopter's ranp and noved toward what | ooked |ike a second survivor. Jake, on
the other hand, had been in precisely this situation before, in Australia, and he wasn't about to
be taken in a second tine. Side by side with Liz, he advanced on the girl as she cane on, arms
reachi ng out.

Even so, it was a hard thing to do: to point the rifle at her and pull the trigger. So hard that
at first he couldn't do it. What if she really was a survivor?

"You poor thing!' said Liz, noving quickly forward.

"Liz!" Jake cautioned her, but needlessly, for in fact she knew exactly what she was doi ng. Then
when it seemed that the girl was about to fall into her arns (and as the eerily nobile pools of
shadow on the deck crept forward in the rapidly deepening gloom), Liz lifted her hand to arm s

I ength. Instead of gathering the 'poor thing'" up, she sprayed oil of garlic directly into her
face.

The effect was i medi ate and dramatic.

Before, the girl had been sl unped, staggering, her shoul ders drooping, her eyes nmainly hidden in
tangles of matted hair. Now it was as if Jake really had pulled the trigger! She shot upright,
straight as a rod, her hair straightening in an effect that was al nost electric, flying out from
her head and framing it in spiky tufts. Her eyes, previously weepy and di sguised by running
mascara, opened wi de in shock and fear, blazing yellow as boiling sul phur pits. And Liz said:

" Surrounded by thoughts as red and evil as hell, | had to close
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nmy mind to themor lose it altogether. And so |I couldn't be sure -until now'

And nmerely pointing his weapon, scarcely taking aimat all, Jake pulled the trigger. On rapid-fire
hi s weapon stuttered an obscene war cry, ripping the girl's heart to pieces inside her. Her feet
left the floor and she flew backwards two full paces. But before her heels touched down and
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tripped her, Lardis Lidesci was |oonming up alongside with his machete already raised.
"Poor lass!' he said, as his blade nade a gl eam ng arc.

Liz and Jake - even Jake - turned their faces away. Shooting the girl had been one thing:
instinctive, a necessity, even a nercy. But what Lardis had to do now was cal cul ated butchery.

Then Trask was shouting, 'That's it, let's go! W' ve got to get out of here right now' And al
four E-Branch agents on the ground coul d see why:

The shadows were no | onger creeping but rising up! Up fromthe stairwells and the | ower decks - up
over the four-bar railings at both sides of the ship - up into view The vanpires had thrown
caution to the wind now, they cane on like a flood, with their yellow Hall owe' en eyes lighting the
night and illumnating their sallow, hollow cheeked faces.

Scyt hing anong them Jake's bullets cut a swathe as he enptied his magazine. Liz and Trask, too,
with Lardis between them firing silver death as they backed up the ranp to the Sea King, whose
bl ades were turning faster and faster.

As they got aboard, David Chung sl amed and secured the door -slanmmed it on the horde that swarmned
after them- while lan Goodly signalled the pilot that it was tine to go. But the pilot had seen
enough and needed no special urging. He withdrew the ranp, fed power to the engine, began to lift
off. The Sea King felt a little sluggish, and Trask switched on the intercomto ask:

"lIs everything okay?

"No,' the pilot answered. 'Those mad things are clinging to the undercarriage! And the ones on the
deck up front are trying to disable the fan!'

Jake, who had run up front, rapped on the pilot's interior window until it was slid open. Looking
out through the cockpit w ndows, he saw what the pilot neant: anong the crush of vanpires crowdi ng
t he decks around the swi nming pools, several had chair |egs and other pieces of broken furniture
which they were hurling up at the gleaning blur of the blades. And:

‘Drop your nose,' Jake told the pilot. 'They want your fan, so let's give it to thenl'
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"But . . . but they're people!' the pilot shouted.

"No,"' said Jake. 'They were people. Now they're things and better off dead. So do it, or we're al
dead.'

And as finally a wooden chair leg hit the fan and flew into a thousand splinters, so the pilot got
the nessage. Then he did as Jake had suggested: floated the big chopper forward, dropped its nose,
and went ripping like a horizontal buzz-saw al ong the deck. And Jake had a clear view of the
ensui ng car nage

The cockpit's wi ndows turned red, yellow and bl ack as bl ood and guts sprayed back fromthe
whirling blades, and the screans of the vanpires could be heard even over the thunder of the big
heli copter's engine. Then she was rising, but still sluggishly, |opsidedly, as the Evening Star
was | eft bel ow and behi nd.

" Now what ?' Trask's anxi ous voice on the intercom

'God knows how,' the pilot answered, 'but | think we've got a bunch of those things still hanging
on under neat h!

"Yes,' Trask told him 'They're good at that. But there's a cure for it. Take her up a couple of
hundred feet into the sunlight.'

And up they went until the sun was once nore visible, low on the western horizon, and its
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cl eansi ng beans reached out to the dragonfly plane. Golden fire blazed in through the w ndows, but
nmore inmportantly on the creatures that were clinging inpossibly to the undercarriage and ot her
proj ections.

Liz was 'listening’ to them Wth them she felt the seething of the sun, and heard their cries,
then their sighs, as one by one - perhaps thankfully - they let go and went fluttering down the
sky. Striking the sea fromthat height would be simlar to crashing down on concrete. None woul d
live through it.

But in any case, she didn't stay with themthat |ong

In the Sea King's belly, Lardis Lidesci wapped the girl's head in a jacket fromone of the NBC
packs, while Trask spoke to the pilot and asked to be patched through to Invincible.

On a spare headset, Captain MKenzie sounded nuch subdued. '| saw sonething of what went on bel ow
decks,' he said. '"And it seenms | owe you an apology. As for those poor |ads, ny marines, God only
knows what | owe them' (Trask sensed the sad shake of his head.) 'But Trask - |'ve got to know -

what was so secret that | couldn't be tol d?

"I tried to tell you,' Trask answered. 'And in fact we did tell your marines. But . . . they had
their orders.

"As | had mine,' said McKenzie. 'So why couldn't the Admralty tell me? | mean, a plague's a

pl ague - but that had to be sonething el se again.
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"It was,' said Trask, '"and it is. But listen, you won't be bl amed. Heads higher up mght roll, but
not yours. And while it won't be nuch consolation, we did get their bloody specinmen.’

"It cost the lives of ny boys,' said the Captain, quietly.

"And probably saved a nmillion nore,' Trask told him

Real | y?'

"This thing could have wi ped us all out,' Trask said. 'And | do nmean everyone. Until that ship is
on the bottom it still can.'

"Just tell your pilot to keep that chopper out of the way,' said MKenzie, 'and I'l|l have ny
Gunnery Commander take care of that right now '

'Good,' said Trask. 'And then you can have a party ready in NBC suits to wash the chopper down
when we |and, and we'll al so need access to your decontam nation chanbers, all six of us and your
pilot, too. And . . . and a large, airtight plastic bag, for the specinmen.

"Roger all that,' said MKenzie.

Fol | owi ng whi ch Trask and his people crowded the Sea King's w ndows .

It took but a mnute.

The cruise nmissiles came in low, |ike purring, short-finned flying fish over the w ne-col oured
sea. Swift and deadly in the gloomof twlight, their colour a dull, metallic grey, they carried
death in their bellies -though nothing so terrible as their target.

In the final seconds before they struck hone, just six feet above the Plinsoll line on the Evening

Star's hull, Trask renenbered what lan Goodly had said: '. . . The ship-to-ship mssiles going in,
the expl osions, the stemgoing up in the air and the rapid slide backwards off those rocks.'
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And as usual the precog had been right, for that was exactly how it was. The massive, thunderclap
expl osions that ripped the Star's hull open, cracked her back and lifted her steminto the air;
twin fireballs going up anid a shower of tw sted weckage; the fires raging within the vessel and
all along her decks; and finally the shuddering, slipping and sliding of all those tons of neta
as that once-proud ship keel ed over backwards and began her |ast short journey to the seabed.

Then there were only the fireballs, rising still, and a few scraps of burning debris drifting over
the island, and fires in the sea itself, where fuel had spilled and ignited. And perhaps, anong
those fires, sonme splashing. But that wouldn't last for too |ong

8

FI RST WARNI NG

After some wangling with the Greek authorities, the Mnister Respon-sible had sent a private jet
out to the military airport in Kavala on the G eek nainland. It was sitting on the runway, its
engi nes ticking over, when one of Invincible's helicopters dropped Trask and his agents off a
little after midnight. Along with the plane was a British enbassy official and two 'specialists'
from Porton Down. The forner was there to | end substance to E-Branch's claimto diplomatic
immunity if necessary, obviating any last-minute difficulties that m ght have arisen with the
airport staff, nanmely the Greek mlitary. The Porton Down people were there to take charge of the
' speci men' .

M Teale was a snall, bald, m ddl e-aged, bespectacled m crobiol ogi st of an apparently nervous

di sposition, and M Kline was his young pinply-faced assistant. Aboard the jet, when the Ad

Li desci presented themwith a girl's head in a plastic bag inside a steel pot with a clanp-down
lid fromHVS Invincible's galley, Teale cane very close to having a heart attack. He had been
bursting with questions since first neeting Trask and his people on the runway, none of which had
been answered. But now

"What in God's nane . . . !'he protested. '|I was assured that you people would obtain a living
speci men!"'

"A person, you nean?' Trask answered himcoldly. Cbviously Porton Down hadn't been told
everything, or at any rate the people they had sent hadn't been told everything. Teale and his

assistant still seenmed to believe they were dealing with a nutant strain of the Chinese Pl ague.
"An infected person, yes,' said Teale. 'In a harnl ess, sedated or
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comat ose condition. W have with us certain respiratory itens and a full-body protective "suit?,
in essence a body bag, in which we intended to convey this . . . this absent specinen.'

Trask wasn't in the nobod for this, and answered, 'Wll, you see, she wouldn't conme under those or
any other conditions. And since she had the will and the power to infect every single one of ny
team everyone on HVS Invincible, and eventually everyone on this planet, we deci ded her head
woul d have to suffice.' And before Teale could reply: 'Listen,' Trask went on, as patiently as

possi ble. 'Mself and all of ny people, we're sort of tired. 1'msure you know how it is: the |ast
day or so hasn't been too easy on us. Now, we were told to bring back infected blood, infected
flesh, and a little brain tissue, preferably alive. Wll, here we have infected bl ood and |ikew se

infected flesh. As for brain tissue: we've brought you an entire head.'

"But alive? Teale scow ed where he sat towards the rear of the jet with Kline, and took up the
pl astic bag, all bloody and sneared within, frominside the steel container. 'The speci nen was
supposed to be alive - preferably alive - M Trask!'
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At that point Trask might have lost it, but before he could expl ode:

Alive?' the Ad Lidesci grunted, taking the bag from Teale and dangling it in front of his face.
"So, you think it's dead, do you? But if | were to take this nmachete of mine and cut this bag open
- and if you should perhaps get a little of this blood in your eyes, nouth, nose, or any other of
your body's openings - then, in three days' time, you'd probably change your opinion. Anyway, it's
all yours now. But do take care of it, won't you?' And dropping the bag back into the container

he anbl ed back to his seat up front with the rest of the team And:

"“If I were you,' said Trask, 'I would nake sure that lid is clanped down just as tightly as it
will go. And | would keep it that way all the way back to Porton Down. For, as ny friend just told
you, it's all yours now. And, believe ne, we're very glad to be rid of it.

Then, without another word, he trailed the O d Lidesci back to his seat near the front of the
executive jet, where the rest of the E-Branch team were already falling asleep. And fromthen on,
there was no nore conversation with the people from Porton Down .

At Gatwick Airport, Teale and Kline - and the specinmen - were whisked away in double-quick tine in
a police helicopter, while Trask was net and collected by the M nister Responsible hinmself in

anot her chopper, courtesy of the Mnistry of Defence. At 02:45 hours on a wet, early Novenber
nmorning this was a rare privilege indeed, and when they were under way Trask asked:
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'"To what do | owe the honour?

The M ni ster Responsible | ooked surprised. 'Wat, no shouting natch?" he said. 'No cursing, or
demandi ng to know what the hell | think I'mdoing? No questions about what's been going on over
here while you've been swanning around in the Med?

"*Swarm ng"?' said Trask, beginning to bridle.

"It's a joke!'" the Mnister told him 'Though how | nanaged it at this tine in the norning and
under these circunstances is a nystery even to nme!' And suddenly Trask noticed how drawn the
M ni ster seemed, how pal e and hol | ow eyed.

"So, I'"'mnot the only one who's been having a rough tine of it,' he said. 'Anyway, |'mtoo tired
for shouting matches, cursing, and all that. And as for the latter, | don't nmuch go along with it.
Unless it's used under considerable stress it's a sure sign that a man's vocabulary is on the
blink."

"Real ly?'said the Mnister. '"Wll, right now!l don't think I've ever heard so nuch silly fucking
shit in my entire life!’

Whi ch was nore than enough to give Trask pause. And | ooking at the Mnister nore closely now, he
said, 'In your case it has to be considerable stress. So, would you care to tell ne what's up?

And as the Mnister sat there, turning it over in his mnd - getting his thoughts in order -Trask
continued to I ook himup and down, studying himnore closely yet. For already his tal ent was
twitching away, telling himhe was about to become privy to certain truths that he could well do
wi t hout .

The M nister Responsible . . . a man who usually kept hinself to the shadows, who, over the course
of Trask's thirty years in the m ndspy business he'd only nmet face to face on half a dozen

occasi ons, and always in energency situations. Even in the Corridors of Power-where obscurity
frequently ruled- the Mnister's duties, his 'responsibilities,' were obscure. He mgbht be
"soneone in civil defence' ? He was probably '"a boffin fromthe MOD ? He 'takes care of things that
no one else has time for - | think.' In |ow whispers in those selfsane Corridors of Power that was
how Trask had frequently heard the Mnister's presence expl ained away, for - except to the Very
Top Peopl e in successive governnents -he was literally a man with no nanme, no precise portfolio.
Even to Trask- and |likew se to various heads of departnments al nost as secretive as E-Branch - he
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was sinply the M nister Responsible.

He was in his nid-sixties, snall and dapper, his thinning, dark hair brushed back and pl astered
down in a fashion at least forty years out of date. He wore - he had al ways worn -patent |eather
bl ack shoes, a dark blue suit and light blue tie, and a waistcoat with an ol d-fashi oned
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fob-watch. Hi s once-round, open face was thinner now and deeply lined, and his forehead creased
with the worries of far too nany years. His bright blue, penetrating eyes - which was how Trask
woul d al ways renmenber them- were a little rheuny; his |lips were turned dowmn at the corners, and
his shoul ders were wei ghted, slunped and weary. Hi s general aspect was harri ed.

"But you nust have wondered what the hell was going on back here?" he began. 'Wiat with this
Porton Down thing, conflicting or very anbi guous orders, and A d Uncle Tom Cobley and all trying
to get into the act? You nust have thought that 1'd |l et you down?'

"l considered it,' Trask adnitted. 'But then | gave you the benefit of the doubt. Actually, | was
com ng around to the sanme conclusion nyself.’

' Concl usi on?

' That perhaps we should get in sonme help with this thing,' Trask explained. 'That while in the
past we've sonehow nuddl ed t hrough, perhaps those tines are past, and what we really need is sone
new blood - if you'll pardon the expression - coming in on this. Someone or sonme outfit with new
i deas, a new perspective. Instead of trying to kill the disease at source, maybe we'd do better
seeking a cure. And if that were the case, then who better than the Porton Down crowd? They have
al ways understood the secrecy thing, the security aspect, and they've had nmany marvel |l ous
successes. So if they could beat AIDS and cone up with a jab agai nst the new bubonic, why not
this, too?

"Very understanding of you,' said the Mnister Responsible. 'But | think | should tell you that
I've al ways been nore than satisfied with your work, Ben. It nmay not have seened that way at the
time, but-'

"-But, we did get results,' said Trask, taken aback by the 'Ben' thing. (It had to be sonething
big for the Mnister Responsible to be calling him'Ben'.)

"I ndeed you did,' said the other 'And personally | would be perfectly happy to let you go on
getting results, but . . . sonething's cone up, and it's sonething that could take this entire
thing right out of nmy hands and nmake ne just another player. In fact, |1've got a neeting with -
well, all sorts of people: heads of the National Health Service, Security, Cvil Defence; chiefs
of the Arny, Navy, Air Force; the police, you nane it - in just half an hour. So since we're only
fifteen minutes fromE-Branch HQ where I'll be dropping you off, |1'd better get on with it.'

"I"'mall ears,' said Trask, and shivered. Because right out of nowhere he had gooseflesh. He (or
his talent) knew that this was going to be very bad.

"You'll still be our main man, of course,’ the Mnister continued. 'The man who knows it all -who
has done it all - the man with all the field
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experience. You and all your people. But fromnow on there'll be a great nmany nore people
involved. Yes, we'll keep as tight alid on it as we can, but sooner or later, and probably
sooner, the public will want answers. Ch, we'll do as we have always done: lie to them But unless

we get to grips with it, our lies will eventually catch up with us. That is, of course, if it's
what we think it is.'
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Trask was beginning to feel frustrated now. 'Fine,' he said, trying not to snap, 'but as yet |'ve
no i dea what you'll be lying about! Ckay, | can tell you're not really stalling . . . so what are
you doi ng? Wiy don't you get to the point?

"l was giving you the background,' said the Mnister, 'letting you see that we haven't been
sitting on our backsides doing nothing since this thing broke, since the first couple of cases
were reported . '

"Cases': that was the catchword. And Trask repeated it

' Cases? Sonet hi ng has happened while we've been gone? What, in the last twenty-four hours? Cases
of what?'

"Even before you'd gone,’ the Mnister answered. 'There was a handful three days ago, another half-
dozen |l eading up to your leaving, and ten that we know of while you' ve been away. But at first it
didn't connect . . . | nean | didn't tie it in with your work, with what you'd told ne about that
thi ng under London . '

At which the truth hit Trask |ike a hammer blow! For'that thing under London' could only refer to
Szwart, the destruction of his lethal fungus garden in an unknown, abyssal Roman tenple deep under
the city. But before he could voice his suspicions:

"W've given it a name, of course,’ said the Mnister. 'The synptons suggested it. W' ve also
ascribed a cause; we borrowed it fromthe Anerican experience in New York in the fall of '99
right on the turn of the mllennium'

Grey-faced, Trask nodded. 'I think I renenber that. The hot summer and rains brought up a swarm of
so-called "killer" nobsquitos out of the sewers and underground systens. They carried a bug that

i nvaded the brain, and several New Yorkers died of it. And we've had the sane problemthis past
sumrer wi th nosquitos here in London.

"Yes,' said the Mnister. 'So we've blaned them And we've called it a kind of sleeping sickness,
encephalitis letbargica. But that's alie, too, or we think it is, though we'd rather it was the
truth. For the fact is we can't be sure what it is. But you and I, we can take a pretty good stab
at it, right?

Trask's thoughts were flying. He thought of MIlie Cleary, and of Jake -Jake's debriefing after
he'd rescued MIlie from Szwart's subterranean lair - and felt his blood cooling in his veins as
he recalled the final part of Jake's story:
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"I was barely in tinme,' (Jake had said). 'Szwart had opened a flue to the surface - some kind of
natural conduit for a wind blowing up fromhell - and that nightmarish nushroom garden was about
to spawn. One by one, the bl ack-capped dones of the nushroons were flattening out, their gills
opening, and their first red-col oured spores beginning to drift free. By the time Szwart showed
up, a streamof red spores was floating in his direction, carried on a draught of that foul
stinking air. But after | tore down that wall and let the methane in -and after |'d | obbed ny
grenade - well, obviously I couldn't hang around waiting to see what happened next '

Then the Mnister was | ooking at Trask, asking him 'What's on your mi nd?
"Jake's report,' said Trask faintly, alnobst to hinself.

The M nister nodded. 'And renenber, |'ve read that report, too. So when | heard about these cases -
woul d you believe, in the bl oody newspapers, m dday yesterday? - and when |'d checked their

| ocations, how they were all clustered close to old Underground railway stations, then | saw the
connecti on.

"After that, well, | wasn't taking any chances. | couldn't afford to sinply wait and see - the
responsibility was just too great, even for a Mnister Responsible. An epidemc is one thing Ben
and even a plague. But a plague of vanpires? So you see, | had no choice but to advise and then to
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seek advice. Since when |'ve been on the nove non-stop. O, to use an old Arny expression, ny feet
haven't touched the ground.'

"What are the synptons?' said Trask, his head full of pictures of MIlie stunbling about in a dark
cavern, breathing red, vanpiric spores. 'How does it affect its . . . its victine?' God, let it be
sonet hi ng el se

"They sleep.’ The Mnister shrugged. 'They can't be got out of bed, or barely. They're sluggish,
sl ow-noving, tired. Sleeping sickness, Ben. That's what it's like.'

"But for how | ong? And then what ?'

"That remains to be seen. It will either stay, go away, or change into . . . sonething else. And,
meanwhi |l e, we have themin isolation wards.'

"But who takes care of thenP' Trask gripped the Mnister's arm 'Are they in close contact with
their nurses?

"They're in isolation wards, Ben!' the other said again. 'l mean, |I'mno doctor, but |I've been
given to understand it's all rubber gloves and face nmasks and . . . and isolation, for goodness
sake!'

"Lord, | hope so!' Trask nuttered, biting his top lip. "But is that it? Nothing el se? No other
synptons? Maybe we're sinply starting at shadows.

' Shadows?' said the Mnister, hinself starting, and giving hinself a
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shuddery shake. 'Ah, yes - stupid of ne! Hub! Maybe | could do with a good night's sleep nyself!"’
And his eyes seened nore deeply sunken yet, as he nodded and said, 'Yes, there are other synptons.
For one, they don't nuch care for daylight.'

And?' Trask pronpted him
"And they very quickly go off their food . . .°

Trask licked his lips. His nmouth felt bone dry, desiccated. 'But their doctors nust have exam ned
then?' he said. 'Wat was their prognosis before you'd voiced your own theory, that is?

"Flu,' said the Mnister. 'Sleeping sickness, malaise, nalingering.'
"And then, after you'd spoken up? | nean, what did you tell themto | ook for?

"What did | tell themto-?" Snorting, the Mnister slunped back into his seat. Wen his wy
chuckl e came it was barely audible and nore than a little hysterical. 'Ben, nowtell ne: just how
big is one of these bl oody spores? Does it invade the |lungs or sone other organ? Wen it's in the
host body, does it infect the blood first, then the brain, or both simnultaneously? How do we
detect a netanorphic organismthat can fuse with human flesh and bl ood? How | ong does this

met anmor phi sm or nutation take? W don't have any answers, Ben - and you want to know what | told
themto | ook for?

'So what are they working with?' Trask was licking his Iips again. 'How are they working? Trial
and error? God, | hope not! This is just too fucking dangerous for conmon or garden | aboratory
experi nments.

' Common or garden?' said the Mnister. 'Not at Porton Down, Ben. They're the best in the world."’
"But this shit isn't fromour fucking world!' Trask said.

The M nister sat up straight again and said, 'l supose I'll have to put that |last down to
consi derabl e stress, right?
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Trask ignored that and said, 'lI'Il ask you again: what have the scientists at Porton Down got to
work with - | nean, apart from what we've just sent then?'

' They have a whol e specinen,' the Mnister answered. 'But a dead one, of course. An old tranmp who
spent his last few nonths wandering in and out of King's Cross with a brown paper bag and a bottle
of methylated spirits.’

