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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Prologue


In Xanadu, Jethro Manchester had built a pleasure dome, in fact the Pleasure Dome Casino. But that was some time ago, and since then Manchester’s fortunes had changed. Now both the casino and the mountain resort of Xanadu belonged to another, to Aristotle Milan, and the new resident-owner’s needs required that he make certain alterations.


The casino was a great dome of glass and chrome. It was a three-storey affair – or four-storey, if one included a smaller dome, which sat like a bubble or a raised blister on top of the main structure – that lorded its location at Xanadu’s hub, on a false plateau in a high, dog-leg fold of the Australian Macpherson Range of mountains.


Now it was night, but still the work on Mr Milan’s alterations continued. He wanted the work completed to his specifications before he reopened Xanadu to the public in just a few days’ time. And in his private accommodation in the high bubble dome, Milan himself supervised the last of the work; or if not supervised, at least he was there to see it finished to his satisfaction. But Milan’s presence – or more specifically the annoyance that accompanied it – wasn’t to Derek Hinch’s liking.


Hinch was a painter and decorator, but at times like this he tended to think of himself more as a steeplejack. Inside the bubble it wasn’t so bad … there wasn’t very far to fall if he made the classic mistake of stepping back a few paces to admire his work! But outside, some fifty or sixty feet off the ground: that had been nerve-racking, and thank God he was done with it now.


But black? Painting perfectly good windows black, both inside and out? It didn’t make a lot of sense to Derek Hinch. And as for Mr Milan: he didn’t make much sense either! The guy must be some kind of eccentric, a nut case, albeit a very rich, powerful one. The way he prowled through the glitzy false opulence of this place, apparently lost in some indefinable distance, in space and time; though mainly (Hinch suspected) lost in a world of his own, the extravagance of his thoughts.


And his music … his bloody terrible, interminable music!


There was a gleaming antique jukebox at one end of a small, gently curving, mahogany-topped bar on the perimeter of the bubble, and when Milan was taking it easy he would sit there in an armchair with a drink, just listening to the music … the same damn tunes or songs, or just, well, music, over and over again. And it was driving Hinch nuts, too!


Not that Hinch didn’t care for the stuff; he liked – or he used to like, and he would have continued to like – all of this stuff just fine … if he hadn’t been obliged to listen to each piece at least thirty or forty times in the space of just seven nights. So thank God he was almost finished here!


But nights! Why in hell couldn’t this work be done in daylight hours? And why in hell couldn’t Milan sleep nights – like any other mad millionaire? And why in double-damned hell did he have to play his bloody music like this!?


What was it that was playing now? Damn, the tunes had kind of run together in Hinch’s head; he had heard them so often, he knew what was coming next! Mr rich-foreign-handsome-bloody-bastard Milan kept playing them in sequence, in some kind of order of preference. But it was the order of disorder, totally out of order, to Hinch’s way of thinking.


Oh, yes – now he remembered – Zorba’s Dance, that was it! All bouzoukis, fast drumbeats, and Anthony bloody Quinn dancing on a beach! A Greek thing that was almost as much an antique as the machine that played it. One of those tunes that never dies, one which as far as Hinch was concerned could die any time it fucking well liked! And of course as the tune ended, Hinch knew the next item in the circular, never-ending repertoire. And here it came yet again:


‘Sunshine, you may find my window but you won’t find me …’ Some kind of blues with a Country and Western flavour, and lyrics too deep for Hinch to understand … pleasing to listen to, even soothing, in a way … if you hadn’t heard it half a dozen times already this very night! Some old black guy, singing his heart out about misery. But to Hinch’s mind the only misery lay in having to listen to it over and over again.


‘So, you don’t care for my music, Mr Hinch?’ The voice was deep yet oiled; it seemed to rumble, or purr, yet was in no way cat-like. On the other hand, Milan’s movements were cat-like as he came from the bar with a drink in his long-fingered hand, to gaze out on the night through an open window.


But if it wasn’t painted black, (Hinch thought), there’d be no need to open the fucking thing! Not that there’s anything to see out there. While out loud he said, ‘Er, did I say something about your music? I have a habit of talking to myself while I’m working. It doesn’t mean anything.’ Oh yes it fucking does! It means that I’m pissed to death with you, and your bloody music, and with bloody Xanadu, and all of this bloody black paint!


He looked down on Milan from a height of some twelve feet, from a wheeled scaffolding tower where he had just put the finishing touches to the last pane of a high window. And that was it: the entire interior surface, every square foot of hundreds of square feet of glass, varnished for adhesion, painted black, and finally layered with polyurethane lacquer for durability. A double-dyed bastard of a job!


‘Perhaps I don’t pay you enough?’ said Milan, as Hinch put down his roller, wiped his hands, came clambering down from on high.


‘The money’s fine,’ the bad-tempered Hinch said. He stood six feet tall, but still had to lift his head a fraction to look up at his employer. ‘And I’d like it now, for I’m all done.’


‘Then if the payment is fine,’ said Milan, ‘it can only be that I was right and it’s the music. Or perhaps it’s me? Do you find my presence unsettling?’


While he was speaking, Hinch had checked him out – again. For Aristotle Milan was the kind of man you looked at twice. At a guess he’d be maybe forty, forty-five years old. Difficult to be more specific than that, because his looks were sort of timeless. He was probably sixty but topped-up with expensive monkey hormones or some such. Something was running through his veins, keeping him young, for sure. Spoiled, rich bastard!


But foreign? Even without the name to give him away, there could be no mistaking that: Italian with a touch of Greek – but in any case a mongrel, in Hinch’s eyes. Milan’s hair was black as night; worn long, it swept back from a high, broad forehead, and its shining ringlets curled on his shoulders. And handsome: he had the kind of Mediterranean looks that seemed to appeal to a lot of women. Hinch would guess that his bedroom crawled with all kinds of young, good-looking, dirty women.


His ears were fleshy – what could be seen of them – but he wore his sideboards thick and lacquered back to cover the upper extremities. Something odd about his nose, too: a flattish look to it, as if Nature had pushed it back a little too far, and his nostrils were too large and flaring. And then those arcing eyebrows over deep-sunken, jet-black eyes … those eyes that were Milan’s most startling feature. Jet-black, and yet Hinch couldn’t be certain. Catch them at the right angle, they’d sometimes gleam a golden, feral yellow. And despite the nose, still those eyes loaned Milan the looks of a bird of prey.


But handsome? Maybe Hinch was all wrong about that. It was simply the attraction of Milan’s odd – his strange or foreign, his almost alien – features, that was all. And as for Mediterranean: well, that didn’t seem quite right either, not with the cold pallor of his flesh, and the blood red of his lips. He was something of a weird one, this Milan, for sure. Something of an enigma. An unknown or unspecified quantity.


‘Payment when the job is done,’ Milan spoke again, the rumble lower than ever. ‘Which it isn’t, not quite, not yet.’


‘What?’ Hinch stared hard at him, tried to look hard, too – difficult with a man as sure of himself as Milan. Or as sure of his filthy money! But Hinch reckoned that for all his lousy millions, still Milan would be a cinch in a fight. Hinch was a powerful, brutal fighter, the victor of a dozen rough-house brawls. And Milan – he had the hands of a pianist, fingers like a girl! Huh! Hinch would bet his life that Milan had never felt a bunch of knuckles bouncing off that ugly nose of his. And the thought never occurred to him that he had already bet his life.


Cocking his head a little on one side, Milan looked at him curiously, sighed and said, ‘First it’s my music, and then it’s because you’ve had to work late into the night, and now … now it’s personal, to the point that you insult me and even measure your physical strength against mine, like an opponent … as if you could ever be an opponent. Or is it all just jealousy?’


And suddenly it sank into Hinch’s less than enormous brain that while he’d thought all of these things, he hadn’t actually voiced any of them – not even about the music! Was he that easy to read?


But he was tired of all this, and so, changing the subject he said, ‘What’s that about the job not being finished? I mean, you wouldn’t be trying to avoid paying me – would you?’ And the threat in his words, the way he growled them, was obvious.


‘Not at all,’ Milan told him. ‘Payment is most certainly, very definitely due. And you shall have it. But out there – on the outside of the dome, just a little to the left of this open window here – there’s a spot you missed. And I suffer from this affliction: I can’t deal with too much sunlight. My eyes and my skin are vulnerable. And so, you see, while sunshine may find my window, it must never find me. The work must be finished, to my satisfaction. That was our contract, Mr Hinch.’


God damn this weird bastard! Hinch thought, as he paced to the window, leaned out (but carefully,) and looked to the left. But:


‘God?’ said Milan, from close behind. ‘Your god, Mr Hinch? Well, if there is such a Being – and if his sphere of influence is as extensive as you suppose – I think you may safely assume that he “damned” me a very long time ago.’


‘Eh?’ said Hinch, looking back into the dome, surprised by and wondering at the sudden change in Milan’s tone of voice.


Milan moved or flowed closer; his slim fingers were strong where they came down on Hinch’s hand, trapping it on the window sill. And leaning closer still, with his face just inches away, he smiled and hissed, ‘You don’t much care for heights, do you, Mr Hinch? In fact you care for them even less than you care for me, or for my music.’


‘What the bloody …?’ Hinch looked into eyes that were no longer black or feral but uniformly red, flaring like lamps!


‘Bloody?’ the other repeated him, his voice a phlegmy gurgle now, full of lust, and his breath a hot, coppery stench in Hinch’s face. ‘Ah, yesssss! But not your blood, not this time, Mr Hinch. Your blood is unworthy. You are unworthy!’