"Huh!' said Trask. 'They asked nme for alive one.
'"To make conparisons, | suppose,' said the Mnister

"But a dead one?' Trask was suddenly worried; or rather, he was nore worried than before. 'How did
he die?

"He was found asleep on the station. They couldn't wake himup, took himinto hospital. He died a
few hours later.'
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"When was this? Trask said, anxiously now.

"He was one of the first,' said the Mnister. "Knowing his |ifestyle, there was no need for an
aut opsy. They'd begun | ooking for soneone to claimhimwien | dropped ny bonbshell. After that,
Porton Down asked for him'

'"So by now he's been dead for . . . for what? Sonmething like three days, maybe?' But Trask had
pl aced heavy enphasis on the word 'dead'.

"Sonething like that, yes.

' Then you had better have another word with the Porton Down people,' said Trask grimy. '"If they
haven't already started to slice himup, they should watch his body very carefully! On the other
hand, if they have cut into him. . . then nmaybe they should start watching each other . . .'

"Don't go over the top with this thing, Ben,' said the Mnister. 'I know how bad it's | ooking, but
we've called our best inonit. And as | said, it's all rubber gloves and face nmasks and what have
you. '

"Which won't help one little bit," said Trask, '"if this old gentleman of the road wakes up and
starts biting people!’

"Point taken,' said the Mnister. "And I will speak to Porton Down from your place, before I go on
to ny neeting.'

Trask's mind was racing ahead now. 'Ckay,' he said, 'so I'"'min the picture. Now, what do you
expect of me and nmi ne?

"Wll,' said the Mnister, 'lI've had nore time to think it over than you, and | do have a couple
of ideas.'

' Such as?'

"Qur Gypsy friend fromthe vanpire world,' said the Mnister. 'I've been given to understand he

can sonehow snell these creatures out, right?

"Lardis Lidesci isn't just "our Gypsy friend",' said Trask. 'In his owmn world he was a chief, who
in his tinme was very nuch feared by the Wanphyri. As for smelling themout: no one can be that
certain, but there are tests that can be applied, yes. On the other hand, | don't suppose they go

much on witchcraft down at Porton Down. Except it isn't witchcraft but alien chenmistry. So if it's
a sure-fire litnus test they're needing, tell themto try silver and garlic.'

Yes,' the Mnister nodded, and at once slapped his knee in anger. 'Dam it all, why didn't | think
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of that! It's just that it all seens so way out, so over the top. |'ve been your M nister
Responsi bl e all these years, and still it's as if your work has been sone kind of fantasy. | just
haven't got the imagination for it. But yes, I'Il tell themthat, too. And then we have your

| ocators.'

"M ndsnog?' said Trask, 'That nay be nore difficult, uncertain. If these people have been infected
with vampirism it may take its tinme
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showi ng. Maybe a group of themin close proximty would register on David Chung's nental screen, |
can't say. But we nust certainly give it atry. And then what? Supposing we do find a vanpire

pl ague brewi ng in these poor people? Wll, | can tell you what the Od Lidesci's answer woul d be
to that ('
"Yes, | know,' said the Mnister, quietly. "It mght yet be our answer, too, if the

m crobi ol ogi sts don't come up with sonething in very short order.' He paused a nonent, then went
on:

" Anyway, as for you and yours: that's all that will be required of you at this time. But as soon
as you' ve rested up - or even before that - | want you back out in the field doing what you and
your people do best. Here at hone, we'll deal with whatever's coning, but your job is the sane as
al ways: to deal with the ones who have brought it upon us. You are our avengers and, despite al
the nmenaces, in a way | envy you.'

Trask | ooked out of the window. They were descending toward the |ights of central London. Like a
vast bright spiderweb, the city's wetly gleaming electric network spread out in all directions,
rotating with the helicopter's notion and seenming to rise to nmeet them

Behi nd those swimrng lights dwelled all that was known and hunman. Wiile in the darkness between
them | urked sonething utterly inhuman, a different kind of spider in the man-nmade web of the city
and, indeed, of the world.

"There are many millions of people down there,' said Trask, quietly. "Howis it such a smal
handf ul of us have becone responsible for so many?

"Not easy, is it? said the Mnister. 'And now you know how | have felt, and for nore than thirty
years . '

MIlie Ceary and Paul Garvey, both telepaths, were at the helipad on the roof to neet Trask and
the M nister Responsible. The choppers down draught turned the rain aside, blowing it horizontally
at MIlie. It grabbed at her unbrella and turned it inside out, then flattened her blouse to her
upper body and her skirt to her legs, highlighting her trimshape in the strobing beans of the

| andi ng beacons. She didn't seemto nmind getting wet.

Trask and the M nister vacated the chopper and, ducking low, ran for the roof shelter with its
stairwell |eading down to the top-floor conplex that was E-Branch HQ Trask caught up with MIllie
al ong the way, and Paul Garvey took the Mnister's elbow, guiding himin out of the rain. Behind
them the helicopter's pilot renmained on board, slowing his nmachine's big fan to a tick-over whop -
whup - whup while waiting on the Mnister's orders.
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On their way down the stairs MIlie dug her heels in, dragging Trask to a halt in order to hug and
kiss him 'Slow down,' she said then. 'Look, the Mnister has put us in the picture as nuch as he

was able and we're doi ng what we can; not that there was nuch we could do with you and the others

away. And now that you're back there's nothing nmuch you can do either, not tonight, and not by way
of work. So will you please, please stop forging ahead, at least until |I've told you that

that it feels very good to have you back?
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Trask knew that last to be an understatenment; the way MIlie was pressed to himtold himthat
much, without his talent so nuch as whispering it.

MIllie. Upon a tinme she'd been like a kid sister to him he had always had tine for MIlie. She'd
been here even before Zek, but always in her kid-sister role. And because of Zek - and the job, of
course - she'd never let Trask know how she felt about him Not until recently.

MIllie was in her md-to-late forties but | ooked five years younger. A very attractive bl onde, her
hair was cut in a fringe | ow over her forehead, flowed onto her shoul ders and franed her oval face
while partly concealing her small, delicate ears. Her eyes were blue under pencil-slimgolden
eyebrows, and her nose was snall and straight. MIllie's teeth were very white, if just alittle
uneven in a slightly crooked, frequently pensive-looking mouth. Five feet, six inches tall, anmply
curved and slimwaisted, she'd al ways made Trask feel big and strong, and sonetinmes clunsy. He had
al ways |iked her a lot - indeed, a great deal - and now knew that he loved her . . . which nmade
himfeel alittle guilty.

Hs wife Zek had passed al nost three years ago, but she had been such a huge part of his life -

i ndeed, Trask had sonetinmes believed she was his life - that it still didn't feel like she was
gone; it felt like she was still there, and maybe watching. And the last thing Trask wanted was
that MIlie be seen as soneone who was filling a gap. It was his loyalty, that was all; it was the

"truth' of his love for Zek, an undying |ove, that had yet made room for another

He held her at bay for a nonent, then said, 'Come on. We've work to do, you and |I. The rest of the
teamare on their way in by lim from Gatwi ck. There's not nuch traffic on the roads, so we've got
maybe an hour before they get here. By then | want to be able to del egate tasks. Fromtonorrow
nmorning at first [ight we've going to be working overtine as never before.

Behi nd them as they reached the security door - where Trask blinked rain fromhis eyes before
positioning his face in front of the retinal scanner - they heard the Mnister's very audi bl e sigh
of relief. He' d obviously been
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listening to what Trask and MIlie had said to each other, and as he and Paul Garvey caught up
with them

"She's right, M Trask,' he said. 'It's always very good to have you and your people back. And
even though things are nore conplicated now, it's also good to see that your - is "enthusiasni the
right word? - that your energy is undim nished.'

But here in front of "the nminions', as it were, Trask noted that the fornmalities were in place
again. Smling to hinself, however wyly, he said, 'Thank you, Mnister.' And then to Paul Garvey,
as the steel doors hissed open and they all four passed through into the HQ s main corridor: 'See
that the Mnister gets to use one of our secure tel ephones, will you, Paul ? And then he'll be
needi ng an escort back up to the roof.

Then, as Garvey and the Mnister turned right for the Duty Oficer's room and MIlie and Trask
went the other way, toward his office at the very end of the corridor, the Mnister paused and
called out, 'Oh, and M Trask, there's one other thing that seens to have slipped ny nind. You'll

find you've a rather inportant visitor. Normally we'd accomobdate and, er - |ook after - him

el sewhere, but it seens he's intent on staying with you! So since your HQ is probably as "safe" as
anywhere in the city, he's all yours. I'msorry about this - that in addition to what |'ve already
handed you, |'mdunping this on your plate, too - but in the current situation . . .' He could

only of fer an awkward shrug.

Trask had hal f-turned back. Now who-? he was about to ask, but MIlie 'knew what was on his m nd
and pre-enpted him 'He's in your office,' she said. 'And he seens a very nice nan. \Wll,
consi dering sonme of the tricks he's had to pull to stay so long in power.'

And Trask knew the truth of it at once. His '"visitor' could only be 'Prenier Gustav Turchin
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hinself!' he said, as he and MIlie reached the open door to his office and the man in question
stepped into view to neet them

Upon a tine Turchin had seened an unshakeabl e rock of a man. Blockily built, square of face, and
short in the neck - with a shock of black hair, bushy black eyebrows, darkly glinting eyes over a
bl unt nose, and an unenotional mouth - he'd been a veritable bulldog. But that had been sonme years
ago, since when the Russian Premier had faced up to many problens in his vast, ever-turbul ent post-
communi st honel and. Sone of these probl ens, when they had coincided with E-Branch's, had served to
bring the two nmen together in several nutually beneficial endeavours.

The under st andi ng between them and the respect they had for each other were still very apparent,
but as for Turchin hinself - his physical appearance - there had been changes. He was much
thinner, less bright and sharp of eye, and his hair had turned an iron grey. The last tine
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Trask had spoken to himin person - in Australia, only a few weeks ago - even Turchin's voice had
| ost sonething of its former authority. The intellect was still there (and still lethal, as Trask

had soon di scovered), but the dynam smwas failing. Seven years of political power in a bankrupt
country teetering on the brink of anarchy had taken their toll of him Wen things went w ong,
whi ch they had, and frequently, then he had becone a prine target for every disaffected,
disillusioned citizen, sone of whomwere powerful nmenbers of the once-mghty mlitary.

The one thing that had stood himin good stead was the fact that he had inherited control of what
was |eft of 'The Qpposition'. Trask's termfor E-Branch's Russian equivalent: the left-overs of a
once-power ful m ndspy organi zation with headquarters in Mdscow. The original Soviet outfit back in
the 1970s had been Leonid Brezhnev's baby and very effective at first. But successive failures,
nost of themdown to the highly effective activities of the Necroscope Harry Keogh, had

di senfranchi zed the organi zation al nost to extinction. Turchin, always the visionary, had given
its menbers his patronage when no one el se wanted anything to do with them In their turn they now
gave himtheir support. But even The Qpposition hadn't sufficed to save himfromhis current

di | emma.

Trask was privy to what had happened:

Close to retiring, a Russian army general, Mkhail Suvorov, had |l earned that a parallel world

call ed Sunside/ Starside was a huge opencast gol dm ne conpared to which the Klondi ke had been a
wort hl ess bag of frozen dirt; also that beneath the Perchorsk Ravine in the Ural Muntains, a nan-
made singularity or 'Gate,' the result of a failed nuclear experinment, would provide access to al
of this previously undreaned-of wealth, and also a possible invasion route into an entirely new
and ' defencel ess' worl d.

As the CGin-Cof two mlitary gulags at Beresov and Ukhta, punishment garrisons straddling the
Urals east to west, General Suvorov had been perfectly placed to take charge of Perchorsk's
deconmi ssi oni ng when Turchin had ordered the place flooded. But the soldiers he'd sent in to do
the job had been other than the teamof 'military engineers' that he'd nade themout to be. In
fact, they were hardened long-termcrininals and he had offered themthe choice of serving their
sentences or serving him Thus, after they'd stripped the massive |ead shielding fromthe

conpl ex' s power plant, and after the legiti mate engi neers had noved out, Suvorov's crew had stayed
on as 'caretakers' at Perchorsk

Havi ng then drai ned the conplex to allow the general and a team of geol ogi sts and sol di ers passage
through the Gate, these nmen were still there, waiting on his return and the rich rewards he'd
prom sed them But they would have to wait a long tinme; for in fact Mkhail Suvorov was dead on

St arside, where Nephran Malinari of the Wanphyri had
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sucked himdry of all know edge of Earth and of the Gates and of life itself.
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However, when General Suvorov had entered Starside - despite the fact that Gustav Turchin had | et
hi m proceed unadvi sed of the dangers that might be lurking there, but suspecting that such m ght
be the case - he had not been so naive as to sinply step off into a parallel universe wthout sone
kind of Iifeline or at least a connection to his honeworl d.

And so he'd told a handful of mlitary cronies that he was onto something big -sonething so big
that it could even change the course of history and elevate Russia to her forner mght as a world
superpower - but, in the event he was gone for too long, then they should start asking questions
of the Premer.

Recently, they had been doing just that, and now it seened Turchin had had enough of it

"Ben,' he said, reaching to engage Trask in a none too firm handshake. And then, a little
nervously, 'Well, and here | am’

"And it couldn't be at a worse tinme,' Trask answered, |ooking around his office. 'I see they
somehow managed to | eave you on your own with all ny little secrets?

Turchin lifted a bushy eyebrow and foll owed Trask's gaze to a large wall screen, then to the
filing cabinets, the conputer, the intercom and other gadgets on his desk. And, 'Ah!' he said.
"But no, for your M Garvey switched themall off fromhis duty office. Anyway, | was not al one.
And in any case, how could you even think it? Is there no honour, not even anbng m ndspi es?'

Trask allowed hinmself to grin. 'You're an old fox, Gustav,' he said, indicating that the other
shoul d take a seat.

"Too old,' Turchin answered. 'And now | have gone to ground, or rather |'ve been driven to earth.
Ch, and incidentally, when M Garvey turned off your toys, it seens he also turned off the centra
heating. |'ve been feeling the cold a long tinme, Ben - even before | got here -and now I'mtired

of it. This charming |ady was helping me warmup a little."’

‘"l was doing ny bit to entertain the Premier,'" MIllie said, indicating the glass of whiskey and a
hal f-enpty bottle of WIld Turkey standing on a corner of Trask's big desk

"Yes,' said Trask. 'And warnming himup with sone of ny best booze at that: But do help yourself.'
Then he noticed Turchin's overcoat and fur hat hanging fromthe horns of a coat-stand just inside
the door; they were still wet.

"And so aml,"' said MIlie, in that new, very disconcerting way of hers. Her telepathy, w th which
she read his mind: something she'd previously kept under control . . . or at least Trask had
al ways assumed she kept it
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that way. And when he renenbered some of the things he had thought about her backside (the
delicious way it noved when she wal ked) and occasionally, when he'd been thinking these things,
the way she'd | ooked at himin that |ess than i nnocent way of hers

Now, as she headed for the door, he saw that she was bl ushing, but she covered her confusion by
saying, 'l think perhaps | had better change out of these wet things. Anyway, | suppose you two
have plenty to talk over in private.

"Ah, privacy!' said Trask drily. 'Yes, | renenber that.'

"Personally,' said MIlie, as she stepped fromthe room 'l think it should all wait till norning.
You'll only manage a few hours' sleep, Ben.' (That last pointedly). 'And M Turchin | ooks very
tired, too. The Mnister's people delivered himto us only a few m nutes before you arrived, and |
gather his getting here was a bit, er, circuitous?

After she'd gone Turchin said, 'The lady in your life. And unless |I miss my guess, a telepath at
that. The slightly purple bloomunder her eyes gives her away. | think you are very fortunate, mny
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friend.'
"I's it that obvious?' said Trask.
' The tel epat hy?
‘"No, the other thing.'
"Ah, yes - very!' said the Prenier

"Well, then,' said Trask, unconfortably. 'And now let's get to what's not so obvious. Wat exactly
is going on, Gustav? And what, if anything, have you brought with you? Only please don't tell me
you' ve brought trouble, because right now | have plenty of ny own . '

9

TURCH N S TRADE- OFF. THE SLEEPI NG .
AND THE UNDEAD?

Still on his feet, Trask said, 'First let's get things back on line.' Shouting down the I|ong,
echoing corridor, he called for Paul Garvey to reactivate his office. And closing the door and
seating hinself face to face with Turchin across his huge desk, he said, 'There, and now we can be
nore confortable.'

Then, as grilles in the skirting boards began bl owing warmair, and various small lights flickered
into life on the office equipnent, he took out another glass froma desk drawer, topped up the
Russian Premier's drink (while wondering if he still was or would be the Prenmier), and poured a

doubl e for hinmself. And: 'Okay, he finally said. 'Now | can hear you out.
"I take it | amnot being recorded? Turchin was still very nervous.

"Alnost everything is in this place,' Trask told him pressing a key on a small console. 'But now
we're not, no.

"Good!"' said Turchin. '"Next - and in the event things don't work out - can you guarantee ne safe
haven?'

"Political asylun?' Trask raised an eyebrow. '|I don't see a problemw th that. On the other hand,
the "if things don't work out" bit tells me you don't intend to stay here, not if you can help it.
So obviously you have plans. But before we get to that . . . who knows you're here?

"Your Mnister,' said the other at once. 'And you, and your people. |I'm supposed to be attending
anot her Earth Year conference in Paris. It starts tonorrow, and ny talk is schedul ed for the day
after that - which
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means that in about thirty-six hours' time people will begin to wonder where I am'

"How di d you get away from your, er, minders? |In Australia Trask had experienced sone snall
problens in getting to see the Premier in private, so his defection should have been even nore
difficult.

"After that little diversion you created in Australia,' the other answered, 'causing those ex-KGB

"security nmen" to lose ne, | took the opportunity to accuse them of gross inconpetence and sacked
them | still command - or should | say conmanded - that much power, at least. As for ny new
"m nders", as you call them 1 contrived to choose them from anong ny own people.'

' The Opposition?
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Turchin shrugged. 'Let's call themmnor talents, shall we? Tonorrow night they will announce ny
di sappearance and in their turn apply for political asylumin France.'
"So . . . it will take your opponents back home some tine to figure out where you' ve gone.'
"That's part of the plan, yes.'

Trask shook his head. 'You really are the fox, aren't you? But | won't ask you the details of how
you got here; I'Il just take MIlie's word for it that your route was circuitous.'

"And tiring -and very boring!' said Turchin. 'But take it fromne, if | left any trail at all it
won't be an easy one to follow. Oh, they will trace ne eventually, but | think it will take
several days.

"And then they'll want to know why we're hiding you,' said Trask. 'Wy we're protecting you, and
what from O far worse, they'll want to know why we've coerced or kidnapped you. So, in offering
you political asylumwe could be about to initiate a najor international incident.'

"You are covered,' Turchin said at once. 'For if our plans fail, then | shall announce ny own
defection - on television, the BBC, if you |ike. But on the other hand, if we succeed-

'-We?' said Trask. 'And our plans?

"l would not have cone to you if there was any way | could do it by nyself!' Turchin threw up his
hands. 'But it seems you have a short nenory, Ben. Qut in Australia, didn't you give ne to

understand that if | hel ped you, you would help me? Well, | tried to help you, and for ny trouble
got a man killed by that slimy drug-running dog Castellano in Sicily Also, | promised to discover
what | coul d about the current situation in Perchorsk - and | have done so. In short, |'ve
attended to ny part of our agreenent in full. Indeed, when you see what | have done you'll agree
have nore than fulfilled my conmtnent. Al very well, but now | need your help. You should

renenber, Ben Trask, that | could have done
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as Suvorov did. And knowi ng the dangers, | would have stood far nore chance of success. |nstead, |
chose to go along with you and Nat han and protect Sunside/ Starside! You should renenber these
things.'

"Cal mdown,' Trask told him 'l haven't forgotten. |I'mjust calcualting the odds before | place ny
bet, that's all. And the odds are good. Let's face it, with all the border disputes, the anarchy,
the in-fighting between vari ous Moscow nob "fam lies", which anbunts alnost to war on the streets,
and the rest of the problens you have in Russia right now, nere political shenanigans can't nean
all that nuch. Wy, your enem es nmay not even notice you've gone nissing!' And then, realizing how
that must have sounded: 'I sinply nean that-'

"I know what you nean,’' Turchin cut in. 'That I'mnot even a figurehead any nore, nmerely a puppet.
And there are plenty of other toy Prem ers-in-waiting just |ooking for the opportunity to junp
onto the strings. Yes, and you are right. So if | can't be inportant in Russia - if | can't help
guide ny honeland into true and | asting denocracy then | et ne be of assistance here. Believe ne,
Ben, if you want to close the Perchorsk Gate - and close it forever, so that it can't be reopened
you need ne. And if we can do it ny way, according to nmy plan, then I'Il be able to go hone in
triunph with all the political, er, "shenani gans” behind ne.’

"l do want to close the Perchorsk Gate,' said Trask. 'Yes, | desperately want to close it, and for
good. Even though it's like closing the stable door after the horse has bolted . '

' The horse?' said Turchin. 'Bolted? Explain.'

"Ckay,' said Trask. 'Now listen. You al ready know what |'ve been doing; you know nmy problem You
know about all three problens, because | told you about themin Australia. But you don't know
what's gone on since then, and how bad things have got. So what if | were to tell you that all of
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the troubles you' ve left back home don't hold a candle to the real threat? And then suppose | told
you that it's no longer a nere threat but a reality, and that it's happening right here and now?

Turchin gul ped at his drink, stared hard at Trask and said, 'It is? Here and now? A plague of
vanpi res, capable of creating nonsters such as those that once invaded Perchorsk?

"Eventual ly they could, definitely,' said Trask. '"And it's nore than likely they will -once
they've created sufficient of their own kind'

Now Turchin gasped, and said, 'But what are you saying? Are you telling ne they' ve conme out in the
open? Are you saying . . . they're recruiting?

"Ch, they've been recruiting ever since they first got here,' Trask answered. 'But al ways
covertly, in secret, in hiding. A gradual, stealthy,
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very insidious infiltration. But that was then and this is now Now. . . it's as if they don't
care who knows about theml And in a way it's ny fault, or E-Branch's.'

"Your fault? Turchin frowned.

And Trask nodded. 'You see, we've been too successful.'

"I don't follow you.' Turchin was plainly lost. 'How could you be too successful ?

"By destroying everything they've been working for,' Trask told him 'By taking everything away
fromthem until now they have nothing left to | ose.’

" And you have done that?

Then, briefly, Trask explained about Malinari's, Vavara's, and Szwart's fungus gardens -how they'd
been destroyed, first in Australia, then on the Geek island of Krassos, and finally in a
forgotten subterranean vault under London. 'Except we may have di scovered the London garden just a
little too late,' he finished off.

And yet again: 'Explain,' said Turchin, attentive as never before.

And Trask told hi mabout the strange new mal ady in London, perhaps in the world, and al so what he
feared it m ght be.

Then, after a nonment's dunbfounded silence, '"But . . . is it under control? | nean, can you
contain it? Turchin's face was very pal e now.

"What are you thinking? Trask said. 'That perhaps you' ve junped out of the frying pan into the
fire?

"No!" Turchin shook his head, and continued, 'Gve ne sone credit, Ben. My thoughts don't always
revol ve about nyself. But frying pans and fires? Huh! Actually, | was thinking about this entire
world going up in flames!'