‘Jesus Christ!’ Hinch gasped, choked, tried to draw away – and failed.


‘Call on who or whatever you like.’ Milan continued to pin him to the window ledge, and moved his free hand to the back of Hinch’s thick neck. ‘No one and nothing can help you now.’


‘You’re a fucking madman!’ Hinch jerked and wriggled, but he couldn’t pull free. The other’s strength was unbelievable.


‘And you … you are nothing!’ Milan told him, continuing to smile, or at least doing something with his face.


Hinch saw it, but didn’t believe it: the way Milan’s lips curled back and away from his elongating jaws, the teeth curving up through his splitting gums, his ridged, convoluted nose flattening back, while his nostrils gaped and sniffed. And the red blood dripping from the corner of his mouth.


Then Milan freed Hinch’s hand in order to clench his fist and hit him in his ribs – such a blow that Hinch, burly as he was, was lifted from his feet. At the same time, Milan hoisted him by the scruff of the neck and tilted him forward; concerted movements designed to topple him into space.


And as the shrieking Hinch flipped out into the night, so the Thing that looked like a man released him.


Hinch fell, but only for a moment. Then his shriek became a gasp as he came down on his belly and cracked ribs across the safety rail of a painter’s platform slung between twin gantries. From above, seven or eight feet to the open window, Hinch heard Milan’s cursing. And struggling to his feet inside the platform he looked up – to see that hideous, livid face looking down on him!


Then, moving like liquid lightning, Milan was up onto the window ledge, and light as a feather came leaping to the bouncing, rocking platform. His intentions were unmistakable, and as he landed Hinch went to kick him in the groin. Milan caught his foot, twisted it until the ankle broke, then reached out with a long arm to grab the other’s throat. And without pause, lifting Hinch bodily into the air, he thrust him out beyond the rim of the safety rail – and let him fall.


As Hinch fell – grasping at thin air and failing to catch it – he was aware that Milan was speaking to him one last time. But whether it was a physical voice he heard, a chuckling whisper in his head, or simply something imagined, he couldn’t have said. And he certainly didn’t have time to worry about it.


Paid in full, the crazed voice whispered. For your insults if not for your work. So be it!


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


While up above, that terrible face continued to smile down on him … for a little while, until Aristotle Milan’s features melted back into a more acceptable form, and he gave a careless shrug, and grunted again, ‘So be it!’


Then he returned to listening to his music, and no other’s thoughts to disturb him now, in the solitude of a strange place in a strange land …


An ‘unfortunate accident,’ was how local newspapers would later report the matter. They also reported Milan’s generous offer to pay all of the funeral expenses, and his very generous donation to Derek Hinch’s widow …




PART ONE


The How Of It




CHAPTER ONE


See The Creechur


It was hot as hell, and flies the size of Jake Cutter’s little fingernails had been committing suicide on the vehicle’s windscreen for more than a hundred and fifty miles now, ever since they’d left Wiluna and ‘civilization’ behind.


‘Phew!’ Jake said, sluicing sweat from his brow and out of the open window of their specially adapted Land Rover. The top was back and the windows wound down, yet the hot wind of passage that pushed their wide-brimmed Aussie hats back from their foreheads, tightened their chinstraps around their throats and ruffled their shirts still made it feel like they were driving headlong into a bonfire. And the ‘road’ ahead – which in fact was scarcely better than a track – wavered like a smoke-ghost in the heat haze of what appeared to be an empty, ever-expanding distance.


Behind the vehicle, a mile-long plume of dust and blue-grey exhaust fumes drifted low over the scrub and the wilderness.


‘That’s your fifth “phew”,’ Liz Merrick told him. ‘Feeling talkative today?’


‘So what am I supposed to say?’ He didn’t even glance at her, though most men wouldn’t have been able to resist it. ‘Oh dear, isn’t it hot? Christ, it must be ninety! “Phew” is about all I’m up to, because if I do more than open my mouth a crack – ugh!’ And he spat out yet another wet fly.


Liz squirmed and grimaced. ‘What the hell do they live on, I wonder? Way out here, I mean?’ She swatted and missed as something small, black and nasty went zipping by.


‘Things die out here,’ Jake answered grimly. ‘Maybe that’s what they live on.’ And just when she thought that was it, that he was all done for now: ‘Anyway, the sun’s going down over the hills there. Another half-hour or so, it’ll be cooler. It won’t get cold – not in this freaky weather – but at least you’ll be able to breathe without frying your lungs.’ Then he was done.


She turned her head to look at him more fully: his angular face in profile, his hard hands on the wheel, his lean outline. But if Jake noticed her frowning, curiously intent glance, well, it scarcely registered. That was how he was: hands off. And she thought: We make a damned odd couple!


She was right, they did. Jake hard yet supple, like whip-cord, and Liz soft and curvy. Him with his dark background and current … condition, and Liz with her—


—Which was when they hit a pothole, which simultaneously brought Liz’s mind back to earth while lifting her backside eight inches off her seat. ‘Jake, take it easy!’ she gasped.


He nodded, in no way apologetically, almost absent-mindedly. He had turned his head to look at her – no, Liz corrected herself – to look beyond her, westward where the rounded domes of gaunt, yellow- and red-ochre hills marched parallel with the road. They were pitted, those hills, pockmarked even from here. The same could be said of the desert all around, including the so-called road. ‘These old mine workings,’ Jake growled. ‘Gold mines. That was subsidence back there, where the road is sinking into some old mine. I didn’t see it because of this bloody heat haze.’


‘Gold?’ Squirming down into her seat, Liz tried to get comfortable again. Hah! she thought. As if I’d been comfortable in the first place!


‘They found a few nuggets here,’ he told her. ‘There was a bit of a gold rush that didn’t pan out. There may be gold here – there probably is – but first you have to survive to bring it up out of the ground. It just wasn’t worth it …’


‘Because even without this awful El Niño weather, this was one hell of an inhospitable place to survive in,’ she nodded.


‘Right.’ Finally Jake glanced at her – at her this time. And while he was still looking she grinned nervously and said:


‘What a place to spend your honeymoon! I should never have let you talk me into it.’ A witticism, of course.


‘Huh!’ was his reply. Shielding his eyes, he switched his attention back to the rounded hills with the sun’s rim sitting on them like a golden, pus-filled blister on the slumping hip of some gigantic, reclining, decomposing woman.


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


‘Gas station?’ He glanced at her again. ‘Sure there is. To service the local “community”. Heck, around these parts there’s point nine persons per hundred square miles!’ While Jake’s sarcasm dripped, it wasn’t directed entirely at Liz but rather at their situation. Moreover, she thought she detected an unfamiliar edge to his voice. So perhaps he did have nerves after all. But still his completely humourless attitude irritated her.


‘That many people? Really?’ For a moment she’d felt goaded into playing this insufferable man at his own game … but only for a moment. Then, shrugging, she let it go. ‘So what’s it doing here? The gas station, I mean.’


‘It’s a relic of the gold rush,’ he answered. ‘The Australian Government keeps such places going with subsidies, or they simply couldn’t exist. They’re watering holes in the middle of nowhere, way stations for the occasional wanderer. Don’t expect too much, though. Maybe a bottle of warm beer – make sure you knock the cap off yourself … yes, I know you know that – no food, and if you need the loo you’d better do it before we get there.’ Good advice, around these parts.


The road vanished about a mile ahead: an optical illusion, just like the heat haze. As the hills got higher, so the road began to climb, making everything seem on a level, horizontal. Only the throb of the motor told the truth: that the Land Rover was in fact labouring, however slightly. And in another minute they crested the rise.


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


‘See anything?’ she asked, secretly admiring Jake where he stood unselfconsciously posed, with one booted foot on the door sill, his jeans outlining a small backside and narrow hips. But the rest of him wasn’t small. He was tall, maybe six-two, leggy and with long arms to match. His hair was a deep brown like his eyes, and his face was lean, hollow-cheeked. He looked as if a good meal wouldn’t hurt … but, on the other hand, extra weight would certainly slow him down. His lips were thin, even cruel. And when he smiled you could never be sure there was any humour in it. Jake’s hair was long as a lion’s; he kept it swept back, braided into a pigtail. His jaw was angular, thinly scarred on the left side, and his nose had been broken high on the bridge so that it hung like a sheer cliff (like a native American Indian’s nose, Liz thought) instead of projecting. But despite his leanness, Jake’s shoulders were broad, and the sun-bronzed flesh of his upper arms was corded with muscle. His thighs, too, she imagined …


‘The gas station,’ he answered. ‘Sign at the roadside says “Old Mine Gas”. There’s a track off to the right from the road to the pumps … or rather the pump. What a dump! Another sign this side of the shack says … what?’ He frowned.


‘Well, what?’ Liz asked.


‘Says “See the Creature!”’ Jake told her. ‘But it’s spelled C-r-e-e-c-h-u-r. Huh! Creechur …’ He shook his head.


‘Not much schooling around here,’ she said. Then, putting a hand to the left side of her face to shut out the last spears of sunlight from the west, ‘That’s some kind of eyesight you’ve got. Even with binoculars the letters on those signs have to be tiny.’


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


‘But you’re not a sniper, or indeed any kind of killer, any longer,’ she told him – then caught her breath as she realized how wrong she might be. Except it was different now, surely.


Jake passed the binoculars, looked at her but made no comment. Peering through the glasses, she focused them to her own vision, picked up the gas station’s single forlorn pump and the shack standing – or leaning – behind it, apparently built right into the rocky base of a knoll, which itself bulged at the foot of a massive outcrop or butte. The road wound around the ridgy, shelved base of the outcrop and disappeared north.


And while she looked at the place, Jake looked at her. That was okay because she didn’t know he was looking.


She was a girl – no, a woman – and a sight for sore eyes. But Jake Cutter couldn’t look at her that way. There had been a woman, and after her there couldn’t be anything else. Not ever. But if there could have been … maybe it would have been someone like Liz Merrick. She was maybe five-seven, willow-waisted, and fully curved where it would matter to someone who mattered. And to whom she mattered. Well, and she did, but not like that. Her hair, black as night, cut in a boyish bob, wasn’t Natasha’s hair, and her long legs weren’t Natasha’s legs. But Liz’s smile … he had to admit there was something in her smile. Something like a ray of bright light, but one that Jake wished he’d never known – because he knew now how quickly a light can be switched off. Like Natasha’s light …


‘Not very appetizing,’ Liz commented, breathing with difficulty through her mouth.


‘Eh?’ He came back to earth.


‘The dump, as you called it.’


‘The name says it all.’ Jake was equally adenoidal. ‘Probably the entrance to an old mine. Hence “Old Mine Gas”.’


A great talent for the obvious, she wanted to tell him but didn’t. Sarcasm again, covering for something else.


‘So what do you think?’ she finally said, as they got back into the ‘Rover.


‘Good time not to think,’ he answered, and Liz could only agree. At least he’d remembered what little he’d been told. So they tried not to think, and continued not thinking as he started up the vehicle and let her coast the downhill quarter-mile to the Old Mine Gas station …


Lights of a sort came on as they turned off the road to climb a hard-packed ramp to the elevated shelf that fronted the shack. The illuminated sign flickered and buzzed, finally lit up in a desultory, half-hearted neon glare; grimy windows in the shack itself burned a dusty, uncertain electrical yellow. In an ancient river valley like this, dry since prehistory, it got dark very quickly, even suddenly, when the sun went down.


It also got cooler; not cold by any means – not in this freakish El Niño weather – but cooler. After they pulled up at the lone pump, Jake helped Liz shrug herself into a thin safari jacket, took his own from the back of the ‘Rover and put it on. In the west, one shallow trough in the crest of the domed hills still held a golden glow. But the light was rapidly fading, and the amethyst draining from the sky, squeezed out by the descending sepia of space. To the east, the first stars were already winking into being over blackly silhouetted mountains.


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


But now there was a figure standing in the shadow of the shack’s suddenly open screen door. And it was that figure that answered her. ‘Well, it’s a bloody funny one, I guarantee that much, miss!’ And then a chuckle as the owner of the deep, gravelly voice stepped out into full view. ‘It’s a bit late in the day, though, so if yer want ter see ’im, best take a torch with yer. Bloomin’ bulb’s blown again … or maybe ’e did it ’imself. Don’t much care for the light, that’ creechur feller. Now then, what can I do fer you folks? Gas, is it?’


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


‘Ah!’ The other’s gasp seemed genuine enough. ‘Eh? What’s this, then? Brits, are yer? A pair of whingein’ pommies way out ’ere? Now I asks yer, what next!?’ He grinned, shook his head. ‘Just kiddin’. Don’t yer be takin’ no note o’ me, folks.’


To all appearances he was just a friendly old lad and entirely unaccustomed to company. His rheumy little pinprick eyes, long since abandoned to the wrinkles of a weathered face, gazed at his customers over a bristly beard like that of some garrulous stagecoach driver in an ancient Western. As he took the cap off the Land Rover’s tank, his wobbly spindle legs seemed about ready to collapse under him. And as if to make doubly sure he’d said nothing out of turn: ‘Er, no offence meant,’ he continued to mumble his apologies.


‘No offence taken,’ Liz gave a little laugh. And Jake had to admire her: her steady, give-away-nothing voice. She quickly went on, ‘Can we get a drink or something, while you’re filling her up? It’s been a long and thirsty road, and a way to go yet. Maybe a beer? You do have beer, right?’


‘Did yer ever meet up with an Australian’ (but in fact he said Orstrylian) ‘who didn’t have a beer close ter hand?’ The old man grinned again, started the pump and handed the nozzle to Jake, then hobbled back and ’elp open the inner door to the shack for Liz. ‘Just you help yerself, miss. They’re all lined up on the shelves back o’ the bar there. Not a lot ter choose from, though – Fosters every one! It’s my favourite. And since I’m the one who drinks most of it, it’s my choice too.’


‘Well, good,’ said Liz. It’s my favourite, too.’


Jake watched them go inside, frowned at the nozzle in his hand. Just like that, he’d accepted the bloody thing. Damn!


After that … but it seemed it was going to take forever to satisfy the ’Rover’s greedy guzzling. So Jake quit when the tank was only three-quarters full, slammed the nozzle into the pump’s housing, tried not to look too concerned as he followed Liz and the old boy into the shack. But he’d hated to lose contact with her, lose sight of her like that, even for a few seconds. And she’d looked back at him just before she passed from view, her green eyes a fraction too narrow, too anxious.


Inside, however, it wasn’t as bad as he’d thought it would be. Or as it might have been.


It was the grime, the blown dust of the desert, clinging to the outside of the windows, that had shut the light in and made the place seem so dim from outside. But within – this might be typical of any outback filling station a million miles from nowhere. That was Jake’s first impression. The bar was a plank on two barrels, with a bead curtain hanging from the plank to the floor in front, and smaller barrels for seats. Liz was perched on one of them, and the old man had passed her a beer that she held unopened in her hand.


She must have asked him if he was all alone out here, and he was in the process of answering: ‘Alone? Me? Naw, not much. And anyway I enjoys bein’ on me ownsome. Oh, I got a couple o’ boys to ’elp out. They ain’t ’ere right now, is all. It ain’t so bad, actu’ly. ‘Ad a truck through just a day or so ago.’


‘A truck?’ Liz said, all innocence and light. ‘Out here?’


And the old man nodded. ‘Gawd knows where they’d be goin’! But for that matter, where be you goin’, eh? What’re yer doin’ out ’ere anyway?’


Having taken in much of the single room at a glance, Jake strode to the bar and asked for a beer. Without waiting for an answer from Liz, the old man reached for a bottle and turned to Jake. ‘Well now, you was a mite quick!’ he said. ‘Yer just topped ’er up, am I right? I mean, yer’d never fill a big tank as quick as that.’


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


And meanwhile: ‘Cans? I don’t hold with ’em,’ the oldster told him. ‘All this newfangled shite! But yer can trust a bottle.’ And turning to Liz again, ‘You were sayin’?’


‘No,’ she answered, ‘you were saying. You asked what we’re doing out here.’


‘Well then?’ he pressed.


She smiled. ‘Can you keep a secret?’


He shrugged his hunched shoulders, sat down on a barrel on his side of the plank and chuckled. ‘And who do yer reckon I’d be tellin’?’


Liz nodded. ‘We were visiting kin in Wiluna, decided to get married sort of quick. So here we are, run off where no one can find us.’


‘Eh? Honeymooners, yer say? Run off on yer ownsome and left no forwardin’ address? All out o’ touch, secret an’ private in the Gibson Desert? Huh! Hell o’ a place fer a honeymoon …’


‘I told him the very same thing,’ Liz nodded her agreement, shaking an I-told-you-so finger at Jake.


And Jake said, ‘Anyway, we’re headed north. We thought we’d take a look at the lakes, and—’


‘Lakes?’ the old fellow cut in, frowning. ‘Yer visitin’ the lakes?’ Then, with a knowing nod of his head, he muttered, ‘Big disappointment, that.’


‘Oh?’ Jake lifted an eyebrow.


But the oldster only laughed out loud and slapped his thigh. ‘Lake Disappointment!’ he guffawed. ‘Way up north o’ here. Damn me, they falls fer it every time!’ He sobered up, said, ‘Lakes, eh? Somethin’ ter see, is it? Huh! Plenty o’ mud and salt, but that’s about all.’


‘And wildlife!’ Liz protested.


‘Oh, aye, that too,’ he said. ‘Anyway, what would I know or care? I ‘ave me own wildlife, after all.’


‘The creature?’ Jake swigged on his beer.


‘’Im’s the one,’ the old boy nodded. ‘Yer wanna see ’im?’


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


‘I’d like to see him,’ she said. ‘I mean, what’s the mystery? What kind of creature is it, anyway? Or is it just a con – some mangy, diseased dingo crawled in out of the desert – to pull in a few more travellers?’ And to her partner, though she knew he wouldn’t take her up on it: ‘What about you, Jake? You want to come and see this thing?’


Jake shook his head, took another pull at his bottle. ‘Not me, Liz. I’ve a thirst to slake. But if you want to have a look at some mangy dog, well, go right ahead.’ Almost choking on the words, he got them out somehow. Damn it to hell – the idea was supposed to be that they didn’t get split up! He hoped she knew what she was doing. There again, she’d been in this game longer than he had. And that pissed Jake more than a little, too: the fact that Liz was in effect the boss here.


‘Torch,’ said the old boy, taking a heavy rubber-jacketed flashlight from the shelf and handing it to Liz. ‘Yer’ll need it. I keeps ’im in out o’ the sun, which would surely fry ‘is eyes. But it’s dark in the back o’ the shack there. And this time o’ evenin’ even darker in ’is cage.’ When she looked uncertain, didn’t move, he cocked his head on one side and said, ‘Er, yer just follers the signs, is all.’