"My thoughts precisely,' Trask nodded. 'Which m ght explain ny coldness, and why |'ve been | ess
than the perfect host.'

"I ndeed,' said the other, quietly.

"As for containing it,' Trask went on, 'that's not going to be ny problem It's already in hand -
or so I'minfornmed by nmy higher authority - and I'"mto continue tracking down our three invaders.
So even if your defection works out to be a tenporary one, still it's come at a bad tine. |I could
have used your help, GQustav. Wth your agents as col |l eagues or even "conrades" - no |onger The
Qpposition - they could have cone in very useful.

"You can still count on ny help,' said Turchin. 'My people have been working on it ever since we,
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er, joined forces in Australia. As | said: |I've kept ny word. My espers are not without their
resources - which I set up for thema long tinme ago - and they will be able to pass on
information. Well, as long as | amhere to receive it in person, that is.
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' Then what nmore can | say?' said Trask. 'Except that you're very wel comne.

"Good!" said Turchin. '"And now, if you've finished bringing ne up to date, | think it's tinme |
expl ai ned ny plan.’

"COkay,' said Trask. 'Let's hear it. Best to have all of our cards on the table.'
Turchin nodded and steepled his hands in front of his chin. A monent's thought, and then he began

"I"'msure you'll renenber the trouble we had with Chechnya twel ve years ago, when poor old Boris
Yeltsin was in power?

"Of course | do,' said Trask. 'The western world gave Russia a hard time because of its heavy-
handedness!

"Yes, but as | recall Russia was no nore heavy-handed than NATO was over Kosovo,' Turchin replied.
Then, waving a hand disnissively, 'Anyway, please let's not argue about it. The point is, the
Chechens have never forgiven us. And less than a fortnight ago there was a Chechen raid on one of
our mssile sites . . . oh, yes, we've retained a few. One of ny agents - | suppose you' d call him
the Russi an equival ent of your M Chung - is nuclear-sensitive on a worldw de scal e, and when he
became aware of a weapon or a |ethal anbunt of weapons-grade urani umon an unschedul ed nove across
the Russian countryside -specifically toward Mdscow - that was when | had ny people step in. To
cut a long story short, | prevented a raggl e-taggl e Chechen suicide squad fromtrying to destroy
Moscow

"Heads m ght have rolled in the mlitary, but | kept quiet about it for two reasons. One: panic
anong the civilian population, and two: | had nmy own idea how this bonb m ght be used. Er, need |
say nore on that point?

"I don't think so,' said Trask. 'Even a snmall nucl ear expl osion inside the Perchorsk conplex would
be enough to bring down a million tons of rock. And if that won't block the Gate, then nothing
will.'

"Correct,' said Turchin. "And so | gave back the mi ssile's casing and engi ne but secreted the
actual warhead away until | could devise a neans of smuggling it into Perchorsk. Naturally, the
Maj or in charge of the site - nore properly a dunp - was delighted to accept ny suggestion that
the purl oined mssile had never been equipped with a warhead in the first place; it was either
that, or

'-H's would be one of the heads doing the rolling,' said Trask
"I ndeed. And between us we kept the whol e business hushed up.

"Where is this warhead now?' Trask inquired. 'And for that matter, if we could get it into
Per chorsk, how would we armit? Obviously it was designed for an aerial delivery system

"As to where it is: don't ask,' said the other. 'Even with your tal ent

119

you probably still wouldn't believe ne. And | have already seen to its conversion. Even now - or
especially now - there are still plenty of out-of-work scientists in Russia who will do al nost
anything to avoid starvation. As for getting the bonb into the Perchorsk conplex . . .' The
Prem er | ooked at Trask in a certain way, his eyes narrowed, his manner conspiratorial. 'But
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nothing is inpossible, eh, Ben? Were there's a will there's a way, eh? Awll or a skill
what ever ?'

' Meani ng?' said Trask, knowi ng perfectly well what Turchin nmeant that even a job like that

woul dn't pose nuch of a problemfor a man who coul d access the nost inaccessible places at will,
sonmeone such as a Necroscope, for instance - but unwilling to reveal anything unnecessarily this
early in the gane.

' Meani ng-' Turchin frowned and gl anced away for a nmonent, then narrowed his eyes nore yet and
said, 'Meaning exactly what | said. That if one wants it badly enough, one can usually find the
means to an end. To any end. But for now, let it suffice to say that | don't think it will be a
problem- or rather that | hope it won't be a problem- and leave it at that.'

"As you wish,' said Trask, keeping a poker face and hiding his pleasure at the fact that Turchin

| ooked nore than a little perplexed and wong-footed now. 'And anyway, we need to get on. So is
that it? Your plan? To get this bonb of yours into Perchorsk and detonate it there? | can see how
that would solve one of ny - one of our - najor problens, but | still don't see howit wll get
you reinstated and strengthen your power base back hone.'

‘Leave that to ne,' said Turchin. "As long as it's done on ny mark, believe nme, all of ny persona
problens will be solved. My position will be unshakable, and détente will reach hei ghts never
before realized. Wich will be of benefit to both of us personally, and nost certainly to our
countries, our world.'

Trask nodded, and said, 'That's assum ng our countries and our world are still ours.

"l understand,' said the other. 'But at |east no nore vanpires will be coming through the
Perchorsk Gate.'

"Nor the Gate in Romania,' said Trask, 'which was bl ocked when Malinari and the others cane
t hr ough. "’

"And that will |eave our hands free to deal with the invaders who are already here,' said Turchin
"Wth them and with whatever they've spawned here. W'll make that our priority.’

"It's already been ny priority for some three years now,' Trask answered. 'And will continue to be
until |I-' (He cane close to saying, 'Until |I've had ny revenge,' but caught hinself.) '"-Until |'m
finished with them'

"Then | think we are all done here,' said Turchin. 'Except | have brought
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you a small gift.' He took out and opened up an ol d-fashioned silver ciga-rette case with a spring
clip holding in place twenty cardboard-tube-ti pped Russian cigarettes, then held it out over the
desk toward Trask.

"I don't snoke,' said Trask

"Nor do I," said Turchin. "Well, not these filthy things.' Wth which he spilled the cigarettes
into a wastebasket. 'Not now that | can get some of your excellent British and American
varieties.' And then he pulled on the clip to renove the wafer-thin scrolled silver plate in the
tray of the box. And there, coiled in that secret place |like so many bl ack pubic hairs, lay rol
upon roll of mcrofilm And, carefully replacing the plate, he snapped the case shut and passed it
across the desk to Trask.

Trask raised a querying eyebrow. And:

' The Perchorsk schematics,' said Turchin. 'That place is a vast under-ground conplex, a veritable
maze. |'msure that when the tinme conmes to go in, you wouldn't want to | ose anyone down there
Especially not with an atom bonb ticking off its countdown, eh?
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St andi ng up, Trask put the case in his pocket. 'My people will be arriving shortly,' he said.

"I'"ll need to talk to them before letting themget a few hours' sleep. O naybe MIlie was right
and | should leave it till norning. They've had a fairly stressful tinme and need a break . . . and
so do |I. And after all, there's very little we can do tonight.

Pressing an intercombutton on his console, he said, 'Paul, | take it you've arranged

accomodation for our guest?
“I'l'l meet you in the corridor,' Garvey's voice cane back

As they left his office, Trask took Turchin's armand said, Just one other thing. You said we'd
have to wait to deploy the bonb "on your nark”. Can you say why, and when that will be?

"Shortly,' said the Russian Premer, ex-Premer, or Premer-in-Witing, whichever. 'Believe ne, |
too ameager to see this thing finished. But ask yourself this: what use to spring a rat trap if
the rats are not inside it?

Again Trask rai sed an eyebrow, but Turchin put a finger to his lips and said, 'Ask no nore
questions, ny friend. My plans are laid, and it would do you no good to know any nore. In the
Kremin we have a saying: "lgnorance is innocence, while know edge is culpability."'

"W have the sanme saying,' Trask replied, "but it conmes out a lot |ess obliquely than yours and
froma very different viewooint. "Wat you don't know can't hurt you."'

"Precisely,' said Turchin, and for a brief noment his dark, intelligent eyes glinted as brightly
as ever they had in forner and perhaps better tines. A brightness cold as the cutting edge of a
razor, that boded ill for sonmebody or bodies .

121

Along with Paul Garvey, Trask saw Turchin to his room- nothing | ess than a hotel room because E-
Branch HQ occupied the entire top floor of what had once been an hotel - and saw himsettled in
"In the norning,' he said, 'we'll make sure you've got sone of your favourite booze and whatever
el se you need to make your stay confortable.'

"You are very understanding,' said Turchin.

"One last thing,' said Trask. 'Go where you like in the HQ except where you shouldn't go. It's
not that I don't trust you, but the place is full of alarns.'

"l shall go nowhere that | amnot invited,' said the other

As Trask and Garvey returned along the corridor towards the Duty Oficer's room Garvey asked, 'Do
you really trust hin®'

"You're the telepath,' Trask answered. 'What did you sense? Me, | couldn't detect a single untruth
in anything he said. The man's as happy as can be to be avoiding all that deep political shit back
hone. '

"Actual ly, he was thinking how nuch he owes you,' said Garvey. 'But he was al so wonderi ng how much
be can trust you!'

"In his shoes,' said Trask, 'I'd be doing the same thing."'

The el evator nonitor showed an ascendi ng cage; the rest of the team nmenbers had arrived. But
suddenly Trask felt too tired for briefs, debriefs, or alnpst anything else. In the wee smal
hours of the norning, what good would it do anyway?

"I''l'l want an "O' Goup at 0800,' he quickly said, as Garvey nmade to enter the Duty O fice. 'Mke
sure they all know, will you?' And then, on second thought: 'Better make that 0900. What's an extra
hour, anyway?'
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"You've got it,' said Garvey.

And before the elevator could stop and its doors hiss open, Trask put on a little speed and nade
it to his owmn room Inside, he was about to switch the Iight on when MIlie said, 'W don't need

it. Wiy don't you take a shower, freshen up, and then cone to bed while I'mstill awake? But
better hurry, because | can't promise |I'll stay awake too long!' She was already in his bed.
He showered, then called Paul Garvey and said, 'if anything happens before norning . . . let it!'

"You've got it,' said Garvey again
I ndeed | have, thought Trask, getting into bed and MIlie's |oving arns.

She was still very nmuch awake. And oddly enough, Trask discovered he wasn't all that tired,
either. Not yet

"Don't you ever sleep? Trask asked the M nister Responsible at 0830.
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"This norning, for about an hour,' said the other, gruffly. 'Wat are you conplai ning about? |'ve
al | oned you as nuch time as | coul d.

"Ch? In preparation for what?

“I'1l need you and your people a.s.a.p.’

" Specifically?

"Atelepath, and a locator. And, trying to think ahead-'

'-The precog?' Trask was awake now, and naking a poor job of getting dressed while cradling the
phone between his cheek and his shoul der.

"Well, it wouldn't hurt to know what we're in for.

"Wuldn't hurt ne, either!' said Trask. 'So what's happeni ng?" (He believed he already knew, while
hopi ng he didn't.)

"Some of our sleepers are starting to wake up,' the Mnister answered. 'They | ook nore or |ess
normal, a bit pale - and they still don't much |ike daylight - but other than that . . .’

"Garlic? said Trask, as MIlie cane out of the shower and stood |ooking at and 'listening’ to him
"And silver,' said the Mnister. '"W've tried both, with no positive reaction as yet.

Trask breathed a sigh of relief. 'So what you're asking for is - what? Confirmation that these are
just people and we were barking up the wong mal ady? Or do you think we should start |ooking for
m ndsnog? Yes, | can see that. It would explain why you want a locator."

"And now that our specinmens are waking up, it mght also be a good thing to know what they're
thinking,' said the Mnister. "And to know if they' re answering our questions truthfully.'

Trask nodded. 'Wich involves me and ny telepaths,' he said. 'Ckay, but | have an "O'" Goup in
twenty mnutes.'

"Fine," said the Mnister. 'But I'd advise you to nmake it a quick one. There'll be a chopper on
your roof in an hour's time with seats for four. |I'd suggest your M GCoodly, M Chung, yourself,
and a tel epath of your choice.'

"Me!' MIlie's sweet nouth silently framed the single word, while she continued towelling her
hai r.
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"Where will we be going? said Trask
' Bl eakstone, in Surrey.'

"What, a prison for madnmen? Psychotic nurderers, arsonists, rapists, and lots of other very
irresponsible citizens? Is that where you' ve put the sl eepers?

"Where better?' said the Mnister. 'l told you they were in isolation. They have a wing to
thensel ves, where they're in the care of a very specialized staff.’
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'See you on the roof,' said Trask, and put the phone down.
‘"Me!' said MIlie again, out |oud now and determ nedly.

And Trask couldn't see any reason to deny her. It wasn't as if there'd be any real danger, not

this time. Except: 'There'll be sone pretty sick thoughts floating around in that place,' he

war ned her.

"Ch, really? MIlie answered, as she began to get dressed. 'Well, it's very obvious you're no
telepath, Ben Trask. | nean, if you really want to know sick, why don't you cone with ne on a wal k

through the city sonme time?
"But | nean sick sick,' said Trask.

"Yes,' said MIlie, "and so do 1. It's not the ones on the inside that |'ve ever felt concerned
about. Not until now, anyway . '

Bl eakst one was on the South Downs, not far from Arundel. A relatively newinstitution, the nedica
aut horities had weathered a stormof protest during its planning and building. But that had been
nine years ago, and in the interi mBl eakstone had earned a reputation as a second Al catraz. Not
one inmate had ever broken out.

"W're landing half a mile away, near the road into Petersfield,' said the Mnister, as their
hel i copter passed high over the grimgrey prison walls. 'C oser than that, we mght disturb the
delicate equilibriumof the place. The last thing | want is to excite its regular inmtes.'

"There are sone really twisted types in this place, right?' said Trask, |ooking down on the
fortress-like conplex with its towers, exercise yards, and frequently w ndowl ess cell bl ocks.

"The worst,' said the Mnister. 'Down in the guts of Bleakstone, literally underground, that's
where they keep the truly nmenaci ng ones. They feed them keep them as clean as possible, sedate
them when they're not behaving, and watch over themfor the rest of their lives until they die
naturally. That's about all they can do. But frankly - having read sone of their case files - if
it was up to ne 1'd speed that latter process up a little.'

"You' d take out the "dying naturally" clause,' said MIlie, alittle coldly, causing the Mnister
to glance at her. And:

"I fully understand why you would find that objectionable,' he told her, 'and ordinarily |I would
agree that it's a drastic solution. Please don't think I'm sonme kind of heartless brute, Mss
Cl eary, but consider yourself fortunate that you haven't read those case files . '

They were picked up on the road to Petersfield by a uniforned prison guard in a vehicle that
| ooked |i ke an anbul ance on the outside and a reinforced cage on the inside, and driven a half-
mle farther out into the
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countryside and down a private track to Bl eakstone Prison. One hundred and fifty yards fromits
entrance they passed through tall electrified gates and a barrier operated froma security post,
where on both sides of the road triple-coiled razor wire stretched off into the distance,
followi ng the contours of the land. By which tine the general nobod was om nous, in keeping with
t he gaunt aspect of the high walls that | oonmed ahead.

"How about it?" Trask asked Chung, as nmssive steel doors opened i nwards, allow ng them access.

But the locator could only shake his head. 'There are too many distractions,' he said. 'I nean
this place was frightening enough fromthe outside! And there's lots of steel in here and a hel
of a lot nore concrete. |I'mthinking about howgrimit is instead of concentrating on what it
m ght contain. Maybe when we actually get to see our suspects . . . ?'

"And you?' Trask | ooked at Goodly as the vehicle cane to a halt.

The precog was as cadaverous, pale, and sunken-eyed as the stylized undertaker he al ways seened to
epitomize. 'There is a very definite . . . atnosphere here,' he said. 'But it's as David says: it
conjures up pictures of its own, so that | can't even be sure ny talent is involved. | see pain -
alot of it - but I"mnot sure that the pain | feel isn't mne.

"Yours?' said Trask, as the driver opened up the back door of the van to let themout. 'You nmean
you're hurting?

"It could be just the atnosphere,' said the precog. 'lI nmean the "now' atnosphere. O it could be
tonmorrow s pain or the day after that . . . or any future tinme. | can't say if it's significant.'

"In this place,' said their driver, who could have no idea what Goodly was tal king about,
"everyone hurts sooner or later. And if you work here it's sooner. You need eyes in the back of
your head - which weaks havoc with your bleedin' nerves! But if you'll acconpany nme, gentlenen,
the doctors should be waiting for you.

He Ied the way fromthe exercise yard through an arched entrance with the | egend ' Wst Wng'
carved into its keystone, down a long, clinically tiled and antiseptic-snelling corridor that
rem nded Trask of nothing so nuch as a recently disinfected toilet in London's nainly defunct
Underground rail system past several security doors to a junction of passageways lined with
various offices, |aboratories, surgeries, and storeroons. Here, at |east, the place was starting
to l ook nore like a conventional hospital

Finally they were shown into a roomunder a sign that said sinply PSY, and MIlie murnured, 'Now
if that was PSI, | think | night feel a lot nore at hone.'

Two nmen in casual clothing, presumably psychiatric specialists, were seated in swivel chairs
before a reinforced observati on wi ndow or one-way
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viewscreen. As their visitors filed into the roomone of them quickly rose, put a finger to his
lips and cautioned them 'Be reasonably quiet, if you will. Al though these roons are soundproofed,
the patients sonetinmes sense vibrations.'

"Vibrations? Trask glanced at MIlie, thinking, Perbaps it should be PST after all!

'"Or soneone can't spell very well,' she answered, 'and that sign should read "psylence"!'
"Pardon?’ said the man on his feet, | ooking fromone to the other inquiringly.

'l do apologize,' said Trask. '"But . . . vibrations?

"Ah!' said the other. 'l nmeant in the floor. Wen there are a nunber of people in this room they
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sonetines feel vibrations in the floor. The patients, that is.' He indicated the screen

Then, while Trask's team noved carefully toward the screen, the M nister Responsible produced a
governmental | D card, which served as his introduction, and indicating Trask said, 'My good friend
and his team here are experts - or the closest thing we have to experts - in the recognition of
this, er, malady.' And he quickly added, 'Always assuning, that is, that your patients are indeed
carriers.'

Heari ng what he had said, Trask was appreciative. He didn't want his or his agents' nanes bandi ed
about in public. The anonymity of the Branch was everything, and if or when things broke (God
forbid) he didn't want to be quoted as any kind of source. So now he and his espers were sinmply
"experts'.

He turned to the doctor, who had introduced hinmself as Doctor Burton, offered his hand, and said,
'l take it that you and your staff - that is, Bleakstone's staff in general - have been fully
briefed in this matter? | don't want to sound overbearing or cone on |ike sonme kind of wtch-
finder, but if this is what we think it mght be, then | honestly can't put enough enphasis on the
potential dangers you're facing here.

Doctor Burton was tall, young and good-looking, with a wide forehead and intelligent blue eyes.
Now, as he took Trask's hand and shook it, his forehead winkled up and he said, 'W've been
briefed, yes. But | have to tell you, sir, that what we've been told sounds nore like the
mout hi ngs of sonme of our innates than the legitinmate-'

"-1 know!' Trask cut himshort. 'I know just exactly what you nean. And that is the greatest
danger of all: that you find it too incredi ble. Has anyone given it a nane?

"Not up front,' said the other. 'But we aren't sinpletons. The all eged synptons and mnet hod of
transm ssi on speak for thenselves. You do understand that I'ma doctor of psychiatry? Yes, | see
that you do. Well
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this isn't the first tinme |I've net up with vanpires - neither nmyself nor nmy coll eague here - but
on those occasions they cane to us looking for help. They weren't brought to our attention by .
wel I, by "experts".'

"And of course they were only sick people,' said Trask

"Sick in their heads, yes.' Doctor Burton nodded.

"And do | look sick in ny head? said Trask. 'Do ny people? Does the Mnister here?
"No, of course not, not at all!"’

" Then pl ease take ny word for it," Trask nodded, 'and treat these patients of yours with extreme
care - at least until we've found a way to clear them O not.

The second psychiatrist, small, thin, and fragile-Iooking, was on his feet now Introducing

hi nsel f as Jeffrey Porter and offering his chair to MIlie, he stood with his colleage at the back
of the group while Trask sat beside MIlie, with Chung and Goodly on their flanks. The Mnister
Responsi bl e hovered to one side. Keeping silent, he left the rest of it to his 'experts.'

Now it was MIlie' s turn, but Trask knew he didn't need to say so. Like a waft of sweet air she
was in his mnd, something he woul d never have noticed except that he had cone to recognize the
feel of her. But in the next nonent the sensation passed as she left himto go probing el sewhere
And:

"He's not thinking anything very nmuch,' she said. 'But what thoughts there are seema little
frightened, also angry . . . and . . . concentrated? | believe it's mainly anger and frustration.

But Trask wanted to know ' Concentrated as in forced, as in deliberate? Frustrated as in trapped?
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What do you reckon?

She gl anced at himout of the corner of her eye. 'You nean, is he trying to throw us off the
track? But if he doesn't know we're here | don't see how he can be. Anyway, doesn't that
presuppose a certain talent? She nmeant tel epathy.

Trask frowned. 'This early in his developrment . . . it seens unlikely.' He shook his head

The 'he' they were tal king about was a youth seated in one of two easy chairs in the roomon the
other side of the screen. The roomwasn't rmuch |arger than a cell and was sparsely furnished.

Bet ween the chairs stood a snall round table with an ashtray, a packet of Marlboro cigarettes and
a box of matches, plus a cake stand decked with cheese biscuits and a snall selection of hors

d' oeuvres, nmainly small sausages and cubes of cheese on miniature skewers. |In one corner a door
stood open, displaying a washbasin and toilet, while the actual door to the cell was closed and
fitted with a small barred wi ndow. Although the furniture
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wasn't screwed down or in any way secured, the w ndowl ess walls were padded

"The mirror nust be a dead give-away,' Trask nmurnmured to no one in particular. And Doctor Burton -
who was still trying to work out what Trask and MIlie's brief, very cryptic conversation had been
about - answered:

"It isn't a mrror but a pastoral scene. Very tranquil. As for the furnishings: they rather depend
upon whom we' re observing. And since there is no real evidence of aggression in these sleepers .

." He let it taper off, then added: 'Ch, and in order to conply with our briefing, the ashtray is
of silver and those hors d'oeuvres contain plenty of garlic.'

'CGood,' said Trask. '"But the lighting is artificial.'

"True,' said the other, 'but since the day is overcast . . . there was nothing we could do about
that. And anyway, we think it likely that this photophobia is a natural part of the awakening. No
one is partial to a bright light shining in his eyes the nonent he wakes up. It could well be a
synmptom of the real disease - | nean, in the event your suspicions are erroneous.'

Trask said nothing but thought, They don't believe.
And MIlie murnured, 'Wio can bl ame then?

The youth in the roomwas fidgeting a little, |looking this way and that. H s expression was
trapped, bew | dered, annoyed; angry, as MIlie had said. Maybe ei ghteen years of age, he was
dressed in casual, msmatched clothing and badly scuffed shoes. He was pinply and spi ke-haired,
with an unevenly cropped beard that gave him a goatish | ook.

"Where did we find hinf?' Trask wanted to know.

'He was one of these so-called "aggressive" beggars on one of London's nainline stations,' Doctor
Burton answered. 'W've had himfor three days now, but he's only recently awoken. He's been in
this observation roomfor about half an hour . . . which probably explains his fidgeting.'