Liz looked at him, hefted the torch, said, ‘You want me to go alone?’


‘Can’t very well get lost!’ he said. But then, grumblingly, he hobbled out from behind the makeshift bar. ‘It’s these old pins o’ mine,’ he said. ‘See, they don’t much like ter go. But yer right – can’t let a little lady go wanderin’ about in the dark on ’er own. So just you foller me, miss. Just you foller old Bruce.’ And then they were gone.


Jake took a small pager out of his pocket and switched it on. Now if Liz got in trouble she only had to press the button on her own beeper and he would know it … and vice versa. For in this game it was just as likely that he would be the one to make a wrong move.


Those were his thoughts as he stepped silently behind the bar, and passed through a second bead curtain hanging from the timbered ceiling to the floor. And as easily and as quickly as that he was into a horizontal mineshaft, and almost as quickly into something far less mundane …


Liz had followed the old man (Bruce? Hell of a lot of Australians called Bruce, she thought. There had to be at least as many as there were Johns in London) along the foot of the knoll to the lesser shack that leaned into an almost sheer cliff face.


It was quite dark now, and the torch he’d given her wasn’t nearly working on full charge. The batteries must be just about dead. Of course, knowing the place as he did, that wouldn’t much concern the old boy, but it concerned Liz. And despite that she followed slowly and carefully in old Bruce’s footsteps – mainly to give Jake the time he needed to look the place over – still she stumbled once or twice over large rocks or into this, that, or the other pothole. But, in truth, much of her stumbling was a ploy, too, so that it was perhaps a good thing after all that the torch was almost spent. She thought so at the outset, anyway.


Until eventually: ‘Here we are,’ the old man said, turning a key in a squealing lock and opening an exterior screen door. Beyond that a second door stood ajar; and as old Bruce, if that really was his name, reached out an incredibly long arm to one side of Liz to push it fully open – at the same time managing to bundle her inside – so she recognized the smell of a lair.


It was a primal thing, something that lies deep in the ancestral memories of every human being: to be able to recognize the habitat of a dangerous animal or animals. The musty, feral smell of a cavern where something dwells – or perhaps an attic where bats have hibernated for untold years – or maybe the reptile house in a zoo.


But there are smells and smells, and this wasn’t like anything Liz had ever come across before; or perhaps it was simply the tainted, composite smell of all of them. Until suddenly she realized that it wasn’t just a smell – wasn’t simply a smell – but her talent coming into play, and that the stench wasn’t in her nostrils alone but also in her mind!


And then she had to wonder about its origin, the focus or point of emanation of this alien taint. Was it the shack – or the steel-barred, wall-to-wall cell it contained – or perhaps the night-black tunnel beyond the bars, with its as yet unseen, unknown ‘creechur’ … or could it possibly be old ‘Bruce’ himself?


There came a sound from the darker depths of the horizontal mine shaft. And just as there are smells and smells, so are there sounds and sounds. Liz gasped, aimed her torch-beam into the darkness back there, and saw movement. A flowing, gathering, approaching darkness in the lesser dark around; an inkblot of a figure, taking on shape as it came, bobbing, wafting on a draft of poisonous air from wherever and whatever lay beyond. And it had luminous yellow eyes – slanted as a beast’s, and yet intelligent, not-quite-feral – that held her fixed like a rabbit in a headlight’s beam!


But only for a moment. Then—


‘You!’ Liz transferred the torch to her left hand, dipped her right hand into a pocket and came out with a modified Baby Browning, used her thumb to release the safety and aimed it at the old man … or at the empty space where he had been. While from outside in the night, she heard the grating of his booted feet, his now obscene chuckle, and the squeal of a key turning in the exterior screen door’s lock as he shut her in.


Hell! But this could quite literally be hell! Along with her talent – held back far too long by her desire not to alert anyone or anything to her real purpose here – Liz’s worst fears were now fully mobilized, realized. She knew what the creechur in the mineshaft was, knew what it could do. But even now she wasn’t entirely helpless.


Tucking the torch under her arm, she found her beeper and pressed its alarm button … at the precise moment that it commenced transmitting Jake’s own cry for help!


The shock of hearing that rapid beep! beep! beeping from her pocket almost made Liz drop the torch; she somehow managed to hold on to it, held her hands together, pointed the gun and the torch both through the inch-thick bars of the cage. But as the weak beam swept the bars, it picked out something that she hadn’t previously noticed; there had been little enough time to notice anything. The cage had a door fastened with a chain and stout padlock – but the padlock hung on the inside, the other side, where it dangled from the hoop of its loose shackle!


She knew what she must do: reach through the bars, drive home the shackle to close the padlock. A two-handed job. Again she put the torch under her arm, fumbled the gun back into her pocket. Then, in the crawling, tingling, living semi-darkness, Liz thrust her trembling hands between the bars … and all of the time she was aware of the thing advancing towards her, its slanted, sulphurous eyes alive on her … and the beeper issuing its urgent, staccato mayday like a small, terrified animal … and on top of all this the sudden, nightmarish notion: But what if this thing has the key to the padlock!?


At that moment it was Liz Merrick who felt like some small, terrified, trapped animal – but a human animal. While the thing striding silently, ever closer to her along the shaft was anything but human, though it might have been not so long ago.


It was almost upon her; she smelled the hot stench of its breath! Liz had squeezed her eyes shut in a desperate effort to locate the padlock. Now she opened them …


… And it was there, it was there! Its face, caught in the upward-slanting beam of yellow light from the torch in her arm-pit, looked down on her! And:


‘Ahhh!’ It – or he, the ‘creechur’ – sighed. ‘A girl. No, a woooman. And a fresh one. How very good to meet you here! How very … provident. Ahhh!’ And as simply as that his cold, cold hands took the padlock from hers, freed it from the chains, and let it fall with a clank to the dirt floor …




CHAPTER TWO


Dark Denizens


Meanwhile, Jake Cutter had proceeded maybe a hundred yards down the gradually sloping shaft, deep into the earth. The shaft was quite obviously the entrance to an old mine; the walls and roof were timbered, and there were sleepers and rusty, narrow-gauge rails in the fairly uneven floor. In places there was some evidence of past cave-ins, where holes in the ceiling and boulders on the floor told their own story. Since the surviving supports seemed stout enough, Jake wasn’t worried for his safety in that respect.


But in one other respect, he was. And he kept finding himself wishing that right now he wasn’t somewhere but rather someone else – despite that he would usually prefer not to be! All very confusing and paradoxical, but it was something which had only ever happened twice, and then in the most extreme of circumstances. And for the time being Jake was only Jake Cutter.


Such were his thoughts when the narrow but adequate beam of his pencil-slim pocket torch picked out the first of several side tunnels, shafts that radiated off from the main, the original mineshaft.


Until now the floor had borne a thick coating of dust and sand, much of which had settled against the walls. Towards the centre, however, and between the rails, most of this had been scuffed away, presumably by the recent passage of several or many persons. But persons going where? Of course, the old proprietor might be using this place as a warehouse or stock room; indeed, back where the shaft opened into the shack that fronted the mine Jake had passed a jumble of old crates and cardboard boxes, and labels on the latter had declared their contents as wiper blades, fuses, various grades of motor oil, spark plugs, and spare parts and vehicle accessories in general. Naturally, he would have expected as much that close to the entrance.


But all these signs of recent disturbance – or of occupation? – all this way back here? Why would anyone want to come back here, except perhaps on exploratory forays; maybe someone who was curious about old mine shafts? But recently? And how many someones? It was beginning to look like this might be the place. In which case he and Liz should never have split up and gone their own ways. Oh, he knew why she’d done it, all right, but now …


… Now what was that? Jake froze.


The side shafts weren’t recent diggings; they were probably old exploratory digs from the days when prospectors sought an ultimately elusive ‘mother lode.’ Certainly quartz was present in the walls where the subsidiary tunnels had been hewn or blasted from the rock. It was here, too, that the scuff marks on the floor – in places actual footprints – were most in evidence, and it was from the first of these lesser branching diggings that the sound had issued. A sound like a sigh or a yawn, like someone waking up.


Jake knew that by now it would be night in the valley in the Gibson Desert, dark in the outside world. But not nearly as dark as it was in here. And Liz was back there somewhere, alone with the old man. Or maybe not alone. And hadn’t his ‘Orstrylian’ accent been a little too thick, and hadn’t there been something – maybe just a trace – of the Gypsy about him?


Jesus! Jake was now aware of fumbling movements from the side tunnels – from more than one of them – and was immediately galvanized to action. But at a time and in a place such as this there was only one action he could take: flight!


Behind him, the main tunnel curved, however slightly, back towards the entrance. Setting off at a loping run, Jake played his torch beam on the ceiling in order to avoid the jagged ends of dangling timbers in a number of places where pressured beams had popped. And as he went he felt for his pager, making ready to send out his distress call. Not that he felt panicked or in immediate danger himself, but Liz might well be. If she wasn’t already aware of the danger, the beeper would give her advance warning. He wouldn’t use it just yet, though, because to do so would be to alert whoever she was with that he was on his way, perhaps precipitating some undesired activity.


In a matter of twenty seconds or so, when he was in sight of the bead-curtained rear entrance to the shack, Jake skidded to a halt. A figure, momentarily silhouetted by the light from the shack, had appeared on the other side of the curtain; Jake recognized it as that of the old proprietor. Switching off his torch, he flattened himself to the wall behind a support beam, took out his 9mm Browning and soundlessly armed it. And none too soon.


Grumbling to himself in his fashion, the old man came on through the curtains and made straight for Jake; there was no other way he could go. But as he blotted out some of the light from the shack, so Jake noticed that his movements weren’t any longer those of an old man! He came on at a sprightly, almost youthful lope, and his previously dim eyes were no longer hidden in wrinkled folds. Instead they were a glowing, feral yellow, and in their cores burned red as fire!


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


But the other had seen or sensed Jake in the moment that he fired; seeming to flow to one side, he moved closer to the wall. Jake knew he’d missed and got off a second shot; the bullet whined where it ricocheted from the shaft’s wall, hurling sparks and splinters of rock at the ‘old’ man’s face and neck.


He jerked at the impact of the stony fragments, then stood up straighter and stepped out into full view. And putting up a hand to his neck under the ear, he glanced at it almost curiously and said, ‘Blood?’ That was all, ‘blood? But his voice was no longer old, and his furnace eyes had turned uniformly crimson.


Knowing he couldn’t afford to miss a third time, Jake moved forward. Behind him there was real activity now: voices calling out wailing questions, and the sounds of stumbling feet. And:


‘Lead, is it?’ said that low, growling, dangerous voice as the distance narrowed between them. ‘Oh, ha! Ha! Ha! Then come on, son, fire away. For as you’ll discover, I’ve something of an appetite for lead.’


‘How about silver?’ Jake said, squeezing the trigger again. His words were pure bravado for he was by no means sure of himself, but it was a nice line.


And perhaps in that last second the vampire sensed that his opponent had the advantage. Whichever, he once more caused himself to relocate, used that weird flowing motion to move to one side. But not quickly and not far enough. The silver bullet hit him in the right shoulder, spun him around and slammed his back against the wall. With a gurgling cry of ‘Ah! Ah!’ he clawed at his shoulder and fell to his right knee, and Jake leaped around him to carry on headlong through the bead curtains, taking them with him in a jangling tangle.


Maybe he should have stayed to finish the job. Certainly he would have if he had been that someone else – or half of someone else – but despite the danger Jake was still only Jake Cutter; he hadn’t yet reached that point of uttermost desperation.


Free of the curtains he crashed through the makeshift bar and sent the plank flying from its barrel supports, and without pause he rushed out into the night, wheeling left to go sprinting towards the second shack. That was where the alleged ‘creechur’ was, and Jake could scarcely doubt but that was where he would find Liz, too … where the lying, scheming, undead proprietor of this terrible place had left her. As he went, so he reached into his pocket to activate his pager …


The thing’s cold hands on Liz’s hands … the beeper continuing to issue its endlessly repeating mayday (or its cry of warning, she couldn’t say which, but in any case the latter was far too late now) … and this thing from her worst nightmares, smiling at her through the stout iron bars. But bars that might as well be of paper, because the door in the cage stood ajar.


The creature freed her right hand, pushed at the door. Liz stood frozen; she let him get that far – but in the next moment was shaken from her paralysis on hearing Jake’s shout of, ‘Liz! Liz! Where in hell are you?’ He was dead right: that was exactly where she was! But she guessed he already knew that.


All was total darkness now, all bar the glow of her monstrous adversary’s eyes. Off-balance as the door swung squealingly open on her, carrying her with it, still Liz managed to snatch the Baby Browning from her pocket. Ramming it between the bars, she gritted her teeth and fired.


‘Gah!?’ said that shuddersome voice, sounding mildly surprised. And as the thing released his hold on her, she slammed the door shut again on its rusty hinges, and on him, turned and groped fumblingly towards the inner door to the shack. She came across it, found the doorknob and yanked it open. But the creature was behind her; she could feel its hot, fetid breath on her neck, its oppressive strength gathering in the darkness. Then:


‘Liz?’ came Jake’s voice again. He’d heard her shot, came to a halt beyond the locked screen door. She heard him cursing, rattling the lock, until: ‘Stand back!’ he called out.


She should stand back? When right behind her something was rumbling, ‘Urgh – ah! – argh!’ even now? And:


‘Christ!’ Liz said, quickly turning and firing again, and then a third time. Until the grotesque black shadow of the creature was lifted from its feet and hurled bodily away, flailing its arms and spitting blood, back into the shack’s more natural shadows – where it collided with yet more shadows that Liz hadn’t been aware of until now!


Her shot had come simultaneously with Jake’s as he blew the lock off the outer door. And a moment later she was out of the place, stumbling into his arms.


He steadied her, breathlessly told her, ‘This place. This is it! It’s what we were looking for.’


‘Do you think I don’t fucking know that?’ she gasped.


And then they were running, both of them, heading for the ‘Rover, for safety, and for sanity. But as yet safety, and especially sanity, seemed a long way off. Behind them, the smaller shack was spewing stumbling, dazed-seeming, zombie-like figures into the night. A handful of them, four or five at least. While ahead of them …


‘God almighty!’ Jake breathed with difficulty.


The moon was up, a waxing moon that gave good light. Likewise the stars, very bright in a sky that was now black as jet and banded with varying degrees of purple on the hills. And so by moon and starlight the pair saw what waited for them close to their vehicle.


‘We’re in it up to here,’ Liz panted, choked And: ‘God, I can’t breathe!’


‘Me neither,’ Jake told her. ‘But don’t panic and keep the plugs in. This isn’t over yet. Our beepers will have been heard by the others. They’ll be on their way.’


‘We … we can’t run forever,’ she answered, veering away with him towards the track back to the road. ‘How’ll we get to the ‘Rover with those damned things waiting for us?’


‘Split up,’ Jake answered. ‘You head for the road … keep running like hell, north … I’ll try to lead the bulk of these bloody monsters on a wild goose chase.’


Behind them the vampires were taking it easy. They weren’t running; they ambled, arms hanging loose, some with their hands in their pockets, eyes aglow, kicking pebbles aside as they followed their intended prey. There was no great hurry – nowhere out here to hide that couldn’t be sniffed out. The girl would be easier to handle when she was tired; they wouldn’t have to damage her in order to have her one by one – or maybe two or three at a time – before they had her blood.


As for the man: his blood would be good, strong. But he’d caused Bruce Trennier no small amount of pain, and Bruce would be wanting him first. Oh, this one would be missing an arm or leg or both, before Bruce gave him up to the rest of them. And the would-be ‘Lord’ Trennier would wax fat on meat and marrow, while the hole in his shoulder slowly but surely healed. But:


Silver! came Trennier’s voice in their minds, where they tracked the humans across the false plateau at the foot of the knoll. These people are more than they appear to be. Their bullets are silver, which could mean danger for some of us in the short term, and for all of us in the long. Which in turn means I have to talk to them, question them. So be sure to take them alive, and do it quickly! There was pain in his mental voice, quite a lot of it.


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


Liz had almost reached the top of the ramp. Cut from the side of the plateau, the ramp would take her down to the road. But one of her pursuers had somehow managed to flank her, was drawing ahead. He would get there first, and the way was simply too narrow to avoid him. She cut right, heading for where she’d last seen Jake.


Meanwhile someone – or something – back at the shack had started up the Land Rover. Its lights came on, cutting a bright swath through the darkness as it bumped over the rough terrain. Whoever was at the wheel, Liz guessed he’d be looking for Jake. Since hiding or disguising her talent was no longer of benefit, finally she opened her mind to seek her partner’s thoughts and perhaps discover his whereabouts.


Liz couldn’t send, could only receive, but she knew that other minds – and especially enhanced vampire minds – might be able to detect her presence if not read her thoughts: this was a result of the germ of telepathy that was present in a majority of them. Thus vampires were frequently ‘spotters.’ Indeed, the best (or worst) of them could smell out an entirely human being in much the same way as could a great hound. But what the hell … they already knew she was here.


Jake’s mind was immediately accessible:


Fuck! he was thinking. Oh, Jesus, they’ve got the vehicle! They’re after me! And yet even now there was very little of any real panic in him. He’d been in too many tight spots before.


But: Do it! Liz tried to send, to will him into action. Do it now, for God’s sake! (Or if not for His sake, for Liz’s, most definitely!)


He couldn’t hear her, of course not, but surely the other Jake, that other facet, would have to emerge now? Well, apparently not. And behind Liz her pursuer’s footfalls sounded loud and clear, as did the clatter of pebbles squirting out from under his pounding feet.


She put on speed (one final burst, for her strength was on the wane now), took in great gulping draughts of air through her mouth, headed in the rough direction of Jake’s thoughts, where they had led her to believe he was …


Jake, too, was feeling stressed, but obviously insufficiently as yet. The nose plugs were killing him, but he’d been warned about the dangers of removing them. All well and good, but his throat was raw from drinking in dry, dust-laden air, and since he’d probably been splashed with blood it seemed likely he was already contaminated. God, how he could use a beer now, even a warm one – except he probably wouldn’t have time to drink it!


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


Leaping onto the rim of the rock, he scrambled to its flat surface as the Land Rover came to a halt. There were two men in the vehicle; he could think of them as men, anyway. One seemed a little dazed: he must be a recent convert, recruit or thrall. But the other, the driver … that one wore a grin like Satan himself. A lieutenant? Jake couldn’t even even hazard a guess. This was Jake’s first time. In at the fucking deep end!