‘'Has he eaten?' said Trask. Synchronicity, because even as he spoke the youth took up a skewer,
cl enched his uneven teeth on a sausage and a piece of cheese, and began chew ng.

Now Trask's agents | eaned forward, intent on watchi ng what would occur next . . . which was
not hi ng. The youth finished off the skewer and took up another

And Doctor Burton sighed heavily, saying, 'Ah, well. And so nuch for that theory!' It wasn't hard
to detect a heavy note of sarcasmin his voice.

H di ng his annoyance but al so sighing his relief, Trask said, 'How many sl eepers do you have
her e?’
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"Sixteen in all,' said the doctor. 'But so far only four of them have woken
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up.' And then, as the door with the barred wi ndow began to open: 'Here cones another right now W
desired to see how they would interact, so we chose two entirely different types or classes.
Perhaps this will be nore interesting. And we know for sure that this one is a snmoker. He's also a
| awyer, by the way, and he's been threatening | awsuits since the noment he woke up!’

10
MESSI NG W TH THE MECHANI SMVB

The | awer was as tall, pale, and al nbst as cadaverous as |lan Goodly. That was where any
simlarity ended. For while in the precog's eyes there was a warnmth belying his | ooks, in the
| awyer's eyes there was only a cold, malicious glint. And he, too, was angry.

Shown - or, rather, ushered -into the cell by two burly, white-clad interns who then | eft and

| ocked the door behind them he stanped his feet, brushed hinself down, then whirled and hanmered
on the door, shouting: 'Wo the hell do you people think you are? D you think you can get away
with this? Do | look as if |I'msuffering fromsome nmutant bug, some new strain of . . . of this
Asiatic Plague? | had ny bl oody shots the same as anyone el se!l Maybe they're what put ne down! So
do | have to sue the bloody National Health Service too? God damm!'’

H s pinstriped suit was crunpled, tie askew, shirt collar flapping | oose, and he hadn't yet
shaved. Three days' stubble made his chin | ook blue against the pallid parchnent of his hollow
cheeks. Now he whirled again, this tine to face the youth who sat there looking at him 'And who
are you?' he snapped.

"Don't you go takin' an attitude with ne, mate!' said that one. "It looks like we're in the same
boat. They said as how | m ght 'ave contacted some-bleedin' -thing. Meself, | dunno what they're on
about .

"That's "contracted",' said the |lawer, as he flung hinself into the enpty chair. 'And what theyre
on about - what they're up to - is holding us in isolation against our will. Certainly agai nst
mne! Here.' (He dug, in an inside jacket pocket to produce a card and passed it across the
table.) "If

130
you're in need of representation once we're out of this place, contact nme. By God, but these

bastards are going to nmake ne rich!'

"Well, | could certainly use sone o' that,' said the other, pocketing the card and reaching for a
third skewer.

Then the | awyer patted his side pockets, shook his head in disgust, and pointed to the cigarettes.
" Your s?'

"Naw,' said the youth. "El p yerself.

The lawyer it up, then reached over and drew the ashtray to his side of the table. H's contact
with the silver was only nonentary, because it didn't need to be any longer, but his expression
never wavered. He showed no sign of pain or revul sion whatsoever, except at being detained in this
pl ace. And:

file:/lIG|/rah/Brian%20Lumley/Brian%20Lumley%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20Avengers.txt (92 of 317) [2/13/2004 10:13:25 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Brian%20L umley/Brian%20L uml ey%20-%20E-Branch%203%20-%20A vengers.txt
"So much for that theory, too!' said Doctor Burton on the other side of the screen

"Wl ?'" Trask | ooked at MIlie, and beyond her at the precog where he stood, then turned and
| ooked at Chung. 'Is there anything? Do we have anything at all?'

They sai d nothing, |ooked undeci ded, which he took to be a negative. But then MIllie said, 'And
how about you? You're the one who can usually tell the difference between true or false. So are
they on the up-and-up, or what?

Trask shook his head and frowned worriedly. 'I'mstynmied," he said. 'Maybe it's because |I'm
| ooking too hard. O it could be that I"mrelieved it isn't obvious. But, in any case, this is
getting us nowhere and we've other things to do. So that's it, we're finished here.'

"Do you people always talk to each other in code? Doctor Burton inquired, as he showed them out
into the corridor where their driver was waiting.

"Er, we've worked together for many years,' Trask told him 'I'msorry if we appeared to be rude.

Not so much rude as weird as bell! thought Burton, who had seen sone weird ones in his tine. But
then MIlie turned to himwi th a curious expression on her face and said:

"And we're also sorry if we seened weird. People are always accusing us of that!'

The two doctors acconpanied themto the exercise yard. As the teamwas getting into the back of
the van Goodly paused, turned to Burton and said, 'Please renenber what you have been told. This
visit hasn't proved anything, that's true -but it hasn't disproved anything, either. You should
wat ch all of those sleepers very closely. And the |onger you detain them the nore closely you

shoul d watch them |f things are to develop at all, it may take sone tine.'
131
‘Can you say how long it will be?" said the other. 'I nean, before we can clear then? This

facility has its priorities, you understand. W do have other work to do.

And the M nister Responsible replied, 'OF course we understand. But, especially in a place like
this, you nust understand that public safety and the government's priorities come first. 1'Il et
you know as soon as |I'mable. Until then, nothing has changed.

"As you will," said Burton, alittle sourly .

On the way back to the chopper, Trask turned to the precog and asked, 'Wre you having second
t hought s back there?

"l was having thoughts, certainly,' said Goodly.
"Which is nore than | can say for nyself,' said Mllie.

"And | got a kind of -- I don't know - nental fuzziness? said Chung. 'But nothing specific.
Not hing I could put a finger on.'

"But it didn't feel right, right? said Trask.

Al three of themcould only shrug and | ook bl ank, and the M nister Responsible said, '|I do hope |
haven't nmade a terrible mstake . . . or rather, | do!’

And Trask said, 'But best to err on the side of prudence.' And still unwilling to let it go, he
vent on: 'Well, it didn't feel right to me. Not at all!' And, turning again to |lan Goodly, 'Wat

do you nean, you were having thoughts?

"I mean | was wondering about sonething,' said the precog. 'W know what effect the vanpire's bite
has, al so what happens to a victimwho is totally drained of his blood, and even what occurs with
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the introduction of a leech into the human system All such things are well docunented. But where
spores are concerned . . . we know so very little.

'"Go on,' said Trask.

"When | was a boy,' Goodly went on, 'ny uncle had a farmin Yorkshire. In the woods nearby was a

| arge pond where the | ower branches of the trees trailed in the water. | renmenber watchi ng noorhen
chi cks hatching out in their nest. The first thing they do, these little fellows, after they've
broken free of the egg-shells-'

'--They junp in the water and swm"' said Trask. 'I think I know what you're getting at.'

"So do I,' said MIlie. 'The devious nature of the vanpire. Is it inherited? Is it instinctive in
them fromthe very beginning? Do they "know' to protect thenselves w thout knowi ng why? And is
that what happens to these sleepers while they' re unconsci ous? Do they becone aware, if only
partly?

"But that lad ate garlic!' said the Mnister
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' Maybe the changeover isn't conplete yet,' said Trask
"And the | awyer touched silver.'

"But briefly,' said Trask. Then, sighing, he sat back. 'The sinple fact is,' he said, 'that we
don't know. But one thing is for sure: we do know we can't take any chances. Just as soon as you

get the opportunity, | think you should call Burton and his coll eague and nmake your point a | ot
more strongly. For example, | didn't like the way those two interns just thrust that |awer chap
into the observation room That was contact . . . and it was very close contact. | certainly hope

the boffins at Porton Down are being a bit nore careful .’
"So do I, the Mnister nodded.

And the precog said, 'One other thing. |I'msinply hazarding a guess, of course, but that sensation
of pain that | was feeling . '

"What about it?' said Trask

Well,' said the other, 'considering the sort of place that Bl eakstone is, and also the volatile
nature of its nore regular inmates, if anything ever did break |oose in there-'

'-The result would be a whole world of pain for sonmeone,' said Trask, very quietly. 'Yes, | see
what you nean . '

In the observation cell in Bleakstone, the |lawer was quieter now. He stood up, took three paces
to the large picture on the wall, pressed hard with his fingertips against the glass that covered
it, and said, 'Hmm bulletproof! And it's not sinply a picture. It's very odd, but do you know
sensed them there watching us? They seemto have gone now. '

"I know,' said the pinply youth. 'I knew they were there, too, but | don't know how | knew.'

"Sonething is telling me that we should watch ourselves,' said the lawer, returning to his chair.
"W nust watch what we do and say, or we could find ourselves in big trouble.'

"But if we play it cool,' said the other, 'sooner or later they'll have to |l et us out.

The | awyer nodded, then cocked his head on one side in an attitude of |istening, and said, 'Ah!
Those doctors are com ng back. So let's be patient until we find out what's happened to us and
what's going on here . . . until we know why those others were . . . what, frightened of us?

"Suits ne,' said the youth. And, as the |lawer reached for the hors d' oeuvres, 'Don't! They're not
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not right for us.'

Real | y?' said the |lawer, as he paused and picked up the cigarettes instead. This tine he left the
ashtray alone. There was a burning in his thunb and forefinger, and there was sonething about the
ashtray that he
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didn't like. But now they had to stop talking, for the doctors were back in the room beyond the
pastoral picture.

Then, when the youth stood up, the | awyer asked him 'Just where do you think you're going?
"That's between ne and Ma Nature,' said the youth, closing the toilet door behind him

And all unseen, as quietly as possible while shuddering in every fibre, he enptied his seething,
burni ng stomach into the toilet bow

Back at E-Branch HQ in the afternoon, Trask called Liz Merrick into his office and told her to
cl ose the door and sit down.

And wit hout pause: 'How are you getting on with Jake?' he asked her

"As well as can be expected,' she answered, just a little stiffly. 'And he hasn't been | ooking at
all sleepy, if that's what you're asking.'

"No,"' said Trask, 'and neither has MIlie, thank CGod!'

"But if you're worried about them' Liz said, pointedly, 'then surely you should be even nore
worried about ne. | was with Vavara and her women for quite a while, and for part of that time |
was unconsci ous.'

"Yes, and |'ve been with you nost of the tine since then,' said Trask, 'and | do trust ny own five
senses - not to mention my sixth. You're okay, Liz, I'msure of that. But surely you nust
under stand mny concerns about Jake? And |I'm not just tal king about Szwart's vanpire spores.'

"But we've been over this before,' said Liz, 'and Jake's ready to take whatever tests you' ve set
up for him He's nore than ready - he's eager!’

"That's not the whole thing,' said Trask. 'Look, | don't want to get personal, but . . . | nean, |
don't quite know how to put this.'

"You don't have to put it,' she answered. 'You've already put it. You ve been trying not to, but
you' ve been thinking it ever since | walked in here. No, we haven't slept together . . . not yet.
But don't think | don't want to!'

Trask relaxed a little, and said, 'Liz, I'msorry. But you know we're into this too deep now to
|l et personal feelings get in the way. It's just too inportant. And believe ne, there are no words
to express howrelieved | amthat you've had the good sense to-'

'--CGood sense nothing!' she said, hotly. 'l want himnore than | ever wanted anything.' And now
she was flushed and there was the silvery gleamof tears in her eyes. 'Jake's the one who is
hol di ng back. He is the one who's got all the "common sense", the guts, fortitude, and bl oody
pride! Ch, Jake wants me - and goodness knows he could have ne -but not while Korath's there. Not
whi |l e that damed, godawful, leering vanpire Thing is there, sharing his mind with him That, in
the main, is
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what's hol di ng hi m back: the fact that he won't share nme! And it's why we have to see that he gets
ridof it.'

"But only one of the reasons,' said Trask

"For nme, right now, it's the only reason | need,' said Liz. "Yes, | love himdearly. And just as
you love MIlie - just as you have MIlie - so | want Jake.'

And suddenly Trask felt guilty. Here he was warning Liz off Jake, but he'd spent last night with
MIlie. And Liz was right: the danger was the sanme on both sides.

St andi ng up, he noved round his desk, took her in his arns, and as she sobbed a little said, '"It's
all a matter of priorities, isn't it, sweetheart? Maybe ny priorities have been wong and |'ve put
my head before ny heart, but | thought ny reasons were good ones.'

"Ch, they were, they were!' she said into his shoul der

" And naybe |'ve been selfish, too,' Trask went on, gruffly. 'l just didn't want to adnit - not
even to nyself - that MIlie night be . . . that she could be in trouble, too.'

Liz drew away to armis length, and said, 'Wat's next, Ben? | don't want to search your mind for
it. I"'mfrightened what | might find in there. So just tell ne: what are we going to do?

"To hell with the tests!' he told her then. 'They can wait. | don't think they would prove

anyt hing, anyway. | saw that this norning. So this tine let's get the priorities right. W have a
job to do, and | need ny agents on it in full force, which includes MIlie and Jake. But an idea
has been growing in nme. It's a kind of . . . a kind of prayer |'ve been saying to nyself, over and
over again, ever since those damed Things cane through the Gate from Starside: if only Harry
Keogh were here. Ch God, how | wish the original, the real Harry was here!

"But he isn't,' said Liz.

"No, but he could be,' said Trask. 'Sonmething of himcould be, through Jake Cutter.'
Liz's jaw fell open a little. 'Jake's been in contact with himonce or tw ce, but-'
"-But he couldn't handle him' said Trask, 'didn't understand him let himgo.'

And now her eyes opened w de. 'You think we can sonehow get Harry back, enlist his aid?

"W can try,' said Trask, excited now 'Indeed, we have to try. And you know, Liz, we've done sone
very marvel |l ous things, here in E-Branch.'

He rel eased her, pushed her towards the door. 'Now get out there and whistle ne up sone agents.
Chung, Goodly, and MIlie. And Jake,

135

of course. See to it they're all together in the same place-' he glanced at his watch, '-in

fifteen mnutes' tine.'
"In the sane place?' she repeated him 'But where?
“In Harry's Room' Trask told her. 'Were else . . . ?

"W're only missing Zek,' Trask said, when the specified agents had convened in Harry's Room
Those few words - in addition to the location, which in E-Branch was the holy of holies - served
imedi ately to quell any specul ati on anong those gathered there. Except for Jake Cutter, everyone
present now knew nore or |ess why he or she - why they as a group were here.

"W're mssing Zek and Nathan,' lan Goodly corrected Trask. 'They were powers, those two, and
especially without Nathan our task will be that rmuch harder. But we can make up for them- in
nunbers, at least with Liz and MIlie. So whatever it is you have in mnd, Ben, and since this
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time we're not attenpting to nove a world, it strikes ne we have a good team'

Jake Cutter was nystified. "Er, don't | fit into this sonewhere?" he said. 'l nean, what's going
on?'

"Jake, there are sone things we need to know,' Trask told him 'questions we have to ask. But the
real expert - the only one who might be able to answer our questions with any kind of genuine
authority - is no longer available, no longer with us. W do know, though, that Harry Keogh was
irresistibly drawn to you, that he found an affinity with you and your m nd. W know that for
sure, because of what you' ve experienced, what you' ve becone.'

"A Necroscope?' said Jake, with precisely the kind of naivety that conjured pictures of the young
Harry Keogh hinsel f.

' The Necroscope,' Trask answered him 'The only Necroscope, on this planet, anyway. So, you want
to know where you fit into this? You' re the focus, the magnet, and this roomis the genius |oci
O maybe you're that, too. | don't know.'

Uncertainly, Jake glanced fromface to face, finally found Liz's and paused there. She nodded
eagerly and said, 'It could clear a |lot of cloudy water, Jake, and tell us a lot of things we
badly need to know. That is, if we can help you to find the original Necroscope, or himto find
you . '

And now he got it. 'So this is - what? Sonme kind of experinment - part of those tests we talked
about ?'

"In a way,' said Trask. '| suppose you could say that, yes. But that's not all it is. We want to
know about vanpire spores - wthout finding out the hard way! Since Harry was converted by spores,
who better to ask? We'd |ike to know what's happeni ng i n Sunsi de/ St arsi de, where Nat han
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and other friends of ours are fighting the selfsanme battle against vanpires. Also, we're
interested in Harry hinself: where is his principal focus now, and if you're his |legacy to us,
does he intend to carry on his work through you, and how? And | ast but not least, we'd really like
to ask his advice about your unwanted tenant. For you see, Jake, we believe that Harry was once in
the sane fix - that he was possessed by the spirit of Faethor Ferenczy -and so might be able to
suggest a way to get rid of this Korath creature.

(At which a night-dark sonething inmediately surfaced fromthe depths of Jake's mind and
gurglingly inquired, Oh, really? Does this fool really think so? Hah!) But Jake was accustomed to
it; he ignored it, nodded his partial understandi ng of what Trask had told him and asked, 'So how
will we go about it? Do you intend to play gadgets and ghosts again, where Harry's the ghost and
I'mthe gadget?

"There is no other way,' Trask answered. 'You're our only connection with Harry - you and this
room which was once his. Can you snell the nusty air in this room Jake? Harry breathed it. So if
there was ever a place where his essence lingers on, this is it. Wen he first discovered you he
brought you here - not once but twice. It's |like a nexus, binding whatever's left of himto our
world. Genius loci, like |I said.'

"His spirit of place,' said Jake.

"And yours, now,' said Trask. "As to how we'll go about it: this isn't the first time we've done
this sort of thing. As lan hinted a nonent ago, the last time was on Starside. Then we had Zek's
and Nat han's hel p, and wi thout Nathan we couldn't have done it at all. W noved a world, Jake,

turning it on its axis until the sun shone on Starside! The end of vanpiric life, throughout al
the Vanpire Wrld. So we thought - huh! But this time we're not |ooking to nove anything, mnerely
to attract something. It's like recovering a lost file in a conputer. W are the disks, so to
speak, and al so the power source, and Harry-
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"-Is the lost know edge,' said Jake. 'And I'mthe nonitor screen. But can it damage nme? | nean
what if it blows ny chip? Wat if ny nmind overl oads or sonething?'

"In our experience,' said Trask, 'the nind of a Necroscope, of the Necroscope, is a hard thing to
overload. Wthout wanting to put you down, | have to tell you that you don't know half of what
Harry knew, or Nathan . . . and they didn't know half of what The Dwell er knew! You're young; your
brain can accept a lot of knowl edge yet. So | don't believe there's any danger in it for you

I ndeed, it could well be your opportunity to grow, to learn the rest of it. But | can't nake you
do it. The decision is yours.'
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‘"Let ne think about it,' said Jake. Just give ne five minutes to think it over - or rather, to
talk it over.

"Wth Korath?' said Liz, reading it in Jake's mnd. 'Surely you know he'll try to talk you out of
it?'" She was anxi ous now.

"Yes, and | fully expect himto,' Jake answered. 'But often as not Korath's word ganes and
argunents supply as nuch infornmation as they conceal. They let ne learn things. For exanple, if he
wants ne to do sonething, then it's invariably to his advantage. And if he doesn't it's usually to
nmne. | only need a few minutes.' And:

"CGo right ahead,' said Trask. 'We'll give you sone privacy, and when you're ready you can call us
back in.'" He indicated to the rest of the teamthat they should | eave, was last to go and cl osed
t he door behind him

Then Jake pulled a wheeled chair out fromunder an ancient-|ooking computer console, sat down in
it, and | ooked around the room He | ooked around Harry's Room and wondered why it | ooked and felt
so famliar. For what was it after all but a small and outdated hotel roon? Ch, it had been fitted
out with a conputer console, but that had been a long time ago, in Harry's tine.

Genius loci? Wll, naybe. On those previous occasions when he'd been in here, he hadn't really had
the tine to think about it. But now, on his own, with nothing pressing

Not hi ng pressing? said Korath, apparently or ostensibly astoni shed. These friends' of yours
want to call up sonme freak out of space and tine, some ghost who has already tried to take over
your mind nore than once, and you don't feel any pressure? Wat, are you insane? You' d swap ne for
hi n? But why should you, when |I'm nothing nore than what Trask called me - an unwanted tenant?

That's all | am Jake - a tenant to whomyou' ve et a room for which you' re now sorry while |I'm
very grateful. But as for this Harry: how do you know he doesn't want the whol e house? Oh, and by
the way, | beard what you said about nme. About ny word games and argunents. But of course they're

to ny advantage! Naturally they are! Isn't that the very nature of argunents?

Jake shook his head and chuckl ed, however wyly. He couldn't help it. And: 'You know sonet hi ng,
Korath?' he said. 'If Malinari and those others hadn't ramred you into that pipe -if you had
sonmehow nmanaged to die a "natural" death - do you know how you woul d have ended up? You're so
twi sted, they would have had to screw you into the ground!'

Ab, a joke! said Korath. Wil e considering my expul sion
" Your exorcism' Jake corrected him

-You find roomfor crude jests! Be warned, Jake: whatever else you do, don't nmke an eneny of ne.
And renenber this: that whatever Trask says about the hunman nind' s capacity, its nechanisns are
delicate things. The mansion of your mnd is furnished, and | amin here with all your treasures!
Suppose | should, er, stunble and
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bring sonetbi ng crasbing down? Ah! Who can say what damage such an 'accident' would inflict upon
you?

"Treasures?' said Jake, a little warily.

Menori esss, Korath hissed. Habitsss, instinctsss - and what of enptionsss? For exanple: can buman
| ove becone lust? Ah, but the dividing line is narrower than you tbhink. Far narrower than the
centuries separating you from barbarous ancestors. So then, what if | were to pick the lock on the
primal you,' the avatar that lies buried in your genes, to Ilet himloose?

" You' ve been readi ng over ny shoul der again,' said Jake.

But so illum nating! said Korath. So fascinating, and oh so revealing of your current penchant.
Al those great heavy books on psychol ogy- -

"--Were required reading,' said Jake. 'If | were carrying a tapeworml|'d need treatnment, nedicine,
a physical solution. But in your case since you' re a mndworm- the answer has to be netaphysi cal
some kind of exorcism yes. But | wasn't about to |l et anyone else ness with ny nmnd before first
reading up on it nyself. And it was useful. | learned quite a bit.'

And | have been | earning about you, said Korath darkly. But then, as if afraid of divulging too
much, he quickly continued, As for the books: the reason for nmy interest is sinply stated. Since
you sought an answer to ne, | nust seek an answer to the answer! (And 'despairingly'): But see how
low |l amfallen! How are tbings come to this, that | am now considered a nere parasite

"But you al ways were,' said Jake. 'You and every other vanpire who ever existed. So stop playing
with words and listen to me. Do you know why |I'mbothering to talk to you at all?'

To tornent nme? To gl oat over me, perbaps for the last tine, before these nmentalist friends of
yours attenpt ny renoval ? Ah, but what if they fail? Wat then of our relationship, our

"partnership'. Jake? Do you think I'Il ever trust you again?

"About as nuch as | trust you,' said Jake. 'But in any case you're wong. |I'mnot gloating, not
yet. For | know well enough that you won't be a pushover. But on the other hand, if they do
succeed in banishing you back to that black sunp where Malinari left you . . . well, | just want

you to know that | won't let you rot there. That's why I'mtalking to you.

Hah! said Korath. Another joke,' for | bane already rotted there!

"I nmeant,' said Jake, 'that |'mnot about to let your bones lie there in the dark. | woul dn't
sentence anyone - not even a rabid dog - to an eternity of night. And despite that you're a

| oat hsone parasitic Thing, you have saved ny neck several tines over. For that . . . well, | owe
you a decent grave at least. And I'Il see that you get one. You can take that as a prom se.’