The driver was out of the vehicle in a flash, ducking and disappearing beneath the rim of the boulder before Jake could get a bead on him. The other was slower and Jake’s first shot hit him in the head. Well, who or whatever he was he wouldn’t be getting back up on his feet again. As for Jake:


Even with his record, still he felt sick knowing that he’d killed another man. Except this one hadn’t been a man, not any longer. But the sight of the vampire’s head exploding like that – the red wet spray, and whatever other colours there had been – just so much black slop in the moonlight …


… And then Jake asked himself, what moonlight? A cloud, just one damn cloud in an otherwise clear night sky, had drifted across the moon’s three-quarters grimace. Just as quickly as that, the night was black as pitch, and the ‘Rover’s headlight beams were pointing the wrong way. Darkness favours the vampire, and Jake knew he must make his move now.


There was room for just two short paces along the flat surface of the boulder. Jake took them, lifted his feet and hurled himself up and outwards towards the ‘Rover, his arms stretched forward for balance. But even as he cleared the boulder’s rim a powerful arm and hand shot up, grabbed his left foot. Jake’s impetus carried him forward, his balled-up body turning like a pendulum at the end of that oh-so-strong arm. And when he hit all the wind was knocked out of him. He felt his nose plugs eject, trailing streamers of gritty snot, as his Browning flew from momentarily nerveless fingers.


Then that nightmare figure was standing over him, leering down at him, going to one knee and reaching for his throat with long, mantrap hands. ‘That’s it,’ the thing that had been a man said. ‘The fun and games are over, friend. Well, yours are, for sure.’ With which he drew Jake effortlessly to his feet.


‘But yours first!’ said a small but resolute female voice. The moonlight came back, and Jake saw the vampire’s yellow eyes go wide. As Liz stepped closer, the monster snarled and turned his awful head towards her. The muzzle of Liz’s tiny weapon was almost in his astonished, gaping mouth when she pulled the trigger. In that same moment Jake turned his face away, but in any case the debris went the other way.


‘The ’Rover!’ Liz was pale as a ghost, stumbling in the moonlight that picked out her softly feminine curves. She managed to run a few paces, but Jake caught up with her at the vehicle and almost threw her into the passenger seat. He had seen a handful of silent, flame-eyed figures approaching from the direction of the shack. They were the most immediate problem, obviously, but as yet Jake wasn’t aware of the lone pursuer tracking Liz. She knew she hadn’t lost him, however, and continued to urge Jake: ‘Let’s go! Let’s go!’


‘Seat belts,’ he snapped. ‘It’s going to be bumpy!’


Then the engine was roaring, the gears grinding, the Land Rover kicking up dirt as it wheeled for the service road. Which was when Liz’s lone pursuer came aboard!


He came from the side, came vaulting into the rear seats in the moment before Jake picked up speed. And, off balance, he staggered there, his eyes like hot coals in the night. Jake and Liz had seen him; Liz twisted her body, tried to fire her Baby Browning point-blank, and heard the click as the firing-pin fell on a dud! The vampire grinned and reached for her, and Jake cursed, changed down and floored the accelerator. In the back, the vampire was taken by surprise and thrown off balance again, if only for a moment.


Then, falling to his knees on the back seat, he leaned forward, put his head between theirs, grinned first at Liz, then at Jake – before taking the backs of their necks one in each hand. Which was exactly what Jake had hoped he would do. And:


‘Hang on!’ Jake yelled, and literally stood on the brakes.


Mercifully Liz had seen it coming; she leaned to the right even as Jake leaned left. And the loathsome thing gurgled, ‘Eh? What?’ But the explanation was already forthcoming.


As he flew between them, he released their necks, tried to bring his hands forward to protect his face, didn’t even nearly make it. With his arms forming a ‘V’ behind him, he hurtled forward and smashed face first through the windshield.


‘Godawful – damn – thing!’ Jake choked, slamming the ‘Rover into first and crunching forward over something that was trying to stand up. They heard its body grinding and thumping, mangled between the ‘Rover’s underside and the stony rubble of the terrain. Then:


‘My God!’ Liz gasped. ‘I think we might actually make it!’


‘Never doubted it,’ her partner told her, lying for all he was worth.


Just as they turned onto the service track and headed for the ramp, a light commenced flashing on the dash. ‘Radio,’ Liz said, reaching under the dash to grab a hidden mike. Thumbing the transmit button, she said, ‘Hunter One for Zero. What kept you?’


‘This is Zero One,’ a gravelly voice answered in a stutter of static to match the sudden throb of a chopper’s rotors. ‘Is that you mobile down there?’ And a searchlight beam swept down from above.


Jake leaned over and spat into the speaker, ‘Only fucking just! Zero – Trask, is that you? – we could use some help.’


‘Do you have a target?’


‘If it’s behind us and it’s moving, it’s a target,’ Jake said, straightening up in time to avoid a pothole. And as the adrenalin began to recede and his skin stopped prickling, he eased up a little so as not to send the Land Rover nose diving off the rim of the ramp.


Then Liz said, ‘Stop!’


‘Stop?’


‘Stop the vehicle. I want to see.’


‘Feeling bloodthirsty?’ Jake looked at her, frowning as he cautiously applied the brakes.


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


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


Jesus!’ Jake’s sigh matched Liz’s. And:


‘Let there be light!’ she said.


And there was light. The napalm hit a little way back from the top of the ramp. It lit up a widening path all the way back to the knoll, roared with the thunder of its all-consuming passion, washed the wall of the outcrop like a tsunami of fire. In the space of a few short seconds the scene might well have been that in the caldera of an active volcano: a small mountain burned in the night, with man-made lava flowing down its flanks.


For long moments there were running, leaping, screaming figures in the roiling smoke, blackly silhouetted against terrible balls of fire that seemed to roll across the shelf of the rocky outcrop with lives of their own. The spidery figures were there … and they were gone, cindered, rolled under …


*  *  *


The unit was made up of two choppers, a giant support truck and various smaller vehicles, mainly ‘Rovers. The truck and lesser vehicles wouldn’t get here for some time yet. They had miles of rough road to cover.


The choppers landed on the shelf itself, one to the north and the other to the south. In half an hour their combat-suited, gas-masked, heavily-armed special forces crews were moving forward into the scorched zone. Meanwhile Jake and Liz had joined up with Ben Trask, in charge of operations, also with Ian Goodly, his 2I/C, and a ‘civilian,’ Peter Miller, of Australia’s Rudall River National Park Administration – or ‘Mister’ Miller, as he insisted on being called.


Obviously Miller hadn’t been told too much, which was perfectly understandable; it was all on a need-to-know basis, and when E-Branch went out into the world it was standard procedure to avoid unnecessary rumour-mongering and the panic that might ensue. Miller was small, round and bouncy as a rubber ball; he was very excitable and utterly confused. And like many another small, insignificant man in a position of assumed ‘authority,’ he made a lot of noise. Right now he raved on at the tall, unflappable beanpole that was Ian Goodly, who kept steering him away from Ben Trask so that Trask could talk to Liz and Jake. But still Miller’s yappy, little-dog voice could be heard over just about everything else that was going on. Right now he was flapping his arms, yelping about:


‘… This uttermost devastation? Damn it all, Mr Goodly, I know that this is a wasteland, a useless desert region that you can’t damage any worse than Nature herself has. But … there were men in that blaze! I saw men burning in those hell-fires! What was that stuff, napalm? But in any case, what does it matter? What happened here tonight was sheer murder! There is no other word for it. I … I still can’t believe what I witnessed here … cold-blooded murder, Goodly! And someone will be called to answer for it. In fact, I demand an answer right here and now!’


‘Who is he?’ Liz asked.


And Trask frowned. ‘He’s supposed to be our local liaison officer for the Western Deserts Region. A handful of top men in the Aussie Government know what we’re doing, just how important our work is. Even so, they couldn’t simply let us loose, give us carte blanche to get on with things. We were obliged to accept an observer. But that doesn’t make him one of us, and I’ve managed to keep him out of it … well, until tonight. Even now I don’t intend to waste time with him on long explanations. What we’re doing is impossible to explain, anyway – not if we expect to be believed. But whether we want Miller or not we’ve got him, and maybe the best way to keep him quiet will be to let him see for himself something of what’s going on.’


‘Well, he’s seen it,’ Jake growled. ‘But he isn’t quiet.’


‘He hasn’t seen everything.’ Trask’s face was grim. And to Liz, ‘What do you reckon?’


Knowing what he meant, she opened her mind, gazed intently through the smoke of the remaining fires at the burning shacks where they slumped in the lee of the knoll. And as lines of concentration formed on her brow, she said, ‘The worst of them – the “old man,” Bruce Trennier? – is still alive. Alive, afraid, and angry. He’s still very dangerous, very clever, too. Despite that he tries to hide his thoughts, maybe because of it, I know he’s there. His – what, mindsmog? – is as thick as the mist on a swamp, and it stinks a lot worse! He’s the boss, but he isn’t alone. Back where the fire couldn’t reach, in the depths of the old mine, there’s a handful of others. They’re waiting for us.’


Trask nodded. ‘Well, let’s not keep them,’ he said, his lips twisting in a cold, cruel grimace, and his eyes lighting with a vengeful fire of their own. And: ‘Mr Miller,’ he called for the small and small-minded official. ‘If you will please accompany me? I hope to be able to answer some of your questions …’




CHAPTER THREE


Firestorm


Looking at Ben Trask, Jake Cutter found himself wondering what it was about the man. He knew some of it – that Trask was the head of a British Secret Service organization called E-Branch, based in London but with many other branches, affiliations and powerful friends throughout the world – but not everything by any means. One thing seemed certain, however: Ben Trask was a driven man. Moreover, Jake thought it likely that whatever was driving him was the same thing that caused him to look so much older than his years.