And after a nonent's silence: Your vow? said Korath wonderingly, yet with something in his voice
that hinted that Jake's offer hadn't been totally unexpected.
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"My vow, yes,' Jake gave a deadspeak nod - and frowned. For he was just as surprised at hinmself as

Korat h shoul d have been.

What ? said Korath, trying not to gurgle his pleasure, which by all rights should have been his
astoni shment. Are you really offering to take nmy bones out of there? But why? And what's in it for
you?

"As to why,' Jake shook his head. 'I'mnot at all sure. You can put it down to ny ridicul ous,
probably ill-founded sense of fairness, | suppose. Fair play, Korath: a human folly, yes. But if |
"befriend" you - if |I show you nercy - naybe the teem ng dead will give you sone | eeway, too. Who

can say, in time they mght even review your case. Maybe they won't exclude you.'

Ah! said Korath. And now I think | understand! For you have known the misery of exclusion, too -
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t hough never to the extent that | knew it before you discovered ne in nmy sunp. |ndeed, the G eat
Maj ority are wary of you still.

' Thanks to you,' said Jake. 'But conpassion goes a long way with the dead. If | can show a grain
of mercy even for a creature as terrible as yourself-'

Then they will think well of you, said Korath. Yes, | see.

"Do you see?'" said Jake with a frown. For now, suddenly it seemed to himthat Korath was supplying
logic for feelings and enptions that he hinself didn't understand.

Oh, yes. | see . . . several things, said the other, his deadspeak voi ce hardeni ng agai n. But
mainly | see a clever ploy to quell my fighting spirit, making it easier for your friends or this
Harry Keogh to cast ne out. Hah! For if a nan believes in heaven, he will die that rmuch easier

Al as, Jake, but the Wanphyri, their lieutenants and tbralls, have no such faith. Even if there
were a heaven, there'd be no roomin it for them No, you shall do your worst, |I'msure. And
shall resist you with all ny strength, no matter what you pronise

"l expected nothing less,' said Jake with a shrug. 'But if they do find a way to kick you out,
1"l keep my word anyway.'

As you will, said Korath. But if they should fail - which they will - do not expect |eniency on ny
part. For I amwhat | am and above all el se tenacious.

"Then that's it,' said Jake. 'Conversation over. |'mout of here. And with a bit of luck so wll
you be, and very shortly.'

Let the battle comence, said Korath, with no quarter asked and none given. | fight for ny
exi stence, wth whatever weapons are to band!

"As you will,' said Jake, equally resol ute.
But . . . I nean . . . in the event of ny failure - which isn't going to happen but if they
actually do find a way to cast me out . . . ? (An uncertain quaver in the dead vanpire's voice

now, as even in these final nonents he sought to find an advantage.)

Jake gave a sad shake of his head and, before he opened the door to
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call Trask and the rest of the team back into the room sighed and said, 'No need to concern
yoursel f, Korath. Speaking for nyself - if only for nyself - a promise is a promise.'

"How did it go?" said Liz.

"Mich as | expected,' Jake answered. 'He doesn't want it to happen. But on the other hand, | don't
think he's too afraid of it, either. Even if you get Harry back here - if you can manage to invoke
him - Korath doesn't think he'll be any real problem If he did, I'msure he would have argued a

hell of a lot harder. But no, while he's not about to take any chances, Korath really doesn't
believe Harry can expel him Frankly, neither do 1. For the fact is that Harry Keogh is |l ess than
Korath. Ch, he was a power in his own tine, yes, but now he's scattered, diffused, thinned out.
Whi |l e Korath, however incorporeal, is real and enbedded in ny nind. | should know. | invited him
in, after all.’

"Of your own free will,' Liz nodded. 'In order to save ne.'
Wi chever.' Jake shrugged. 'But he's in there.'

"And you did, er, talk to hin?'" said Trask, who for all his time as the Head of Branch, and
despite all the evidence of his 'six' senses, still found the concept of the Necroscope fantastic,
so that he had to force hinself to accept it.
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"Yes, | did,' said Jake. 'And | went easy on him made hima pronise. | told himwhichever way it
went, that when | get an opportunity I'll shift his bones out of that sunp and give them a decent
burial .’

"You were trying to bargain with hin?' said lan Goodly.

"No,' said Jake, 'but he has ny word on it anyway. The way | see him- the way | remenber hi m when

Harry first introduced us - is as a frightened creature trapped in a night-dark place for ever
Soul | ess but sentient, and totally lost and alone. The Great Majority won't have anything to do
with him his thoughts go unheard; madness brings no relief. |I can't inagine any worse torture,
and it's never-ending. So, |I'mgoing to bury his bones where | can go and talk to hi mnow and

t hen.'’

"l don't understand,' said Trask. 'This creature is ruining your life; he has to be the ultimate
voyeur; there's no privacy with himin there, no thought you can think that he won't eavesdrop. As
long as he's around you can't ever have a life of your own!’

"I wouldn't have a life of nmy own, but for him' said Jake. 'And not just me.' He |ooked at Trask
and the others pointedly.

Trask shook his head in disbelief. 'Man, you're even beginning to sound like him Can't you see
what a word gane this is? It's a circular argunment, Jake. You feel you owe hi mbecause he saved
our lives? But
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it was Korath who put our lives at risk in the first place, when he nmessed with your nunbers!’
"Maybe, but | still think he can teach nme things.' Jake was as stubborn as ever
And MIlie cane in with, '"Are you saying you don't want rid of himafter all?

"Of course | want rid of him' said Jake, while yet wondering if that were really so. But then he
| ooked at Liz and said, 'Dammed right | do! But I want himwhere |I can access him In a place
where | can still talk to him- but on ny terns. You see, of all the Geat Myjority, he is one of
only a very small handful who'll have anything to do with me. | nean, what's the good of deadspeak
if I can't use it?

At which Trask relaxed a little, sighed his relief and said, 'You know, Jake, you really had ne
going there? In fact | think you had all of us going!'

But as Trask spoke, suddenly Jake noticed the selfsane |look on all their faces: a worried | ook
fading now, that said for a noment there they hadn't known what they were dealing with. And he
coul d understand that well enough, for he'd just this nonent realized that neither had be known
what he was dealing wth!

Feel i ng weak and col d, Jake reached for the chair to steady hinself. "I . . . I"mnot nyself,' he
said, as he sat down with a bunp. 'Not at all nyself.' And he absolutely neant it.

Li z was there beside himat once, her hand on his shoulder. 'Wat is it, Jake?" she said, trying
to probe him H's shields i mediately went up; turning aside her telepathy. And MIllie's, too. For
all five of themwere focusing upon himnow. the precog's weird talent, attenpting to scan his
future, Chung like a | odestone, and Ben Trask doing his best to read the "truth' of it, whatever
it was. But none of themgetting through, because his shields were that good. And the only trouble
with that was that Jake hadn't raised them

"It was sonmething he said to ne,' he choked the words out, his face withing.
Korath?' Liz gripped his shoulder harder still. 'What did that bastard say to you?

"He hinted he could nmess with ny mnd,' Jake answered. 'And that could be why he's been keeping so
much to hinself recently. He's been practising. And now, | think he's actually doing it!'
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"Messing with your mnd? Trask snapped. ' How?'

"He called my mind a furni shed mansion,' Jake grow ed, 'and said he's inside with all ny
treasures: ny nenories, habits and instincts. He wanted ne to consi der what woul d happen if he had
an "accident” that brought

142
sonet hi ng crashing down, and he wondered what the result would be if he released ny prinal avatar

the basic, instinctive, animal neeee!

Jake's lips had drawn back fromhis teeth in an utterly uncharacteristic snarl. daring his hatred
at his - his what? Hs tornentors? - he thrust Liz anay fromhim came surging to his feet.

Whi ch was when Trask haul ed off and hit him and the |ights went out

11
CALLI NG HARRY KEOGH

On coming to, Jake found hinself bound to the chair with conputer cable. And with his jaw stil
aching from Trask's knockout blow, and |ikewi se his head where it had slanmed into the wall, the
| ast thing he needed was Korath's deadspeak voice hanmering away at the back of his mnd:

Didn't | warn you? Wat, friends' of yours, these people? The very first tine you act as your own
man - attenpt to regain sonething of your independence - and what happens? This Trask, who
everyone holds in such high regard, strikes like the treacherous dog he is! After all you have
done for them. . . no, after all we have done for them to knock you unconsci ous and tie you
down? And now perhaps you'll stop this ridiculous charade, cone to your senses and begin to fight
back. And |I shall be with you all the way .

But fully in the picture now, Jake brushed Korath aside and | ooked up groggily at the people
surrounding him Three of themwore wary, watchful expressions; one other (Liz) was very obviously
concerned - she was dabbing at Jake's lip where he'd bit it when he was hit - while the last, Ben
Trask, | ooked as mean as Jake had ever seen him And:

"For an old man,' Jake munmblingly told the latter, 'you hit pretty damed hardy

" Consi der yourself lucky,' Trask grow ed. 'After what | saw just five mnutes ago, it's a wonder |
didn't shoot you dead!’

"But you didn't, because you recognized the "truth" of it,' said Jake.

"Barely in tine,' Trask nodded, 'before you got conpletely out of control. It was what you said,
about your primal avatar, the basic, animl you. Al so what you said about not being yourself. |
didn't see the truth of
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"you" because your shields were up, but | could still read the truth of your spoken words. Damm'
right you weren't yourself! That was him pulling your strings.
"He's done it,' said Jake. 'Found a way to get at nmy "nechani snms", knows whi ch buttons to press.'

"Whi ch neans that fromnow on,' Liz said, 'you' re going to have to keep a very tight grip on
yoursel f. If anything doesn't feel right - doesn't feel like you - that'll be him and you'll have
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to fight it all the way.

"It means a lot nore than that,' Trask grow ed. 'Unless we can shift this bloody thing or find a
way to block it, Jake is going to be useless to us, and to hinself. In fact he won't be hinself!
There's no way we're going to work with someone who's likely to turn on us at any nonent, nost
probably at a crucial tine. Also, it strikes me that this tine - this first time - Korath wasn't
in conplete control, that he was clunmsy. | don't know, maybe he was desperate and pushed too hard
on the pedals. But if he's only just |earned howto drive, and if that was the result, how soon
before he nenorizes the owner's nanual and gets it down pat?

" The one thing he's not short of is menory,' said Jake. "He got it from Malinari whose talent is
eidetic. That's how Korath renenbers the Mobius equations, those nunmbers which | guarantee woul d

baffle any of you. If Harry Keogh hadn't passed on, well, whatever it was to ne, they'd baffle neg,
too.'

"Which in turn neans that what we're attenpting here has to be now or never,' said Trask. "It
seenms to ne we've caught this just in tine, before it's had a chance to really take hold. But on
the other hand, if we should fail . . .' He |ooked at Jake, and his expression was bl eak

And Jake said, 'I'll spend the rest of my life in a cell?

"Try in a straitjacket,' said Trask. 'And strapped down to a bed!’
"What ?' Jake's jaw fell open

"Figure it out for yourself,' said Trask. 'A mind under the control of a vampire - a mnd like
yours, capable of doing the things only you can do - running conpletely anok? Not a hope in hell
Jake. Madness and the Mbius Continuumjust don't mix. If you got |oose we could never take you
again. And we coul d never know what you'd do next, or who you'd be doing it for.'

You see? You see? | was right! Korath how ed, but only Jake could hear him Are you blind? Can't
you see | was only protecting you? You nust not |et them dabble, Jake. You can't let themfoo

with your mind. |'menbedded now el ded witb your inner being - apart of your very identity. If
they attenpt to rip ne | oose, who knows what el se mght go with ne? Have you forgotten what you
sai d about prefrontal |obotony? Mghtn't this work out the same? And if so, will you ever again be
your sel f?
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"Ch . . . why don't you . . . shut the fuck up!' Jake groaned, then shook his head wildly, bared
his teeth, and began to rock to and fro in his chair.

"It's Korath again!' Liz gasped, going to her knees beside Jake. 'It's him | don't know what he's
saying or trying to do, but | can feel himthere raw and ugly, like a running sore -festering in

Jake's m nd!

"Are Jake's shields down?' Trask yelled, as the precog and the | ocator grabbed Jake's arns,
hol ding himstill. And:

"Yes!' Al four of his espers answered as one person

"He's fighting with Korath,' said Liz. "A nental struggle, as if with hinself. He's fighting to
keep his shields down, so that when we find Harry he can let himin.'

"But apart fromthat it's a conplete and utter shanbles in there,' MIlie said, falling back and
| eani ng against the wall. '"H s thoughts are spinning - like a wall of whirling nunbers - a
mat hemati cal cry for help.

"But his aura is awesone!' said Chung. 'He's a giant dynano running wld.

"And his future - his imediate future is - Ahhh!' The precog staggered. Cutching at Trask with
one hand, he held on to Jake's armwith the other. But the hand and armthat held Jake were
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vibrating as if froman electric shock
"What do you see?' Trask barked.
'l see. . . | see. . . | see Harry!' said the precog.
And suddenly Jake was still, and everyone in the roomknew instinctively what he or she nust do.

Jake's chair stood central. The E-Branch teamclosed in on it, joined hands and nade a circle
around it. And as on several previous occasions they acted as a body - or rather as a mind, one
mind - willing it to happen

Chung was the locating force; his probe went out, searching for a once well-known, never-to-be-
forgotten psychic signature. Trask clung to the truth of things - willing that it cone true -and
sought to dispel all lies and evil. MIlie and Liz |inked mnds as well as hands, and followed the
| ocator's probe where it washed out fromhimon its nission of discovery. And Goodly held them
together, carried themall forward, second by second, into the ever-devious future.

Jake's eyes were wild, wide, bulging; his teeth were clenched in straining jaws; sweat dripped
fromhis chin. 'The bastard is . . . he's fighting ne," he groaned. 'But he isn't . . . he isn't
going to win!'

And in his mnd: No! - Ah, no! - Nooooooo! Korath how ed his denial, then fell abruptly silent.
For somet hi ng had conme. Sonething was here.
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Jake's eyes closed; every straining nuscle went slack; his head fell forward onto his chest

The light in the roomdi nmed. The tenperature fell. In the space of mere seconds the room was
cold. But it was nmore a psychic than a physical chill. And Jake . . . was no longer Jake. O
rather, his outline in the chair seenmed to have taken on a different shape.

"Harry!' Chung breathed, where he al nost hung between Trask and MIlie. 'H s signature was faint
but unni stakabl e. He cane speeding from- oh, fromfar away - and | can't say if it was space or
time or both. O neither. | nean, he was here, and yet he wasn't, isn't. | nean . . . | don't know
what | nean!

"From space and tine,' said the precog, |ooking as gaunt as ever in the sudden gl oom 'Froma
di fferent space, perhaps, and a time between. But on the other hand he has al ways been here.’

This was his place,' said Trask, in an hoarse aside to Liz on his left, she being the only one
present who had never actually known the original Necroscope. 'And | knew that if we were to find
himit would have to be in here.'

"But how can we be sure it's hin?' said Liz, her voice shivery in the eerie hush of the place.
"What if it's Korath naking fools of us all?

"I can be sure it's him' said Chung.

"And me,' said Trask. "Now tell me, Liz, MIlie: is Jake in there or not?" He was asking themto
probe the apparition tel epathically.

The 'apparition. 'That was the only way to describe it. On the one hand it was Jake, tied to a
chair. But he was scarcely solid; his outline shimmered, lit fromwthin by the only real light in
the room And superinposed in Jake - seenming to drift or hover within and around his sl unped
figure the neon-blue foxfire outlines of a boy were plainly visible, his young features picked out
inthe glow fromwi thin. He was a three-di mensi onal transparency, a hologram a faint but
otherwi se perfect conputer image in outline. Consisting of nyriad |um nous traceries, he was |ike
an electric. etching on glass or water, all of himdrifting within and wi thout the host body. So
that now Jake really was the gadget, for the nonent at |east inhabited by a ghost.
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Tentatively, Liz and MIlie had attenpted tel epathic contact. But their first instinctive thought
had been sinmply, Wwo? Even knowi ng who, still they had asked the first question that entered their
stunned m nds.

The boy's face - he would be maybe el even or twelve years ol d had been contenplative, lost in sone
reverie. It was as if he'd been daydreaning, as if he hadn't known he was here at all, or barely,
until they'd 'spoken' to him But now his eyes blinked behind his plain prescription spectacles,
focused and gazed translucently out of
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hi s hol ogram at the people surrounding him Even so, it would have been difficult to say whether
he saw them or not, until he said:

"No need for that. just use your natural nedium of speech. Now that |I'mhere, |I'Il hear you
anyway, even as you hear ne.' He said it, and they heard it - all five of themheard it - as clear
as crystal. But his lips hadn't noved at all! Tel epathy, but so advanced it left themall agog,
awed in the presence of a boy - this 'mere boy' - who spoke with a child's sweet voice, a man's
authority, and a superman's skill in all five of their minds simnultaneously. And:

"Harry?' said Trask, sure yet unsure.

The young boy's face turned toward him frowned for just a nonment and concentrated its near-
imaterial gaze, then smled its recognition and said, 'But surely, Ben, you of all people know
that | am or was, or that | will be." Then he turned his face again - turned his whol e body, yet
wit hout noving a lumnous linb or twitching an imuaterial nuscle - to | ook at the |ocator

"David Chung,' he said, nore certainly now 'You sent your probe to guide ne hone.'

'Home?' said the locator, still astounded by what he'd achi eved, knowi ng that while it was a team
effort, his talent had been their mainstay, their carrier wave. 'Your honme?

"Home to you, this now, this place,' said Harry. 'Only one of many homes.' Then, sensing a query,
he turned to MIlie and smled. 'l remenber you well,' he said. 'You were always sorry for ne, and
I for you. W were both | ooking for sonething that couldn't be found.' (And Trask coul d swear that
just for a nonent the apparition's eyes gl anced si deways at him)

"But . . . how could you expect us to recogni ze you?' MIlie asked him wonderingly. 'The Harry we
knew was ol der.'

Harry | ooked down at hinmself - at his scruffy, threadbare, ill-fitting, second-hand school jacket -
and seened puzzled by what she'd said. O perhaps by what he saw. He fingered a shirt where the
top button was missing and tugged gently on a frayed, tightly knotted tie bearing a faded schoo
crest.

"The Harry you knew?' he nurnured, frowned again and asked of no one: "Was | older . . . ?' But
then the outlines of his enpty eyes narrowed i n dawni ng understandi ng, and: 'Ah yes!' he said. 'O
course! It's just that being as | am or not being, it gets confusing. And different tines and

places, | mx themup. There are so very nany times and places, MIlie. The nyriad Universes of
Light are full of them And I . . . well, | have to be here and there. But rarely all here, and
never all there. So tell me now. . . is this better?
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His last three words were 'spoken' in an entirely different and far nore mature voi ce, but one
strictly in keeping with the netanorphosis that was taking place.

The school boy Harry, with his ignis fatuus freckles, neon-ri med eyes and starry spectacles
gradual |y faded, and another, later Harry took shape. This one - the one they knew - suited Jake's
figure much better, which was probably why their picture of himseened that much nore clearly
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defined. They saw the neon outlines, but they al so saw what they desired to see, what they
renenbered best. O perhaps they saw only the image that Harry wanted themto see, the one that he
proj ect ed.

The figure superinposed on Jake was the sane 'boy' for sure, but he'd be twenty or maybe twenty-
one years old now O a wiry build, he would wei gh sonewhere between nine and a half and ten stone

and stand seventy inches tall. His hair, springing froma high brow and roughly brushed back, was
the sane sandy, rebellious nop as before, and despite that his nose and jaw had firned up and were
now nmore angular - in keeping with cheeks that were hollower - still his boyish freckles were

visible as a handful of |um nous dust notes high in the contours of neon cheek bones.

More than any other feature, Harry Keogh's eyes were especially interesting. Looking at the E-
Branch team they seenmed to see right through them- as if they were the revenants and not the
reverse! But they had been oh-so-very-blue those eyes, even unnaturally so, so that one m ght
think their owner was wearing |l enses; not the electric blue of this neon i mage, no, yet sonehow
the neon reinforced the nmenory. And for all that the apparition was in the main a hol ogram nenory
of the Harry that Trask and E-Branch had known, still there was sonmething in those eyes that said
they had seen a lot nore than any twenty-year-old had any right seeing.

This, then, was the nan hinself, or what remmined of him the ex-Necroscope. But in fact they'd
known himfar nore intimately in his second incarnation, when Harry had revitalized and inhabited
the brai n-dead body of Alec Kyle. In short, he was as they seened to remenber him those of them
who were fortunate enough to have known him

But Liz hadn't known him only what she'd read and heard of him H s gaze had gone from Trask to
Chung and then MIlie and, skipping the precog, it now settled on Liz. And:

"A new one,' he said. "Newto the inner circle. W've never net before, or after. This is the one
time, the one place. It's a real pleasure.'

"And for ne,' she answered, tremulously. And then: 'No, we never net, but | could sense you there
when you were talking to Jake. He is the reason we've called you here, because he needs your
hel p.'

Jake?' And again the apparition frowned.
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"Your focus,' Liz told him 'Your . . . your genius loci?

"Ah, Jake!' Harry let his electric arns float wi de, |ooked down into hinself and said, 'This
Jake!' Then he | ooked at Liz again. 'And so we have nmet after all. | renenber now his mind was
full of you - and of one other. But she was only a menory. And now there's only you.'

"Il wish there was only ne!' said Liz, and she alnost broke the circle by starting forward. 'But
there's Korath, too.'

"Korath?" said Harry. But this time, while his lips didn't nove his eyebrows cane together in a
grimfrown. 'Yes, | renmenber him too. And how | warned Jake not to have anything to do with him
But are you saying that Korath is in here?

Now Trask spoke up, saying, 'Harry, Jake's problemis only one of the reasons we brought you here.
An inportant reason - considering what's happened between you - but only one of many. And Korath
isn't the only vanpire we're having to deal with. In fact we could be about to suffer a plague of
vanpires. VWiich is why there are things we still need to know about them'

" About those three who cane through the Gate with Korath?' (Harry was very focused now, he seened
nore consci ous of when and where, and the inportance of his presence here.) 'But Jake was there
with me when | talked to Korath. He knows about them all of their history. Except . . . that was
whil e he dreaned. Are you saying it didn't take, he didn't renenber?

"It took eventually,' said Trask. 'He did finally renenber it all. But Malinari, Vavara and
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Szwart, they're only the start of it. O rather, they're the source of what could end up being the
real problem'

' They have been at work? Here in your world, in this world, in what was nmy world?' Intent on
Trask, Harry was |eaning forward now, half in and half out of Jake, and his neon eyes were
brilliant in their passion

"Right now, they're running wild.' Trask nodded. 'W did a |ot of damage, wecked three years
worth of what they had been doing here. Now it |ooks |ike they've gone on the run, and they don't
care what havoc they | eave behind them Also, we mightn't have been as successful as we thought

"What have they done?' Harry growl ed now, 'What corruption have they spilled here?

And Trask told himabout Szwart - his cavern under London, his fungus garden, the spores that he
m ght have sent drifting up into the city's night air.

Then Harry groaned and his neon outlines wavered, beconing even nore indistinct before slowy
firmng up again. And Trask commanded his people, 'Hold on to him all of you!'
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"Hol d on, yes,' Harry nodded. 'Qher tines and places call. Oher worlds and other hosts. So you
had better ask your questions, Ben, while I'mstill here to answer them'

' Spores,' Trask said. 'What do you know of then?

"I fell victimto spores,' said Harry. 'Faethor Ferenczy's spores. He'd been dead a long tine but

it made no difference. | made the mistake of thinking I could sinply talk to himbecause he was
dead and gone, so how could he possibly harmne? Also, | slept where his fats had rendered down in
a fire. But his metanorphic filth was still there, lying dormant in the ground. His vanpire
essence "knew' | was there; it put up black toadstools; | breathed their spores, and the rest you

know. You were one of the last to see ne in your world. You, Zek, and poor Penny.'

This was the closest the ex-Necroscope had cone to reality, to nmaking real sense, and Trask
bel i eved he knew why. Dispersed throughout all the Universes of Light, still his basic instinct
was to do what he'd done in life. And in life he couldn't abide the thought of vanpires. This was
what had taken himto Jake in the first place - a task left unfinished in life - and Jake's
vendetta with Luigi Castellano had provided Harry with an opportunity to put things right. The
scarlet vanpire lifelines that he'd seen nerging with Jake's blue human threads in future tinme -
whi ch was now recent-past tine - had been those of Castellano and his gang, and despite that Harry
hadn't renenbered the | ost years, when he'd destroyed Castellano's vanpire forebears at Le Manse
Madoni e, still he'd sensed sonething of the continuity of their evil.

But vanpires are vanpires, and they all |leave the sane crinson trails in Mbius tine. The ex-
Necr oscope had confused Luigi Castellano's trail with Malinari's, Vavara's, and Szwart's, for
whi ch reason he had taken Jake to visit Korath-once-M ndsthrall where Malinari had rmurdered him.

These thoughts were only senmi-original to Trask - who previously hadn't been privy to all the
details - but as he thought back on what he did know, so Harry 'read’ his mind and was able to
fill in the blank spaces. And:

"My lost years!' he said. 'And so at last all is explained. In ny lifetime it would have destroyed
me, and the teem ng dead knew it. So they protected nme, for ny mnd s sake. However m stakenly, it
seens they've gone on protecting ne . '

As he finished speaking he wavered again, rapidly fading to a neon nmist. And Trask cried, 'For
God' s sake keep himhere! W may not be able to get hi m back!

And as his espers concentrated on Harry, so he once again firmed up. 'Spores!' Trask gasped then
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"W need to know about them'

"What nore can | tell you?' Harry shrugged, but not negligently.
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"After you were infected,' Trask pressed him 'Did you fall asleep? Did you sleep for any |length
of time? For that seens to be what's happening here. W have these . . . sleepers. Also, did you
know you were infected? Were you aware, and did you try to protect yourself fromthat tine forward
as a vanpire?

"It's all so very hard to recall,' said Harry. 'This world, this Iife, this existence . . . one
out of many. But did | sleep? | seemto remenber that | was made to sleep, drugged. It didn't
last. Protect nyself? | renmenber feeling threatened, certainly. | suppose |I must have protected

nmysel f, but since | was preparing to go up agai nst Janos, another Ferenczy, surely that was only
natural .’

"I meant,' said Trask, 'did you try to conceal yourself - to hide what you' d beconme - from nmen?

‘"Not to any great extent.' Harry shook his head. 'But then, how might | conceal nyself from E-
Branch? From David Chung? No way! From poor Darcy O arke's telepaths? Inpossible! My vanpire
signature was witten in nmy mndsnog. But Darcy . . . | did protect nmyself fromhim yes. How
could I know it would lead to his death?

"You see-' said Trask, becoming frustrated now. 'l need to know is there any way to detect a
spore's infection? | nean, in the early stages, are there any positive synptons? How can | tell if
a man has breathed nutative vanpire spores and is commenci ng to change? And how | ong does t hat
change take? In short, how nmuch tinme do we have?

"Alot of questions,' said Harry, w spy again, "and | don't have any answers, not as gospel. | can
speak only from personal experience.

"Then that must suffice,' said Trask. 'How was it for you? How | ong after breathing Faethor's
spores did you know for certain that . . . that you were in trouble?

"Just a few days,' said Harry. 'But w thout the Mbius Continuum | mght not have suspected it for

quite a while. In fact the actual . . . condition came on quite slowy. Its "synptons", as you
call them- ny love of the night, a liking for raw nmeat, and the redness in ny eyes - were things
that came later. And as you know, Ben, | fought them

"For us,' said Trask.

"And for nyself,' said Harry. "For if 1'd submtted, then | wouldn't be here, or there, or
anywhere now. No, for you would have seen to that.

"But you won,' said Trask. 'We all saw it, how you escaped into the nyriad Universes of Light.'

‘I wondered if you would,' said Harry. 'I tried ny hardest to show you. And you - all of you, your
talents - did the rest. But the Continuumwas nmy nedium and in the end it was ny saviour, too.
But escaped? No, | died . . . and went on.'
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" The Mobius Continuum' said Trask, returning to what Harry had said earlier. 'You said that it
gave you your first indication of your condition. How, exactly?

"When | di sposed of Faethor along the future-time streams,’ Harry answered, '| stood at the
threshold of a future-tine door and watched ny blue life-thread unwi nding out of me. But it was
tinged with red. There was that of the vampire inne . . . and it was grow ng!'
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Trask grasped the concept inmediately, grasped the truth of it, and said, 'Jake has access to the
Cont i nuun '

"Of course,' said Harry, |ooking puzzled, 'for | gave it to him In your world, your now, Jake is

t he Necroscope.'

"But just like you, in your tine,' Trask continued, 'he may have pushed it too far, cone too cl ose

"I see,' said Harry, slowy. 'And now you would like himto test hinself, by following his thread
into the future and checking that its colour stays true. But if Jake is in fact infected . . . do
you think that's wise? And in any case, it may be pointless.’

' How so?'

'Because Korath is in him at the noment suppressed - as is Jake hinself - by ny presence. Let ne
explain. Before | got rid of Faethor ny life-thread was tinged red. We both supposed this was his
fault: that being a part of ne, his presence was tangi ble, made visible, in Mbius space-tine. But

I tricked himinto | eaving ny mnd, and when he left | erected i npenetrable shields. Still he
clung to ne, but | dislodged himand sent himinto the loneliest future any creature has ever
known. But whil e Faethor was gone, ny thread was still tinged red. | suppose it had been his plot

to usurp ne entirely; which is possibly Korath's plot, too, this tine with Jake as the vessel.'
"So if Jake's lifeline is red,' said Trask, 'that's because of Korath?

"You won't know for sure until he gets rid of Korath,' said Harry. 'But in any case, your advice
to Jake should be to avoid trying to read the future.'

At which lan Goodly said, 'As you avoided ne?" He sounded a little hurt.

"The future is a devious thing,' said Harry, turning nowto the precog. 'Ch, | know that your
talent has often stood you in good stead, but you of all nmen nust surely be aware that it can al so
l et you down. | wasn't so nmuch avoiding you, lan, as finding you hard to read. In nany ways your

mnd is much like mne: it won't stay fixed in one tine.'

"I can't help what | am' said Goodly.

"Nor should you apol ogize for it," the other answered. 'But as for nyself: | was wary of the
future. | only rarely followed future tinme-streans, and
153

then not to the end. And as it happens this was a wi se precaution, because if 1'd known the end of
it, I mght very well have ended it nyself, and nuch sooner.'

"You woul d have saved yourself a lot of pain,' said Goodly, believing that he understood.
" And saved the pain of others,' said Harry. 'Having ne as a friend was a dangerous business.'

The apparition's neon outline was wavering again, his blue-neon filaments fading. Trask cautioned
the others to | eave the questioning to him urged themto concentrate instead on keeping the ex-
Necroscope's revenant focused in the here and now, and returned anxiously to his previous themne:

"Harry, you said we can't be sure of Jake - whether or not he's contam nated - until he gets rid
of Korath. Is that possible? | nmean, bow can Jake rid hinmself of this nonster? And if he can't,
could you perhaps do it for hin®

And beside him Trask heard Liz's fervent prayer, 'Oh yes! God, yes! Please let it be so.'

Harry's neon glow was an intermttent pulse now Like sone failing |light source he canme and went.
And simlarly his telepathic voice in their mnds, fading and strengthening nonent by nonent but
never comng back to its full strength. The lure of this space-tine was weakeni ng, and |ikew se
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the teams hold on him And as he retreated fromthem psychically, so their needs retreated from
him his answers took | onger, and his responses becane nore vague.

"Listen everyone!' Trask snapped. 'You have to concentrate as never before, else all our efforts
go for nothing. Keep himhere!" And then, to the fading image: 'Harry? Can you hear ne? Can you
answer ne?'

"Harry?' said the other queryingly, like a faint echo fromfar away. 'You want to speak to Harry?
But there are - or have been, or will be - a great many Harrys. \Wich one is it you're | ooking
for?

"I't's you we need!' Trask cried.

"But I"'min so many, and so nmany are in ne,' said the apparition. 'So take your pick. Is it the
one you see, or-'

And t he boy was back, el bow on knee, chin in hand, strange eyes staring into some ill-defined
distance. '-This one?" he said in his boy's voice, which Trask was gratified to note was a little
stronger now. 'Or naybe one of these?" Harry said, in a barely renenbered voice, as he

met anmor phosed into a startled-1ooking Alec Kyle, a previous Head of Branch. H's guises - his

i ncarnations or host bodies in however many worlds and tines - cane and went in rapid procession

A brawny bl ack-haired Szgany youth with strangely faniliar features
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an old, white-haired nage . . . a baby in a crib in a garret roomwith a sloping ceiling
a gaunt, crinson-eyed spectre of a man in mumy wappings . . . a Thing with tentacles and a
naked, throbbing three-lobed brain . . . a furry, wolflike creature with triangul ar eyes, whose
hands were those of a man . . . a burned, snoking figure in the shape of a crucifix, tunbling
endl essly, head over heels in darkness. Until finally

'"-Or perhaps this one?'" Harry grunted, in the obscene but far stronger, sardonic tones of the
Wanmphyri! And there he sat as Trask had | ast seen himin the flesh, the nonstrous Vanpire Lord
that Harry had been before departing Earth for Starside.

For conparison Jake Cutter's central outline, the shape of a full-grown nan, was |ike that of a
child, a waif, within the thing's neon framework. Harry (the awakened, vanpire Harry, as once was)
was wearing an entirely ordinary suit of ill-fitting clothes that seemed at | east two sizes too
small for him and his upper torso sprouted massively fromthe trousers. Framed by a bul ging
jacket that was held together at the front (barely) by one straining button, the wedge-shaped bul k
of his ribcage was hugely nuscul ar

Hi s open-necked shirt had burst open at the front, revealing the ripple of nuscle-sheathed ribs
and the powerful depth of his chest; the shirt's collar stuck up fromhis jacket |ike a crunpled
frill, made insubstantial against the corded pillar of his | eaden neck. H's flesh (for all that he
was i muaterial, a hologran) gleanmed a sweaty grey-blue, while his face

-Was the absol ute enbodi nent of a waki ng ni ght mare!

Harry | ooked at Trask through hal ogen, Hall owe' en eyes that seened to drip sul phur, and snmiled. At
least, in the alien world of Sunside/Starside - especially Starside - it mght have been called a
snmle. But here on Earth, in London, at E-Branch HQ it was a withing of thin scarlet lips, a
flatteni ng of convoluted snout, a slow gape of mantrap jaws.

That face . . . that mouth . . . that crimson cavern of jagged teeth, |ike shards of white, broken
gl ass! And:

"No,' Trask croaked froma suddenly dry throat. 'No, Harry, we don't need that one. Never that
one!'

'Good CGod al mighty!' Liz gasped from beside Trask, physically repelled by the sight of the thing
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in the chair. Her hand jerked out of Trask's grasp as she backed away, and the apparition began to
fade faster yet, guttering like a spent candl e.

But behind Trask and Liz the door to Harry's Room had just that nonent opened, and now a sixth
figure joined the five. It was Lardis Lidesci and, filling the gap between Trask and Liz, he
grabbed up their hands and growmed, 'I felt called here, by my seer's blood. It told nme be was
here, Harry Hell -1l ander!
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And t he three-di nmensional neon hol ogram at once firnmed up; the vanpire Harry norphed back into the
twenty-year-old Harry; his hollow eyes fixed thenselves on Lardis, and he said, 'It's been a |ong,
long tine, old chieftain.

And Trask breathed a sigh of relief. The inage was as firmas ever, and perhaps nore so.

Rei nforced by Lardis's presence, it was proof indeed of a seer ancestor's blood, still coursing in
the AOd Lidesci's veins. And Lardis, no stranger to strange things, knew what he was doi ng here;
the fact that this apparition had spoken to himhadn't thrown himat all.

"Still you cone and go in that weird way of yours,' the old nan grunted, nodding his head. 'But
weirder far now. . . because | saw you die at the Gate on Starside! You, Karen, and The Dweller.
Along with Shaithis and Shaitan and all that was theirs.'

"True,' said Harry. 'But death isn't like that, and | have gone on.'

' Gone on, and gone into!' said Lardis. "And is this really you here and now, gone into Jake? You
did me and nmine no harm Harry Hell-lander, not even at your worst, and | can't believe that
you're seeking to usurp this poor |ad.

"Not hing of the sort!' said Harry. 'For | was called here, even as you have been called. That of
me which is nowin Jake, it's for the good, or so I'mgiven to hope. And this inage you see is
just a facet, and transient.' And then to Trask, 'But | can't stay here indefinitely. You asked ne
sonet hing, Ben, and | nmay have the answer.'

And eagerly now Trask said, 'The answer to Jake's probl en? How he m ght expel this Korath?

The other shook his inmmterial head. 'There's no way he can do that, not while Korath clings Iike
a leech to his inner nmind. It was the sane for nme: | couldn't dislodge Faethor Ferenczy. | had to
trick himout into the open and then keep himout. But | did nanage to shut himdown. | bl anketed
him trapped himin an enpty roomin the nmanse of ny mnd, and so excluded himfromny affairs."’

"You could do this at will?' Trask licked his dry lips.

And Harry nodded. ' The nmind has unsuspected nechani snms for which it has no use. Like the appendi x
they're mainly obsol ete, redundant. O perhaps they're as yet undevel oped? Anyway, while | can't
say whether they're atavistic or futuristic, in certain psychically talented people such as you
and your agents they're very strong. You call them shields, and Jake Cutter's shiel ding nmechani sns
have enornous potential. Despite that | was drawn to him- that he was to be ny successor, as it
were - his shields were so strong that for a while they defied even ne. Jake knew instinctively
how to use his shields externally, to keep tel epaths and other psychics at bay, but there's at

| east one nore trick that he
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hasn't mastered. Perhaps | could show hi mhow to turn his shields inwards.
"To isolate the thing within hin?' Freakish as the concept was, still Trask nmanaged to grasp it.

"Precisely,’ said Harry. 'It's the sanme principle that lets us switch off unpleasant or traumatic
menories, which after all have origin in our mnds. It's just that the switch needs turning up a
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little, or tuning to a higher degree.
And Liz broke in, 'Can you really do that?
"I can try,' Harry told her
"Whi ch might confine Korath,' said Trask, '"but it won't get rid of him'

Harry nodded. 'It can only be done step by step. But assuming that Jake does find a way to expe
Korath, there's another, even finer mechani smhe might enploy. Again a kind of shielding is

i nvol ved - but shielding carried to the nth degree! And even though Korath has managed to gain
access previously, he'd never get in again! Harry paused to | ook at Trask expectantly. And:

"I think | may have seen sonething of this nechanism- this talent at work,' said Trask, narrow ng
his eyes thoughtfully.

"And so you should,' said Harry. '"Upon a tine, in E-Branch, there was just such a nan. By virtue

of his "talent" - the fact that no one could get at him- he was even the Head of Branch, albeit
briefly. But he was a traitor, a double agent whose actions gave hi maway, and you caught him
before he could kill ne. | think you remenber himwell enough, Ben.'

"Norman Harold Wellesley,' said Trask. 'A psychic blank. He couldn't be read, couldn't be |ocated
he was quite literally a zero in the psychic aether!’

"The sane,’' said Harry. 'Well, when he was dead he tried to make amends for his past m sdeeds hy
offering nme this metaphysical defence nmechanism | accepted it, and in nmy turn now offer it to
Jake, to use at will. Except-'

'-Now pl ease, Harry,' Liz cut in, her anxious grip tightening on Trask's and Lardi s's hands.
"Don't make conditions but if you can do these things, please do them now

'-Except,' Harry went on, 'if he is in fact infected--'
"--Then it will nake him stronger still,' said Trask, his face suddenly gaunt and ashen

At which everyone | ooked at him For this was his decision. And for good or bad, Ben Trask had
never been afraid of naking decisions

12
STARSI DE - A WOLF' S-EYE VI EW

Trask | ooked right back at his agents, especially at Liz, and said, 'I knowthat in the end it's
nmy decision, and that it's now or never. But now as never before | need your input, each of you in
turn, and as quickly as possible. But remenber this: if we let Harry do this, and if Jake is .

ot her than he appears to be, then Baron Frankenstein will have been a veritable saint conpared to
us! What we'll be making might well be indestructible. Jake is the Necroscope, yes, but what if
he's a vanpire, too, or even Wanphyri? Imune to our talents - invisible behind Norman Wl |l esley's
shields - we'd never be able to read or locate him And he knows al nbst everything there is to
know about us. You really do need to consider that ' He paused to let it sink in, and
finished off: 'That's it, enough said. Now we have to get done with this. So, starting with Liz,
we'll work right to left. What's it to be, people?

And al nost before he'd finished Liz was speaking. 'Jake is Jake,' she gasped. 'He isn't anything
el se. No one knows Jake's nmind like |I do, and if there was sonmething wong with him- other than
this Korath - then I'"'msure | would know it. Also, this is Jake's |ast chance. Korath knows his
m nd' s nmechani sms and, from now on, when Harry's finished and gone fromhere, he'll be able to
control him There's only one way to fight Korath: by taking those controls away fromhim giving
Jake the power to |l ock himaway, to exclude himfromhis thoughts and actions. If we don't we'll
have | ost our greatest weapon. And if that's the case . . . if that's the case . . .'
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She was al nost sobbing now, and on her left the precog took over

158

fromher. '"W'll be taking a chance,' he said, '"but it's a chance we have to take.' And, enigmatic
as ever, 'Always renenber this: whatever we say or do, the future is laid out for us. Wiat will be
has been.'

MIlie spoke up. "I"'mw th Liz, and anyway we've no choice. If we don't do it Korath will have
Jake, and then . . . then we'd have to kill him Don't m sunderstand nme; Jake saved ny life in
Szwart's hi deous garden under London; he's saved all our lives, but still there's no escaping the
facts. Yes, we'd have to kill him for with Korath in conmand it would be just |ike Ben said: Jake
would be - if not truly, then virtually - a vanpire with the incredible powers of a Necroscope,
and access to the Mbius Continuum So | vote we ask Harry to do whatever needs doing.

It passed to Chung, who said, 'Fromthe noment Jake came to us | felt that the Necroscope was
back. | nean the Necroscope - this one apparently sitting here - the one who held us together

t hrough sone of our darkest years. In Jake there was nothing of darkness. Rebelliousness, yes, but
then he had a mission of his own. How !l see it: if we had left himout of things he wouldn't be in
this mess now. And God knows we owe him | mean, MIlie' s right, we'd all be dead without hinml So
let Harry do his thing. I'mwth Liz.

And then it was Trask's turn. 'So it's fairly obvious,' he said, 'that even if | was against it
I'd be outvoted. Not only that, but as a teamwe'd be finished. A classic case of "united we

stand", and all that. But in fact I"'mfor it. Just listening to you people - listening to your
hearts speaki ng way over your heads - reminded me that this isn't the first tinme |'ve had to nake
a choice like this . . .' He looked pointedly at Harry's neon inage, and Harry replied

"The last tinme it was nme, right, Ben? And you took a chance with ne. Well, maybe your luck is
holding. As for Jake . . . consider it done. Al it took was a tweak here and there.'

"Consider it done?" Liz repeated him 'You nean--?

"--1 cornered Korath in an enpty room and |ocked himin,' said Harry. "And if sone tine in the
future Jake can find a way to expel him then he'll be able to I ock himout -pernanently. But
that's a nmaybe, for no one can second-guess the future.'

Then his eyes went to Lardis Lidesci, and he said:

"ddwarrior, these people are in your debt. Wthout you I mght have drifted free of ny focus and

sli pped away. Moreover, |'mpersonally in your debt. Following the battle at The Dweller's garden
my son and | relied greatly on your strength, yours and your travellers'. Also, it was your people
who took care of ne when ny son . . . after ny powers . . . when they failed ne. It seens to ne |

owe you, and | sense a great need in you. A need to know. | drew on your strength, now you can
draw on mine.
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Lardi s nodded and said, 'My thanks, Harry Hell-lander, but there are needs and there are needs.
There's a seer ancestor's blood in ne, that's true, but it can't let me see into another world.
You spoke of the battle at The Dweller's garden. Al of us here have seen sone battles since then
| suspect that even now there's a war going on in Sunside/Starside. Your son - but this tinme a son

you never met - is fighting it. O maybe it's too late, over and done, and you never will get to
meet him'

"A son of nmine? said Harry. 'Ch, |'ve sensed him sensed tbem upon a tine or tines. But if I'm
in himthen he's in me, and not so distant after all. How |l ong since you saw him this son of

m ne?'

"Three long years,' said Lardis. 'Since the day he left me here. | can't think other than that
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he's dead and the war | ost.'

"One of themis dead,' said Harry. 'The dark one. | sensed his departure. But the other? Ah, no.
He Iives on.

"Nat han?' Lardis gasped. 'Alive? But . . . how do you know?

"I've been in many,' said Harry once again, 'and there are many in nme. Do you want to know how
it's been these three |l ong years, in Sunside/Starside?

Lardis's jaw fell open. 'Do | want to-?' he gasped. 'Only tell ne what | nust do!'

"Sit down,' said Harry. "All of you, on the floor. Hold me here in your minds, and concentrate.
And if there's that of ne in Sunside/Starside -- sonme child of ne or mine - and if it can speak
"1l find it and you shall hear it.'

And as they all sat down, he | ooked fromface to face with his holl ow hol ogram eyes, and said,
"Are you ready now? Yes, | see that you are. Good, for now we go.'

Whi ch was all the warning they had before the darkness set in. Then, after seconds or aeons of
sear chi ng:

Voi ces .

At first faint and far distant, but gradually swelling out of the darkness, and the darkness
itself brightening to a grey opacity.

A gruff man's voice, speaking Szgany, but the translation was instantaneous through Harry's

tel epathy. 'Msha, |lass, you need sleep. You're so thin and weary that if he ever comes out of
this he won't recognize you anyway. Do you see that look in his eyes? No, you don't, do you? Those
strange eyes of his: you could fall into themfor ever. But there isn't any look in them any

I onger! They're just vacant. It was a hell of a hard knock on the head he took; it's still a
wonder to ne it didn't split his skull and let his brains out! Since when we've done all we can
for him until there's nothing left. Nowit's up to him'
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"Six nonths,' a female voice answered (but in fact it said ' Twenty-five sunups'). 'Six nonths ago,
and the war against Starside finally won . . . and then this had to happen. For all that Nathan is
and all that he's done, why is the world so cruel to hin? Can you answer me that, Andrei Romani ?'