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


For his height of about five-ten, Trask was maybe a couple of pounds overweight. His broad shoulders slumped just a little, his arms tended to dangle, and his expression was usually, well, lugubrious? Or maybe that, too, was as a result of … of what? His loss? For that was the impression you got if you caught him unawares: the feeling that something had gone out of him, leaving him downcast, empty; his green eyes strangely vacant or far away, his face drawn, and his mouth turned down at the corners. As if he’d suffered a loss too great to bear. And Jake thought he knew something of how that felt.


On the other hand, if what little Jake had been told about Trask were true, then he might well be misjudging him; Trask’s pain could have its origin in something else entirely. For in a world where the simple truth was becoming increasingly hard to find, it would be no easy thing to possess a mind that couldn’t accept a lie. And that, allegedly, was what Trask was: a human lie-detector.


E-Branch: E for ESP. Telepaths, empaths, locators, precogs … psychos? That’s how Jake had thought of them just five days ago: as raving lunatics. No, as very quiet lunatics. For nary a one of them had actually raved. But that was five days ago, and in between he’d seen some stuff. And anyway who was he to talk? What, Jake Cutter, who went on instantaneous, hundred-mile-long sleep-walking tours in broad daylight, and suspected that someone was hiding in his head?


All of these thoughts passing through Jake’s mind as he and Liz followed Trask, Goodly, and Miller – who in turn followed a team of four, armed-to-the-teeth special agents – between the stinking fires and towards the slumping, blazing ruin that had been the main shack. The lone pump had disappeared; now a column of shimmering blue fire roared its fury at the sky as fuel from the subterranean storage tank burned off. And as Trask’s party advanced on the shack, so Miller went prattling on:


‘Do you think there can ever really be an answer to this, Mr Trask? Good Lord, man! But who gave you the authority to do such as this? I mean—Look!’ And his hand flew to his mouth. ‘A b-b-body!’ he stammered. ‘For God’s sake! A cindered body!’


In the lee of a clump of hip-high boulders where the blackened, smoking skeletons of cactuses and other once-hardy plants oozed bubbling sap, the clean-up squad had missed something. It was an arm and a hand, protruding from the molten mess of vegetation like a root among all the other exposed roots. Obviously someone had tried to escape the fire by diving for cover in the foliage … any port in a firestorm.


Or rather it had been an arm and a hand. Now it was a smoking black twig-thing with four lesser twiglets and the remains of an opposing thumb. Yet even now it was twitching, vibrating, showing signs of impossible life, and the vile soup within the nest of rocks was heaving and bubbling.


‘You there – you missed something,’ Trask called out. And one of the specialists came back with his flame-thrower, playing its bright yellow lance on the shuddering mess until it seethed into a black liquid slop.


In the meantime, Miller had been sick. Trask looked unemotionally at the little fat man where he stood trembling, holding a handkerchief to his mouth, and said, ‘Best if you stay here.’ And to Liz and Jake, ‘You two keep Mr Miller company. But make sure he gets a good look at it if … if anything happens.’ He turned away, moved off with Ian Goodly. Both of them were equipped with vicious-looking machine-pistols.


‘Oh my God!’ Miller moaned, hanging half-suspended between Jake and Liz, swaying from side to side. ‘Oh my good God! Doesn’t the man have a heart? I mean, doesn’t he feel anything for these poor p-p-people?’


‘Ben Trask is all heart,’ Liz told him. ‘And yes, he feels a great deal for people, for every man, woman and child of us. For our entire – and entirely human – race. That’s why we’re here. Because these creatures aren’t human, not any longer …’


But Miller was bending over, being sick again, and Jake had got behind him, was holding on to make sure he didn’t fall face down in it.


The fires were burning lower now, and the night was creeping in again. Long shadows danced like demons, turning the barren rock ledge into a scene from Dante’s Inferno. Near the main shack the column of flame from the underground tank shrank down into itself, issued a final muffled blast, and then became a fireball that rolled like a living thing up the face of the cliff.


Along the foot of the knoll, a second half-team of agents had killed the fire at the shack with the cage and gone inside to explore the secondary mine shaft. While fifty feet away from the main shack – which continued to burn, sending a column of smoke and the occasional lick of red and orange fire into the night sky – Trask brought his team to a halt.


‘How about it?’ He shouted at Goodly over the crackle of burning brush and scorched timbers. ‘What do you think? Do we burn him out?’


Not him, them! Liz wanted to yell, but Goodly was already doing it for her. ‘There’s more than just him, Ben,’ the precog’s piping voice, carried on gusts of hot smoke.


‘But we can handle them?’ Trask seemed undeterred.


Goodly shrugged and said, ‘I’m not forecasting any casualties, if that’s what you mean. But it won’t be very pretty.’


‘It never is,’ Trask told him. He came to a decision, nodded, turned and called for Liz. ‘Tell them we’re going to bring the whole damn’ place down around their ears … and tell him he isn’t getting out alive. I want you to taunt the bastard!’


‘But … do you think that he’ll hear me?’ Liz seemed dubious, unsure of herself. ‘I mean, I’m only half a telepath. I can receive but not send, and—’


‘We can’t be sure about that,’ Trask cut her off. ‘That’s one of the things we’re here to find out. But we know your talent isn’t fully developed yet, and just because you can’t send to a human telepath doesn’t mean Trennier won’t hear you. He’s in there, a vampire, and these things have skills of their own. Maybe this will give us some indication of what to expect from you when your talent is fully developed.’


Liz gave an answering nod, moved forward. And Miller stood up a little straighter and asked Jake: ‘Who … who is he talking about? And how can that girl talk to someone in there?’


‘Just take it for granted she can,’ Jake answered, despite that he wasn’t too sure himself.


And now Liz was concentrating, concentrating, sending her thoughts into the main shaft, its entrance a smoking black hole glimpsed beyond the skeletal facade of the shack. There were no true telepaths on the team this time out, no one to ‘hear’ her or even suspect that she was at work. But her thoughts – which weren’t intended for the minds of common men – went out anyway:


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


It was, of course, a taunt, a challenge, and coming from a woman would be seen as even more of an insult. If Trennier answered, Liz didn’t hear him. What she did hear, or more properly feel, was a sudden silence. A mental silence, a psychic serenity. Or was it more properly a sullen silence, the calm before the storm? Ian Goodly confirmed that last with his piped warning: ‘They’re coming.’


‘How many?’ As the combat-suited men fanned out a little, Trask swung his ugly-looking weapon up into the ready position and cocked it. Goodly followed suit, narrowing his eyes as his mind read the future’s secrets.


He saw men staggering, crumpling to their knees, bursting into flames! Three of them. And he saw one other– more than a man, an animal, a Thing– leaping headlong to the attack! And:


‘Three of them,’ he yelped. ‘On their way to hell. And one other who looks like he was born there! That’ll be Bruce Trennier. And Ben, they’re coming now!’


‘Are they armed?’ Trask snapped.


‘No,’ Goodly piped. ‘But … do they need to be?’


The first three came like moon-shadows: dark and fleeting, seeming to flow with the wreathing smoke, out of the shack and into the open, so that Trask and Goodly could scarcely be sure what they were firing at – but they fired anyway. And in a matter of moments the scene became chaotic.


The nightmarish figures firmed into being as lethal silver bullets found their targets. They had been loping, flowing forwards with their arms and hands reaching, but now were brought up short in the stutter of gunfire, snapped upright and hurled backwards. The feral yellow eyes of the central figure turned red as blood – overflowed with blood – in the instant that the back of his head exploded in a crimson spray. He slumped, went to his knees and burst into flames as the agent with the flame-thrower found the range and licked him with a tongue of cleansing fire. There on his knees, with his head half blown away, the vampire burned like a giant candle.


But astonishingly the other thralls recovered and came on. And driving them with the sheer force of his presence, flowing like a vast inkblot immediately behind them, came the last and the worst of them. Their master.


The two in front were Trennier’s shields … he cared nothing for them or their undead existence … his leech was intent on only one thing: its own survival. And for the leech to survive its host must survive, too. But Ben Trask had other ideas.


‘Ian, their legs!’ he was shouting. ‘You men, aim at their legs – smash their bones – cut the bastards down!’ He kept firing, his machine-pistol a stammering, jerking mad thing in his hands; Goodly’s too, as he followed his leader’s example. Likewise from the flanks: a stream of gunfire that turned the night to an uproar as the weapons of the squad spat silver death.


Yet still the three came on. They seemed to float, drifting forwards in that dreadful, dreamlike, kaleidoscopic or strobing stop-motion manner of the vampire. It was hypnotic; it appeared to be slow-motion, but in fact was lightning fast! And now they were only thirty to forty feet away. At which Trask gave a nod to one of his men on the right flank. And:


‘Down!’ he shouted, as the man armed and lobbed a grenade.


Jake was young and fast, and his military training came in handy; Liz had already thrown herself flat when he took Miller off his feet, covering him with his own body. Then the brilliant flash, and a bang that echoed back from the valley walls.


The entire squad was on the deck; cordite stench came drifting, and with it the mewling of something utterly alien. Jake looked up, saw Trask getting to his feet and offering his hand to Goodly. But in front of the wrecked, smouldering shack: the scene was unbelievable.