'Maybe that's the way of it with his kind,' said the other. 'His father, and his brothers -Nestor
and The Dweller - they didn't have nuch |luck either. A necromancer the one, and Necroscopes the
others, none of themcane to a good end. It's such a terrible thing, to be able to talk to the
dead and conjure themfromtheir graves. Now he talks to no one and conjures nothing. Ch, he

wal ks, however dazedly, eats, sleeps and perhaps dreans. But it's you who cl othe himeach norning,
who wal k him feed him and tend his every need. And youre the one who's paying for it.

"Let her be, Andrei,' said a second fenale voice (which Ben Trask and his peopl e recogni zed at
once). 'It isn't intentional, | know, but you're just a blunt nan and your words are hurtful
Can't you see her pain?

"I talk this way because I'mtired of seeing her pain!' the nale voice answered. 'There are plenty
of others, including nyself, who would share her duties, but Msha won't let them She does it al
hersel f.'

"Oh, and is that so strange?' said the voice of Anna Marie English, ecopath. 'And if you were in
Nat han's shoes, wouldn't | do the same? He's her husband and she | oves him'

"But all to no avail,' the other protested. 'Does he hear, see, know anything at all that's going
on about hinP It's been six nonths now He makes so little progress, and Msha suffers. M, |'m
only a "blunt man" if you say so, but 1'd gladly share her suffering. And plenty of others |ike
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me. But . . . what can | do?

'The best thing you can do is |eave themalone,' said Anna Marie. 'Msha can cope, and if or when
she can't 1'll be here.'

"Hub!' Andrei snorted. 'See what's becone of the clan Lidecsci now Wth Lardis away a Romani is
chief, but who will give heed to a chief whose own wife turns a deaf ear, eh? And a wife of alien
spheres at that!' H's words nmight sound severe, but it was just his Szgany gruffness. 'Well then
so beit. I'll leave you wonmen to it. But the nmonent you see any sign of inproverment in the |ad-
any sign at all - | want to know about it. Meanwhile |'ve a town to rebuild, else when Lardis gets
back I"min big trouble!

That |ast was as Szgany as a man could get - like "a bit of old Irish' in Anna's world - but it
was nmeant as encouragenment. For with the Necroscope in this twilight state, an alnpbst tota
ammesi ac, the A d Lidesci never would be back. In speaking that way Andrei had put the cart before
the shad, which was just his way of saying that all things were possible. Anna Marie English
understood this well enough, and after he had gone she said:
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"Pay no mnd to ny husband. He neans no harm Wy, he |oves Nathan as nuch as Lardis hinmself! He's
a worrier, that's all.’

"Ch, | know that,' said Msha. 'But between the two of us, Andrei's not alone in his worrying.
mean, this is my Nathan, and | ook at him Does he hear anything, do you think? And does he see
anything? | nean really see anything? He's not blind, | know that, because he steps aside if

things are in his way. O is it nerely instinct that keeps himfromharm ng hinself |ike that?
Deaf, dunb, and oblivious, what's to becone of him Anna Marie?

"He's to get better, that's all,' said the other. 'And now that the war is over and the vanpires
def eat ed, destroyed, you needn't fear that Nathan will come to harmduring his recuperation. If we
had access to my world, to its physicians . . . but no, that's ridiculous, a forlorn hope. Nathan

was our access!'

The opacity had cleared a little and was conparable now to a heavy, swirling fog. In the fog, two
roughly female outlines were visible, one of which was seated while the other noved to and fro,
winging its hands. Trask and his team had deternined fromthe conversation that they viewed the
scene from Nat han's point of view and through his eyes. Likew se, they supposed he must be hearing
what was said, for they could hear it. But did it nake sense to hin? Did he understand it? The

voi ces of Anna and M sha seened deadl y nonotonous, as | eaden as the foggy nmediumthat carried
them Nathan nmight just as easily be tuned in to some strange form of Mizak as to speech. And when
the shrouded figures noved, his eyes scarcely followed themat all

And now Harry spoke, but only to Trask and his people. For this was sone fantastic probe that he
was using - a conbination of all their talents - while the '"real' Harry was here at E-Branch HQ
"l understand how they nust be feeling,' he said, 'for his mind is a blank to ne, too. It's

conmpl etely run-down, out of order, its polarity reversed. If an intelligent, thinking mnd m ght
be conpared to a dynanp, Nathan's has spun to a halt, been deactivated. | feel that |I'm standing
in a deserted house where nothing works, or at best works in a rudinmentary fashion. It's possible
we mght |earn something el se fromthe conversation between these caring wonen, but apart from

t hat -

"--Wait!' Lardis Lidesci grow ed.

"Ch?' said Harry.

"My seer's blood,' said Lardis. "And this is ny world that we're looking into. | sense
somet hi ng com ng!"’

"l sense it, too,' said Harry. "And | see it!"’

They all sawit:
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It entered the picture froma lighter patch of fluffy grey background, brushed against Msha's
| egs as she reached down a vague hand to fondle
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its ears, cane to a halt central of their arc of viewing. Msted, triangular eyes gazed in what
seermed a dogli ke concern, and a grey tongue lolled. And for a noment - if only a nonment - the
picture cleared up sonewhat. It seened Nathan 'saw this one in just a little nore detail. Perhaps
it was a formof recognition.

Lardi s knew at once what - or who? - he was seeing, while Trask, Chung, and Goodly (all of whom
had visited Sunside/Starside but were less famliar with the vanpire world' s creatures) took a
monment | onger. Then they renenbered. But they would have known anyway, as soon as M sha sai d:

'"So then, Blaze, you faithful one. You've cone visiting us again, to foll ow your uncle's progress
and sit with himawhile. But as for progress: alas, it's a slow, slow business. Not nuch to
report, I'mafraid."'

And Lardis breathed, 'Blaze, a wolf, one of the |eaders of Sunside/Starside' s grey brotherhood. A
wild thing come down out of the barrier nountains. Ah, but never such wolves as this one and his
brothers - or his brother, as it turned out. There were three such upon a tine, Blaze, Dock, and
Ginner, thus named by Nathan. The Wanphyri took Dock with his stunmpy tail. Those bastards: they
had a craving for wolf-heart, livers and tri pes!

And Trask said, 'Nathan's "nephews". Still hard to credit-even though | was there and saw it for
nmysel f.' And:

"My grandchildren,' said Harry. 'Wlves of the wild! Now | understand. The last tinme |I saw ny
Eart h-born son, he was nmore wol f than man. He was forgetting what he'd been and bei ng what he'd
becone, and advised nme to do the sane. Burned by the sun, reduced massively, he saved hinsel f by
devolving to a creature such as the one that had converted him Vanpirized by a wolf, he becane a
wol f. That was . . . shortly before |I died.'

"He died, too,' said Lardis, 'but not before he mated with a great white she-wolf. The three
brothers - Nathan's nephews, your grandchildren - canme out of her. But as Nathan once told ne,
their mnds were far in advance of wolf-mnds. Mentalists, they tal ked to Nathan and each ot her
over great distances. And Necroscopes, they could even commune with their human grandnme, Brenda,
calling her the Gentle One Under the Stones . . .' Lardis paused abruptly, then went on

apol ogetically, 'But forgive ne, Harry. | was forgetting that-'

'-That you were taking nme back too far,' said Harry, '"to times and places where |I've no desire to
go. No, for ny death released me fromall of that.' And then, nusingly, and changing the subject:
"So then, this is a child of ny child.

"I ndeed,' said Lardis. 'For you are in nany, even as nany are in you.'
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"Lardis,' said Harry, 'you are a very wise old man. And of course sonething of ne nust be in
Bl aze, too. Moreover, if anyone knows what's been happening in Sunside/ Starside, and if we accept
that a wolf's viewpoint will probably be very different . . . then who better to tell the story?

Eh? (One sharp-tipped ear went up, feral eyes opened wi der, and the m st-weathed outline of a

wol f-head inclined itself in what could only be an attitude of rapt attention.) And: |Is that you
in there, uncle? (The thought was as clear as crystal!) Did something stir? Are you returned to us
from the darkness?

'"He senses nme,' said Harry. 'And he has shields of his own, which he raises just alittle . . . a
wol f's natural caution. But he's curious, too. Blood of ny blood, he can't obstruct me. Nor woul d
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be want to, if he knew nmy purpose.'

Who is it? Blaze whined and retreated a little, his nmuzzle withing back fromwetly gl eam ng
teeth, causing Msha to ask

"Way, what is it, old friend? But since she wasn't telepathic, Blaze couldn't answer her. And
meanwhi | e:

"There,' said Harry. 'It's done!’

Li ke scenes in an experimental notion picture, nmoving from nmonochrome to colour, fromviewoint to
vi ewpoi nt in the space of a few franes, the scene at once changed. But since this was no notion
picture but renmpte viewing - and because the change had been unexpected arid abrupt - its effect
was di zzyi ng!

Suddenly Trask and the others found thensel ves | ooking up at Nathan - at Nathan hinself - seated
on a woven chair in a shaft of late sunlight fromthe open door of a |log cabin. Anna Marie's
shadow fell partly on his pale, vacant face, and M sha noved to kneel at his side, frowning as she
reached out a hand towards . . . towards then? Towards Trask and his agents?

No, of course not. She reached out her hand towards Bl aze!

For they were seeing her, seeing Msha, Nathan, the entire picture now, in sharp, colourfu
definition. Seeing it through the eyes of a wolf! As that fact dawned, so Bl aze becane
simul t aneously aware of a stranger, an intruder, soneone other than his brother Ginner or his
uncle Nathan, in his mnd

At which he was gal vani zed, and everything devolved into a wild panic flight!

The wol f's speed was astonishing as he raced through the Szgany township called Settlenent. Even
froma wolf's-eye view, lowto the ground - and despite that the place showed signs of recent
battle or of preparation for
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siege, with hurling engines everywhere on top of the massive tinbered perineter walls, and
fortified rocket enmplacenents in strategic areas where sections of the wall could be noved aside
on rollers, and imtation Wanphyri warriors over staked fire-pits - still Trask, Goodly, Chung,
and especially Lardis renmenbered and recogni zed it. Upon a tinme they had fought what they'd

t hought was the final battle here.

Bl aze went through Settlenment and out through the west gate in a headl ong rush, setting all of the
townshi p's donestic dogs barking and snarling as he passed by (though not a one ventured to pursue
hin). It was only after he'd reached the forest's rim where the trees gave way to rocky ground
and the foothills rose unber in the early evening light, that he eased off. For a wolf of Blaze's
years the run had been a great effort, but the longevity and strength of Sunside's grey brothers
was | egendary.

By the tine Blaze paused, however, even his heart was hamering and his four |inbs trenbling,
while the stiffened ruff of fur along his spine had only just subsided a very little. Still very
nervous, he came to a halt in a patch of gorse, turned and | ooked back at Settlenent, then settled
down on his haunches to catch his breath.

Wsely, Harry had waited till then before trying to talk to this extraordinary wolf again. And:

"Don't run, Blaze,' he said, as calmy as possible. 'For in any case you can't outrun nme. But tel
me: why do you fear your own kith and kin?

Bl aze was up on his legs again in a nonent, his teeth bared and the hair along his spine al

spiky. But this tine he didn't run. My own kitb and kin? he growed. |Is that wbat |'m supposed to
think? You were in nmy uncle Natban, yes, but you're not him Sone Lord of vanpires, perhaps, who
has usurped hin?? Wi cbever, you're neither kith nor kin to nme, so begone!
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"dd wlf," said Harry, 'you can't run for ever, and |I'mnot your eneny but a friend. Indeed, I'm
a great deal nore than just a friend. And anyway, didn't | hear the wonan called Anna Marie say
that the vanpires are no nore?

Aye, and |'ve beard that one before! Blaze snarled. And for all that no one was there, he showed
even nore of his teeth. So now | eave ne be, for ny mind is ny own and private. He tried to raise
his shields but Harry's probe was stronger

"Nathan is ny son,' said Harry then. 'As was Nestor. As was The Dweller, who sired you. And as for
the Gentle One Under the Stones - do you still converse with her? - she was ny wife, ny nate, your
gr andnot her.

For | ong nonments then there was confusion and nental agitation, then disbelief. Until finally
Bl aze barked his denial. It is of old | egend anong the grey brotberbood that ny father, The
Dnel ler, died fighting the Wanpbyri at the Starside
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Gate at the tinme of the Great Wiite Light . . . likewise his father with him No, you're not ny
grandf at her. What, you? The One called Harry? (He shook his wolf head.) Not so, for his ashes are
| ong since vanished in the past, all blown away on Starside' s wi nds.

"And so they were,' said Harry. 'My ashes, certainly, vanished into the past. But not my nind.
Can't you see we're of a kind? Can't you tell we're of one blood? Wio el se may speak out of the
beyond - or into it - but a Necroscope? | am your grandfather.

And now Bl aze knew it was so. Wiining lowin his throat, he said, |

feel it now not the lying, thought-thief probe of sonme rabid vanpire, but deadspeak! You are a
spirit, it's true, gone fromus into another place. Nor do you speak falsely, for while we never
met before, still your thoughts are . . . famliar?

"W're of one blood,' said Harry again.

But . . . what do you here? (Somewhat easier in his mnd now, but still puzzled, Blaze had lain
down again.)

' The Szgany have friends in what was once ny world,' Harry told him 'and they have been worried
about things here in Sunside/Starside.' He showed Bl aze i mages of Trask and the others.

I know themi The wolf's ears sprang alert. The A d Lidesci, aye. And sone of the others, too:
ol den allies against the Wanpbyri. | even know sonething of their strange world, as told to nme by
ny brother, Ginner, who ventured there with nmy uncle.

"And then there's that, too,' said Harry. 'Your uncle Nathan's problem If | can, | would like to
help him'

Do you think you can? (A sigh of relief, which sounded as a cough or choked-back bark.) W were
cubs together, and while he is ny uncle he is also ny friend.

"His mind is all askew,' said Harry. 'It has taken a knock, and the pictures - all menories,

knowl edge - have slipped fromview Except . . . | thought that perhaps he recogni zed you, however
vaguely. Qther than that, your uncle is a blank space that needs filling in. But |I'mnot wthout
certain skills. If you'll walk us back to that township, back to Nathan, naybe | can help him And
along the way you could tell us howit's been with the war and all. That way all our needs mi ght
be served.’

Bl aze stood up, shook hinmself down, and said, Hub! The tame dogs back there saw ne run. They my
have t hought | was running fromthem and sone even dared to nock ne. But never fear, |I'll snar
at themas we pass, to renind themwho they deal with!
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"An excellent idea,' said Harry. 'Should curs come snapping at you, bite their tender noses. If
their teeth cut your flesh, cut theirs deeper. An eye for an eye. | can see there's much of nme in
you!'

So it would seem Blaze answered, inclining his head. But | am not displ eased
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Grandfather? And now we nust go. My uncle Natban is in need of your 'certain

In Harry's Room at E-Branch HQ six psychically endowed agents sat in a ring around a seventh who
was tenporarily 'possessed’ by an eighth - the revenant of a man who had been arguably the
greatest psychic talent ever - to 'listen' to a tale told by a wolf in an alien world. In E-Branch
(never a stranger to weird events) this was probably one of the weirdest of all

"This, then, was the way of it,' Blaze began, while anbling back towards Settlenent a good half-
mle anay. 'After a time - when the world turned back again and the Northstar shone on the boul der
pl ai ns as before, when our silver mstress noon sped on high in her accustomed orbit and the
waters of Starside's shining |ake were all drained away - then the Wanphyri returned out of the
far, forbidden north.

"As mange is to a wlf, so are the Wanphyri to Sunsi de/ Starside, feeding on the goodness unti
everything dies. They waged war on the Szgany of Sunside, all settled nowin towns, and war with
Nat han' s people, the Lidescis, who were the fiercest warriors of all. But this was when ny uncle
was well, and it proved to be a fatal nistake on their part.

"There were three of the ol den Wanphyri, cone back fromthe Icelands. At first they had been
secretive in their recruiting, striking only at renote Travell er encanpnents, so that for [ong and
I ong their presence went unnoticed. They took of Starside's trogs, too, for their |abourers, and
began rebuil ding anong the tunbl ed stacks of ol den Starside.

"My uncl e had been away visiting the Thyre for many sunups, and at first didn't know what
transpired in Starside. He wasn't neglectful of his duty with the Szgany but had a "sister" anong
the Thyre, called Atwei not a true sister, as you are surely aware, G andfather, but a sister of
the heart and spirit - with whom he visited.

" Anyway, when he returned and found out what had happened, then Nathan noved entire tribes into
the furnace deserts of the south. The greatest Traveller of all - noving in that unfathonmabl e way
of his, and travelling in a single instant to wherever he desired - he took hundreds of the Szgany
to safety in Thyre territory, where the watering holes and underground col oni es of the desert
dwel l ers offered sanctuary. How may | state this for a fact? Because we were there, because ny
uncl e made nyself and nmy brother Grinner privy to all his works at that time, and because, as once
before, the grey brotherhood sided with the Szgany agai nst the Wanphyri, beconi ng Nathan's

wat chers in the heights of the barrier nountains.

"But the Szgany are proud, and this was not |like the olden tines when the Wanphyri were awesone
conquerors and could not be defeated. No,
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for the Szgany had know edge of alien things. My father, The Dwell er, had brought weapons of great
destruction into Sunside/Starside, and while he was | ong dead and gone still his human brot her
Nat han, had di scovered the route back to your world, G andfather, for nore of the sane.

'He went, bringi ng weapons he was given and others that he stole back into Sunside. And the

Li descis spread the secrets of black gunpowder, guns, and rockets ampong all the Szgany tribes, so
that their men could stand and fight. For my uncle knew that hiding anong the Thyre in their
furnace desert col onies wasn't good enough. There were creatures other than men that the vanpires
could kill for their blood and flesh - the wild things of Sunside's forests and the barrier
mountains . . . such as wolves, aye! - and Nathan couldn't possibly save all of them Al so, the
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Thyre were his friends and he would not place themin jeopardy, know ng that sooner or later the
vanpire Lords would seek them out. He woul d not have their blood on his paws .

"But let me nove quickly forward, for | sense that you know nbst of these things that | have told
you, that you've had this story fromsone other source. And anyway, what nore is there to tell? O
how ny uncle finally defeated the Wanphyri? And in his triunph, even as he cel ebrated, of the
accident and injury that shook his mind fromits orbit? Both of these things? Very well, they came
about in this order:

"When first Nathan had found out about the resurgent Wanphyri, he had gone up against themon his
own as one man - albeit a warrior with superior weapons. Unwilling to risk the lives of friends,
he had ravaged anong the vanpires on lone forays along routes not of this world. But as they

| earned what he could do, so they began to lay traps for him and then ny uncle's hit-and-run
guerilla tactics becane ever nore dangerous.

"By then the ol den Wanphyri - the three fromthe Icelands - had long since fled his wath (into
the Starside Gate, according to sone) leaving all they'd made behind them And oh, they had nade
some cruel vanpires and nonsters out of nmen! Now these bloodlusting lieutenants and thralls vied
anong each other, to see who would be Lords in their turn. This had | eft them weaker than ever

t hough never weak in the human or wol f sense, you understand. No, for they were still terrible
creatures.

"Anyway, ny brother and | and other |eaders of various wolf packs, we had seen these aspirant
Lords fighting one another on the boul der plains; we had witnessed their skirm shes and snall but
vi ci ous bloodwars in the ruins of shattered aeries. And all such had been reported to Nathan, who
was then pronpted to make a plan. It was tinme, he said, to end this thing and finish themoff for
good in one last surprise attack, one final battle - to be fought on their own ground!

"How bol d! To confront the vanpires of Starside in Starside itself!
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| mpossi ble for the Szgany on their own, too terrible to consider. The distances involved, and
nmoverment in the open over a pitiless boul der wastel end, and the mindl ess nonsters waiting there.
Ah, but by use of Nathan's instantaneous node of travel, by no neans inpossible

"I'n the hour when the sun rises over the nountains to shine across the territory of the vanpires,
Nat han armed great bodies of men and "nmoved" themto the nmouth of the pass into Starside. O
course, the sun hangs low in Sunside's sky, so that when its rays sweep over the nountains they
never touch Starside's floor. But even so, sunup to vanpires is as the darkest of dark nights in a
wi I d unknown place to nen, or a deadly sliding scree avalanche to a wolf: a very terrible thing to
contenpl ate! Wiich is why they burrow in their holes when the sun is up, shutting out the Iight,

sl eeping and dreanming their horrid red dreams, |eaving only their nonstrous guardian creatures
awake and watchful. But even they stick to the shadows of Starside's boul der nobunds and crunbling
ruins, shrinking fromthe sunlight as best possible. O course they do, for they too are the stuff
of vanpires.

"So then, in that same hour when the sun turns the nountain peaks to gold, nyself, Ginner, and

ot her pack | eaders had gone creeping out onto the barren boulder plains to |locate the positions of
the last of our enem es. And having found them mnd to mind with our uncle, we reported their
nunbers, whereabouts and fortifications to him fixing their coordinates in his mnd. At |last he
coul d nove on them And he did!

"In his special way, transporting his teans of arsonists up close, he burned the warrior creatures
when they were only hal f awake, scorched the grounded flyers' nenbrane wings to i nmobilize them
brought the rest of his arny forward into the battle area. And all done in a trice! Szgany mrror-
men in the barrier nmountains reflected sunlight down into the areas where they saw flanes ri sing;
others on the ground trapped these rays in mirrors of their own, turning themon the vanpires as
they rose up from sl eep. Genades and bullets cut them down; nen noved anong them wi th machetes
and axes; even the nost dire battle gauntlet was usel ess agai nst scything netal shards and silver
shot! Even Nat han was surprised at how quickly the last remaining nonsters caved in.
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"And for all of that |ong sunup the Szgany gathered up vanpire debris and burned it on the boul der
plains in the ruins of the old Wanmphyri stacks, and the snoke and stink of their fires went up to
the sky, so that when night cane again even the ill-onmened Northstar was partly obscured. But
other than the snoke and the dying fires, nothing else noved in all Starside

"It was over, and not a nman of the Szgany - or wolf of the brotherhood - |ost or even wounded in
that final victory.
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"Whi ch makes Nathan's injury that rmuch nore poignant.

"It came during the celebrations in Settlement. The Lidescis built great bonfires in the
foothills, to signal the utter destruction of the vanpires, the end of their reign of terror. They
danced, feasted, and sent off such rockets into the skies that they rivalled the |ight of our

nm stress moon!

"But al as, such expl osive devices were crude things and by no neans reliable, and one such that
flew awy exploded close to Nathan. He was hurled down by the blast; his skull struck a rock
unconsci ous, he was taken to Msha's nmakeshift dwelling. And there he has stayed in the care of
his mate .

' That was many sunups ago, even as nmany as the toes on two wol ves, and then sone, since when there
has been small inprovenment. After a while he wal ked, but it seens that everything is an utter
mystery to him He renenbers nothing, or so little it nakes no difference. And when |'ve | ooked
into his head, all | have seen is enptiness. Those baffling nunmbers that once were there

where are they now? And where the uncle | loved as a cub and love as a wolf full-grown? If you can
help us find him G andfather, all Sunside will be for ever in your debt '

Arriving back at Settlenent, Blaze paused and conposed hinsel f, then advanced stiff-legged in

t hrough the west gate. The Szgany who saw paid himno special heed. A fanmiliar of Nathan's, Blaze
came and went as he saw fit. As for Settlement's tane dogs: the look in his yell ow eyes warned
them off, so that he had no need for snarling

13
SKI' N GRAFT - CLAY PI GEONS AND RED HERRI NGS

M sha was on her own now, and as Bl aze paused, whining, at the door of her 'house' she |ooked up,
saw him and wel coned himin. 'So you're back,' she said, smling, however wanly. 'Wat was the
big hurry? Did you have a thorn in your paw or sonething? Such an undignified exit!'

He understood her words - which rang in his mind as well as in his ears - wagged his tail a very
little, and made for Nathan where he sat in his chair. And again the young ex- Necroscope's deep
yet vacant eyes seenmed to focus, if only for a nonent, on the wolf, before they once nore gl azed
over.

And bere be is, Gandfatber, Harry's changeling descendant whined again, lowin his throat. He bas
no shields as such, so you can be in witbout himeven knowi ng. Huh! But of course you can, for be
"knows' nothing! Alas, you won't find himat bone.

"I have been there,' said Harry, "and I know you're right. My son isn't home, his house has no
furniture, and the fire is out in the hearth. It is as if it were inhabited by sone blind ghost,
whi ch | ooks out now and then through the wi ndows of his eyes, seeing nothing. Surely | can do no
harmthere? The least | can do is bring a little atnosphere into the place.
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Wen you |l eave ne for him will you ever return? Blaze had sensed that this 'visit' was a
si ngul ar, probably unique event.

"l doubt it,' said Harry. 'This tine | answered a call. But there are many calls, and | have been
too long . . . away?
Too | ong away? said his changeling grandson, who in his way was wi ser than nost nmen. | think |

understand - and anyway, it isn't nmy Place to ask from
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where. Ginner, who has seen strange far places, mght know, and | nust speak to himof it. But
when or wherever you go, know that we shall wish you a long . . . continuance

"You know that | appreciate it,' said Harry. 'But even your brother Ginner hasn't been where
shall go. How long is time, eh? Were is any- or everywhere, and how far is away?

Farewel |, then, said Bl aze.
And Harry was gone fromone to the other in a nmonent

-Gone fromthat sharp wolf mind with its astonishing repertory of scents and sensations, back to
the grey-msted place, the 'enpty house,' called Nathan

In there, in that deserted echo chanber of a place, with no one else to hear except the m nds of
his psychic explorer colleagues fromEarth, Trask spoke once nore to Harry:

"What will you try to do, and how will you go about it?
"It's just an idea, that's all,' said Harry. 'But you know how a skin graft works?

'O course,' said Trask. 'A patch of skin is taken from an undamaged, healthy part of the body and
pl anted on a burned or flensed area to facilitate new grow h.

"Right,' said Harry. 'But perhaps it's a poor analogy after all. For where a body has suffered one
hundred per cent burns-'

"There's no hope,' said Trask. "But in this case there nust be sone hope at least. |'msure that
on the two occasions we've w tnessed, Nathan recogni zed Blaze, if only nmonmentarily.’

"But still | can only do so much,' said Harry. 'l have only a short time left to me. Qther places
are luring ne.’

"Then get on with it,' said Trask. 'Do whatever you can for him and it won't only be Sunside
that's in your debt.'

And Harry got on with it.

Not skin but nmenories. First of Blaze, reinforcing Nathan's picture of the wolf who was his
nephew, then nenories of people Nathan had known - people they'd both known -transmtted from
Harry's nenory banks into those bl ank spaces that were all that was |left of his son's.

It was done at incredible speed; Harry played the part of a neurosurgeon working with a | aser
tool, but rather than slicing or splicing nerves he wel ded patches (pictures?) of nenory back in
pl ace on the bare walls of Nathan's m nd. Pictures of Msha, taken straight fromwhat he' d seen of
her through Bl aze's eyes; pictures of Trask, Chung, Lardis and Goodly, a group once well-known to
Nat han; and again pictures of Blaze hinmself, faithful, lifelong friend. And finally, saved unti
last, Harry conjured a fantastic nunmbers vortex - a whirling wall of nutating synbols
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and cyphers, the metaphysical equations of Mbius mathematics - to spiral |ike background static
in the otherw se aching void of Nathan's nind

And then his time was up .

Sonet hi ng had happened to Nathan, and M sha didn't know what to rmake of it. She didn't know what
to make of Blaze, either. Wl f he might be, but she knew of his relationship with Nathan - the
fact that he was actually a relative - and al so that he was far nore than just a wolf of the wld.
Ri ght now he danced, skipped and yipped. H s tail was a frenzy of side-to-side novenent; his ears
were up, intent, turning this way and that but always ending up pointing at Nathan seated in his
chair. Now he got up on his hind |l egs, forepaws on Nathan's knees, bl ack-shining nuzzle inches
from Nat han's nose, and stared into Nathan' s eyes.

It was Nathan's eyes now, yes, but a nonent ago it had been his novenents, actions. Actions of a
sort, anyway. Galvanic and by no nmeans definitely the product of intelligence or awareness, still

he had noved; lifted an armto point at something, opened his nmouth as if to speak, but only
gurgled. Not much of a miracle initself, but in a nan who had done absolutely nothing for a six-
month wi t hout pronpting and gui dance, and nade no attenpt to utter a single word . . . it was

ast oni shi ng!

So nuch so that for several seconds M sha hadn't been able to nove. Wen it had started she had
been standing in the open doorway, catching the last warmrays of the sun as it sank down oh-so-
slow y beyond the forest's rim Then, very clearly, she'd heard the stanp of a foot - but a foot,
not a paw - and Bl aze the only other creature present. Blaze . . . and Nathan. Startled, M sha had
| ooked back into the dusky unlit roomto see what was happeni ng. And what she'd seen had frozen
her rigid for several |ong seconds.

Nat han's twitching, his pointing, his neaningless nouthing; as if he heard sonething, saw
sonet hi ng, renmenbered sonet hi ng!

And his wol f-nephew Bl aze's frantic capering - reinforcing the fact of it - letting Msha know
that she wasn't dreani ng

Then she'd cried out, rushed to his side, gone down on her knees al ongsi de Bl aze, both girl and
wol f staring into Nathan's eyes. And light in there! No |onger the enptiness of the spaces between
the stars but the light of reason! It was there for the space of a breath, two, three, before
slowy fading. But it bad been there! And before it had vanished entirely, Nathan's nouth had

j erked open agai n.

This time, while it had been sonething | ess than a whisper, M sha knew that he had spoken. Only
one word - but a word that brought her to |aughter and tears in the same monment: 'M sha.'’

And just as she'd seened to sense weird presences this |ast half-hour
173
or so, so now she sensed Nathan's presence, knew that he was in there, and that this was the start

of his recovery .

There was no sensation of novement - never had been through any of what Trask and his peopl e had
experienced - but still it was a shock to every systemto find thensel ves back in Harry's Room at
E- Branch HQ fromwhich they'd never in any case departed

But all of them knew that Harry had gone now, even if, |ike Blaze, they didn't know where.

Jake, stirring in his chair and blinking - even as the six blinked back at him- was as a man j ust
this moment woken froma dream he frowned, |ooked alarmed or at |east puzzled, seemed uncertain
of his reality.

"A drean?' he said, as sinply as that. 'Was | dreani ng?

But as the six espers disengaged and stood up stiffly: '"No, it wasn't,' said Trask. 'And you
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weren't. Can you remenber anything at all of what it was about?

Jake thought about it, |ooked fromface to face as the six crowded around him and shook his head.

"I feel . . . different,' he said. 'But other than that-' And he shrugged.
"And Korath?' said Liz. 'Is he still there?
"Ch, he's there,' Jake answered sourly. 'But contained . . .' Follow ng which he sat bolt upright

and his jaw dropped. "What in the-? | mean, howin hell do I know that?'

"Instinct,' said Trask. 'Sonething you had wi thout knowi ng you had it.' And, using Harry's
term nol ogy: 'There was a certain roomin the manse of your mind which you' d never had cause to
visit. Harry went there and found it dark, and switched the lights on - that's all.' Then, nodding
curtly to Chung and Goodly: 'I think you can untie himnow. '

"Harry was here?' said Jake, as they set about freeing himfromthe chair.

'He took you over.' Liz nodded. 'Quietened you down. If he hadn't . . . Korath would have been in
charge. Maybe for good.'

"Or for bad.' Jake licked lips as dry as dust, then got to his feet, swayed a little and grabbed
Liz for support. '"Wioah!' he said. 'I feel like I've just had three or four rides on the world's
bi ggest, fastest, nastiest roller coaster!’

"Two worlds,' Trask told him sighing his relief. And then, hardening again: 'But it's not over
yet.'

'Oh?' Jake | ooked at him

Trask nodded. 'Putting it bluntly, Harry or whatever it was of himtold us a thing or two that
nm ght help us to clear you - you and MIlie both.' This was the sinple truth, which, despite
soundi ng cold, came out naturally. Knowi ng the drawbacks of his talent, however, Trask gl anced
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at MIlie apologetically. But she understood, took his armreassuringly, nade no conment.

'So, what's next?' said lan Goodly. And despite that it was a serious question, comng fromhimit
I ightened the nmonent consi derably.

And with a wy chuckl e Trask answered, 'Now here's a thing. The precog wants to know what's next!

At which footsteps sounded, and there cane a sharp knock at the door. It was John Gieve, the duty
of ficer.

"Two things,' he said, when Trask opened the door. 'Turchin has had a call conme in or, scranbled,
and the Russians have just broken the news that he's gone missing fromthe Earth Year Conference.
No accusations as yet, and the word "defection" hasn't entered into it. He's just missing, that's
all.'

"Where's Turchin now?' Trask canme out into the corridor

"Waiting outside Ops,' said Grieve. 'The techs wouldn't let himin wthout your say-so.' Turning
to |l ead the way, he added, 'Ch, yes, and there's some kind of problemw th the decoder. It seens
that the codes Turchin gave us are inconplete.’

Trask spoke to the rest of the team 'To work, people. And Jake - don't go experinenting or
anything until we're all ready to sit in on it with you. You're on trust - but not so nuch on

trust that you're to |leave the HQ |'m sure you understand. The thing in your head may be under
control now, but 1'd Iike to be absolutely sure it] | stay that way. lan, you'll, er, keep Jake
company. MIllie, Liz will be looking after you. It's seens only fair, and and | mean - oh, what
the bell! Personalities and other considerations aside, it's sinply a matter of bl oody security!’
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Not nuch for swearing nowadays, still on occasion Trask found it the only satisfactory solution

Jake and MIlie glanced at each other, and she said, 'Don't worry about it, Ben. W both
under st and. .

Sure that they did understand but hating the situation anyway, Trask let it go and followed Gieve
to the Ops Room.

Turchin was waiting anxiously outside the closed door with one of the techs (a nmenber of E-
Branch's technical staff, not psychically talented but nevertheless highly valued), a prematurely
bal d young man cal |l ed Ji mry Harvey. Apol ogetic but rock steady, and for all that he was only five
foot five or six, Harvey was bl ocking the door, denying access to the bul ky Russian Prenier

"It's okay, Jimy,' said Trask as he approached. 'Let himtake his tel ephone call. In fact, we'll
be going in with him'

"Sorry about that, boss,' Harvey told Turchin, opening the door for him
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For a nonent the Russian scowl ed at Jinmy, at his lush red sideburns and bushy eyebrows - which
tried desperately hard to nake up for his baldness - then brushed by him saying, 'Don't concern
yoursel f, M Harvey. We all have our duties to perform Just as long as we haven't |ost what could
be a nost inmportant connection . . .' And then he was into the Ops Room

But if Trask had expected Turchin to be taken aback by the conplexity of the place - its
communi cati ons equi pnment, conmputer consol es, decodi ng devices, variously col oured tel ephones, wall
screens, charts, and other gadgets galore - then Trask was the one who was taken by surprise. The
Russi an Prenier barely paused but headed straight for a desk where another tech held out a

tel ephone to him More than just a tel ephone, its function was to descranbl e nmessages onto a
screen - if the correct code had been tapped into the keyboard on the phone's consol e.

'The code that Premier Turchin gave us is inconplete,' the tech at the consol e expl ai ned. 'The
nmessage on-screen repeats, but it's still a mishmash.'

Turchin glanced at the screen - at its junble of neaningless, repetitive characters scrolling in
endl ess procession - nodded and shrugged his heavy shoul ders. 'Since | could not be absolutely
certain how | would be received here,' he explained, 'it nmade sense to keep a little sonething
back. Uterly ridiculous to give ny all if |I was getting nothing in return.

"Understood,' said Trask, just a little peevishly. 'But do you think you mght |ike to conplete
the code now, before your man on the other end gets fed up and stops sendi ng?

"Sinmplicity itself," said Turchin, shooting his cuffs. "It only requires ny initials for
aut hentication.'

"Russi an | anguage?' said Trask. 'But this keyboard has the British al phabet.’

"I'maware of your several shortcom ngs,' Turchin snmiled a fox's smile at him 'and nade al |l owance
for them In Mscow, my own decoder's keyboards are on-screen and carry fourteen | anguages

you sinply tell the conputer which one you' re entering the code in. Enornously useful when, er
assisting foreign dignitaries? But as | said, | anticipated your -how should | put it -
enmbarrassnment ? The confirmation uses British letters.'

Then he spoke into the conbi phone. ' Turchin here.
And a desk speaker answered in Russian, saying, 'Voice recognition confirmed. Are you receiving?
"I amnow,' Turchin answered, tapping keys G and T.

The junble on the screen at once reassenbled itself, and a printer
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purred into action and commenced delivering the nmessage in Englishlanguage hard copy. It took only
a few seconds, and then, abruptly, the screen went blank and the printout ceased.

"Thank you, Yuri,' said Turchin into the phone, in Russian. 'And now you' d better get off before
they trace you.'

"I"'msure they already have,' said the other. 'Don't worry. By the tinme they get here I'Il be I ong
gone . . .'The phone nade a beeping sound and the |ine went dead.

John Grieve, standing beside Trask, had translated for him repeating Turchin's and his agent's
conversation. He, too, fell silent as Trask put a hand on Turchin's shoul der, saying, 'Just
assum ng soneone back home was eavesdroppi ng, you've slipped up and told themwho to | ook for this
Yuri fellow'

"I ndeed,’ said Turchin. "'Assunmi ng" that was his name - but it wasn't!' And, raising his eyebrows
qui zzically, 'You' ve never been a conventional field agent, have you, Ben? Meani ng espi onage as
opposed to ESPi onage? Ah, but for nme, being a politician in the old USSR, that was experience
enough! "'

Trask grinmaced and answered, 'You live and you learn. And | thought the Wanphyri were devious!'
Then he tore off the printout and read the nmessage:

The cl ock strikes twelve. The pyranids point upwards. The bats
are hangi ng upsi de down. The pigeons are in flight. The nobon
shines silver. The waters will find their own |level. The dog
bites .

Trask read it again, twice, |ooked at Turchin and said, 'l hope this means sonething to you
because it's utter gibberish to net

"As it was designed to be,' said the Premier. '"But in fact it is very sinple. Seven short
statements, but only the middle one means anything. The birds it refers to are nmade of clay.'

"Clay pigeons?' said Trask. 'Targets.

"Precisely, which nmy people have lofted to be shot at by ny enem es. But these pigeons m ght as
easily be cured fishes.'

"Red herrings? Trask inclined his head inquiringly.

"Now we are getting somewhere,' said the Premer. 'Red, yes - like the colour of the old USSR, and
al so of today's greatest enemes, yours and mine both. Ah, but my enem es are human. And now

must beg of you to please forgive ny cautious nature, but since we need to discuss this further,
woul d nuch prefer the privacy of your office.’

"Everyone here is trustworthy,' said Trask
177
"l don't doubt it,' Turchin answered. 'But the nore people who know our business, the nmore who

could talk about it . . . er, if the right pressures were applied in the right places.

"But that's to anticipate falling into eneny hands,' Trask said. "Wich in turnis to assune
action behind eneny Iines.

"But wasn't that always the plan? said Turchin. 'So maybe it's happening a little earlier than
expected, that's all. And now. . . can we talk in your office?

And five mnutes later, alone together in Trask's office:
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"Tal k," Trask grunted.

"Very well,"' said Turchin. 'Before |eaving the Earth Year conference, | told one of ny people back
hone to "let it slip" that | had beconme privy to vital information concerning wealth beyond al
dreans of avarice. This was done in accordance with a previous arrangenent.

"But you really do have just such information,' said Trask. 'Sunside/Starside is one huge opencast
not her | ode that nakes El Dorado | ook |ike the back yard of the |ocal poorhouse!’

"I ndeed,’' Turchin nodded. 'Wich nmy powerful mlitary enem es al ready know about, thanks to
M khai | Suvorov. O should we say they know he was on to sonething, if not its nature or its
| ocation.'

"Yes,' said Trask, inpatiently. 'l haven't forgotten these things. It was sone kind of vindictive
safety neasure that Suvorov took before he went, er, adventuring beyond the Perchorsk Gate.'

"Correct,' said Turchin. 'Perhaps he suspected | knew nore about the parallel world than | was

saying - in which case he was right - which was why he told several of his mlitary cronies that
if he didn't conme back to cut themin, then they should come to ne for the answers . . . the
bastard!"

"Yes, | understand all of that,' said Trask. 'And now that they've started asking questions you've

come to us rather than tell them about the Vanpire Worid. Al very laudable - but it doesn't
explain why we're in here talking in private - or why suddenly |I have this feeling that | don't
know everyt hing."'

"Everything |'ve told you so far is true,' said Turchin.
Right,' said Trask. 'But that doesn't nean you' ve told ne everything.'

"It's this dammed tal ent of yours!' Turchin burst out, and threw his arnms wide. 'Since | couldn't
lie to you-'

"-You didn't bother to tell the whole truth,' said Trask

"But | would have - believe me, | would have,' said Turchin, beginning to sweat now. 'If only
there had been tinme, | prom se you | would have.

"Eh? Tinme? What do you nean?

"I mean,' said Turchin, 'that ever since that greedy swi ne M khai
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Suvorov took charge of Perchorsk, |'ve had a spy there. | mean that six nmonths ago sonething very
terrible came through the Gate - sonmething so utterly terrible that if it hadn't been half dead it
m ght well have raged through the conmplex, killing everyone it found there. But Suvorov's crimna
crew were lucky and it died when they burned it. And finally, | nmean that those heavily arned,

very dangerous ex-convicts in the Perchorsk conplex have grown tired of waiting for Suvorov to
return, and it's only a matter of time now before greed overcones fear and they pluck up
sufficient courage to go through the Gate | ooking for him For the General . . . and for whatever
el se they can find.'

Trask frowned and shook his head. 'And there you've lost ne. Surely if this gang of crininals at
the conplex has had to deal with a crippled warrior creature |eft over fromthe war in
Sunsi de/ Starside, the last thing they would want to do is go soneplace where they m ght bunp into
simlar things, possibly of a fighting-fit variety!'

"Awarrior, yes,' Turchin answered. 'Fromits description, that's what it was. A nightmarish thing
like - | don't know - like a primal dinosaur, all armoured and bristling with fiendish chitin
weaponry . . . but having the face of a man, albeit a face with fangs! Built to go on four |egs,
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to do battle on the ground, it had the trappings of a mount: a saddle, stirrups, a bit inits
mout h, and reins. And that's where the trouble lies. For all of the netal parts, bit, chains,
stirrups and such-'

'-Were of massive gold(' said Trask, beginning to understand.

'Cold, yes,' said Turchin. 'Heavy, beautiful gold. Suvorov had prom sed to nake those nen rich
and now they know what he was tal ki ng about and where it was going to cone from'

"So why haven't you told ne this before? said Trask. 'And what is it you're still not telling
me?'

The Prem er flopped back in his chair, sighed and answered, 'Well then, now that the pigeons are
inflight, it seens | must tell you all.’

Trask's talent helped himwi th that one. 'Wich sounds |ike youve started wheels turning that
can't be stopped, right?

Turchin nodded. 'My plans are laid, they are in notion, and there's no going back on them'
"So what's the bottomline? said Trask. "Wiat is it you' ve done, and what is it you want?

"First, what | want,' said Turchin. 'These enem es of mine: there are three of them one ex-
mlitary and two serving high-rankers. Except, they are not only ny enenm es but yours and all the
free world's, too. Hardliners with communi sm expansionism and world dom nation stanped into
their every fibre - only supply themw th the neans, precious netal enough to fuel their anbitions
and start that terrible, crushing engine up again . '
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He paused and shook his head, then quickly went on. 'What do | want? That's easy. | want them
dead!"’

For several |ong seconds Trask sat and stared at his guest, his expression cold and inscrutable.
But Turchin scarcely required any special talent to know what the other was thinking.

"I"'mnot a nurderer, Ben!' he burst out. 'But no | ess than your vanpires, these people are! Should
I tell you what they're capable of? Plans so nonstrous that if the Wst had known about them when
first they were broached it could easily have started Wrld War Three? Hah! You don't know the
hal f of it! You think the C A have hatched sonme feverish plots in their tinme, this or that
assassination that didn't quite work out? But these people I'mtalking about are capabl e of

genoci de. They'd think nothing of destroying entire countries!' And as he paused for breath:

"Go on,' said Trask. 'I'mlistening.

Now Turchin was sweating freely. He nopped his forehead and said, 'And so | have arrived at the
point of no return. Defection is one thing, but these are my country's best kept secrets. And | am
trusting themto you. They nust go no further. |If ever they got out no one would ever trust

Russia, or Gustav Turchin, again. | would remain your guest for the rest of nmy life, which
probably wouldn't be a |ong one . '

"I"'mstill listening,' said Trask.
'One of these three nmen,' said Turchin, '-should we call himAdnmral "X'? You can work it out for
yourself - is responsible for dunping our fleet of decrepit nuclear subrmarines and other

radi oative waste in international waters. This same nan, in the |ate 1960s through the 1970s, when
he was a lowy apparatchik in the USSR s Defence Departnent, proposed to change the world's

weat her patterns by detonating enornous atomni c devices deep under the Arctic ice. The nelting ice -
fresh water, you understand, as it flowed into the Atlantic Ccean - would permanently reverse the
Atlantic Conveyor, bringing Siberian tenperatures to western Europe and a Mediterranean climte to
the Russian heartland. Madman that he is, | know he still harbours such schemes, and that he has
the fanatical will to bring theminto being. Al he lacks is the finances, the neans. Perchorsk
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and the Vanpire Wrld would furnish such a nmeans, though first he woul d have to cleanse that world
of men and nonsters alike. Ah, but with his perverse penchant for nucl ear devices, | cannot see
the nere destruction of an alien world as too great a problenml Well, except for our friends the
Szgany, that is . '

And Trask nodded. 'I think | can see why you'd want rid of that one. And | can al so see where
you're making a big m stake. But go on, tell nme all.’

"Air defences,' said Turchin. 'The original plans for our answer to
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Ronal d Reagan's SDI, his marvellous, nythical Strategic Defence Initiative, are extant still.
Moreover, a certain scientist and senior officer in the Russian air force believes that if he were
abl e to generate and contain sufficient energy he could nmake the failed Perchorsk Experinent work.
Al'l that he needs to go ahead is the funding: gold, Ben! Just think of it: an invisible unbrella,
shielding an entire country, neutralizing all incom ng weapons of mass destruction. After that,
what could the West refuse us, eh? In any war, an inpregnable force nmust conquer. But even if
there was no war, the West would go broke trying to duplicate th