One crumpled figure, a hump of broken flesh, shuddered and steamed in the flickering firelight. Another was sitting there, just a trunk with no arms. Smoke curled from his hair; his yellow eyes were dim, rolling vacantly in their orbits. But Trennier was still on his feet. And Jake thought:


This is the ‘old man,’ Bruce. A pitiful wreck of a man was what we saw, but this was the reality!


With his clothing in rags, blood-spattered, his awful face sliced open to the bone, still Trennier stumbled forward. Crying out his agony he came on, hands like claws reaching, blood spurting from his gums as his jaws cracked open, and open, and open! His eyes were scarlet … his great ears curved and scalloped like the wings of a bat … and those teeth, scything up through his riven gums!


The man with the flame-thrower was on the ground. His weapon lay where he’d let it fall. Trask grabbed it up. And still Trennier came on, weaving towards Liz, reaching for her where she’d managed to get to her knees. ‘You,’ the thing rumbled, spitting blood. He seemed dazed; his flickering forked tongue licked tattered lips; finally his eyes focussed and he smiled a monstrous smile. ‘You, woman … thought-caster? You thought to fool me – you even taunted me. Very well, and so you’ll die with me!’


Jake was up on his feet now, and Miller was on his fat backside, scrabbling away from the horror for all he was worth. But Trennier was concentrating on Liz! He was almost upon her, his oh-so-long hands dripping blood as they reached for her!


Jake caught her round the waist and ran with her, made only two or three paces before tripping and falling. But they didn’t hit the ground. No, for it was as if they fell in slow motion, and in Jake’s mind a voice saying: Now! The numbers – the formula! Read it! Use it! But his own voice, or some other’s?


Numbers rolled on the screen of Jake’s mind … an endless mathematical progression displaying itself on his brain’s computer. Numbers, yes, and he knew them – or someone did! Still holding on to Liz, still falling, Jake (or the unseen, unknown someone) stopped the numbers at a certain combination, an impossible formula that at once formed into a door.


They tumbled through it, into a place of negative gravity, a place of nothing at all, and in another moment – or perhaps no time at all – through a second door, and only then hit the ground. And rolling in the dust full fifty feet away from where they had been, so Jake heard Peter Miller babbling his terror, Trask’s cry of triumph or vengeance or both, and the unmistakable roar of the flame-thrower.


Even at that distance, still Jake and Liz felt something of the heat and drew back from it, and a moment later spied Miller where he came crying like a child, dragging his fat body along the scorched earth. Then they looked back.


Trennier danced there: the hideous, agonized dance of the true death. Vampire that he was, he beat his arms and screamed his wrath. Or was the awful sound something else? Like the hissing and popping of air- or gas-filled body-cavities when live lobsters are dropped in the pot? Maybe it was the nerve-rending fire-screech of the flame-thrower, or perhaps a mixture of both? Jake wasn’t sure, couldn’t rightly say. He didn’t see how Trennier could scream – not in the airless inferno that surrounded his melting body.


His stumbling dance went on for many a long second, there in the heart of that blue-white blast of superheated chemicals, until finally he succumbed. But the Thing inside him fought on – or at any rate caused Trennier to fight on – for a while longer yet. And that was the proof, the undeniable proof, of just how long he had been a vampire.


For as his body began to melt and his legs gave way, letting him collapse onto his backside, so at last his metamorphic flesh answered the call of his vampire nature. It was one last, desperate attempt by Trennier’s leech to escape the fire – by using his altered flesh and liquids to damp down the flames.


His scraps of clothing had drifted free of his blackened body to waft aloft on the vile updraught. Now his fingers elongated into writhing worms, and his stomach bulged and burst into a nest of lashing purple tentacles. And all of these appendages were like penises that pissed into the fire, but uselessly. For this was a fire they couldn’t put out. Only Ben Trask could do that, and he wouldn’t until there was nothing left to burn. Or nothing left that could be considered injurious, anyway. Or at least until his weapon ran out of fuel.


But now the members of the other half-team were back from the ruins of the lesser shack. One of them had a flame-thrower; turning his liquid fire on the vampire and his fallen thralls, he finished what Trask had started …


Eventually it was over, and Trask wanted to know:


‘Were there no weapons? Why didn’t they have weapons?’ Now that it was done he seemed half-mazed, drained, as if there had been fires in him also, and they, too, were now extinguished.


‘Weapons?’ The second team’s leader answered him. ‘There’s a small armoury in the mine shaft behind the lesser shack! Maybe they didn’t think they’d need guns, against just two humans. Anyway, we’ve set charges well back inside the mine shaft. Thermite, too. When that blows, the whole place will go with it. If there’s anything still in there, it won’t be getting out.’


‘Good!’ Trask gave himself a shake and took a deep breath. And to the leader of the first team: ‘Let’s get to work on this end, too. I want the main shaft rigged good and deep. Okay, gentlemen, let’s move it. The night’s not over yet …’ But it soon would be. By then, too, Trask would be his old self again, hard and businesslike. At least on the surface …


Within the hour the charges were triggered. The ground trembled underfoot, and the deep rumble of man-made thunder sounded from the mouths of the mine shafts. And even though the team’s members were standing safely back from the face of the knoll, still they felt the flurry of hot air that rushed out of those night-dark pits, and smelled stenches other than those of chemicals.


Then there were clouds of dust, erupting as from blowholes, as the shafts gave way to countless tons of solid rock and lesser debris that came avalanching from on high. But even then it wasn’t quite over, for now the effect of the thermite was seen: white gases escaping in high-pressure jets, and smoking liquid that filled even the smallest crevices, running over the rocks to seal them.


Finally someone said, ‘In there, right now, it will be much like a blast furnace – the entire mine, cooking itself. I would sooner take my chances in a cellar in World War Two Dresden than in there!’


To which no one gave argument, or even made reply …


The back-up vehicles started to arrive and secondary clean-up could now commence. An old man, apparently plagued by rheumatism, hobbled here and there, examining the ashes of fires that were already cooling. Like Trask and Goodly, he wasn’t especially protected; he wasn’t wearing a gas mask, seemed to breathe freely (which indicated the absence of nose-plugs), and didn’t appear too concerned with contamination. His only weapons were a wicked-looking machete, hanging in its sheath under his left arm, and an antiquated hand-fashioned crossbow.


While this final phase of the operation got under way, Jake and Liz waited for Trask’s instructions. By no means fully recovered from the night’s events – lost in private and personal thoughts – they leaned against the side of the Land Rover where Jake had driven it back up onto the elevated shelf to clear the way for the articulated ops vehicle. And they were mainly silent.


But finally Jake shook off his mood of introspection – a worrying, morbid train of thought where he questioned his sanity and pondered the seeming unreality of certain things that had happened and were continuing to happen to him – and fixed his attention on the hobbling old man, who apparently had more than a little authority here. Limping between the flame-thrower teams, he appeared to be pointing out areas they had missed in their ‘scorched earth’ mission.


‘Burn here,’ Jake heard him growling over the hiss and roar of searing lances of fire. ‘And over there, too. Oh, it’s charred, I’ll grant you that, but charred isn’t enough. It must be burned right through. Then, when it’s smoke and ashes drifting on the wind … then it’s done with. Not before.’


His accent was strange, hard to place: European Mediterranean area, though, definitely. Italy, Sicily, Romania? There was something of a Romance language in it, anyway. But in fact Jake couldn’t have been more wrong. Or rather, his conclusion was too ‘mundane’ in the literary sense of the word.


‘Who is he?’ he asked Liz. ‘The old boy there? Look at him. He reminds me of nothing so much as a bloodhound … the way he stops every now and then to sniff the night air! The only thing I can smell is smoke and fire … and death. And what about his clothing? Just what does he think he is: some kind of frontiersman out of the Wild West?’


And for a fact the old man might well have been a frontiersman – and was, of sorts – but from a wilder west than any Jake might have imagined.


‘You know,’ Jake went on, ‘I got the impression that there was something of the Romany, something Gypsyish about the vampire, Bruce Trennier? Well, now I have the same kind of feeling about this fellow. Hell, he even jingles when he moves!’


But the oldster had spotted them even as Jake spoke, and he came hobbling in their direction. Ben Trask came, too; probably to make introductions, Jake thought. And meanwhile Liz was answering at least one of his queries:


‘You said he reminded you of a bloodhound,’ she said. ‘And you’re just about right. A human bloodhound is exactly what he is. What you’ve seen tonight, he’s seen so many times he can’t count them. So I’ve gathered, anyway. His name is Lardis, sometimes called the Old Lidesci.’


‘Liz,’ the old fellow nodded his greeting and smiled a gap toothed smile … but in the next moment he was frowning, stepping closer, turning his head on one side to look up into Liz’s face. Then: ‘Huh!’ he grunted, spitting in the dirt. ‘No plugs! What, and are you imp—imper—er, imperv…’


‘Impervious?’ she helped him out.


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


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


‘Decon …!’ the other abruptly cut him short. ‘Er, decontam—contam …’


‘—Decontamination,’ Liz said.


‘Right” the old man snapped, jerking his thumb in the direction of the command truck. ‘Both of you. Now!’


‘Who on earth—?’ Jake started again. But by then Ben Trask was there to stop him.


‘Jake Cutter,’ Trask said, ‘this is Lardis Lidesci. I heard you asking who on earth? Well, nobody on Earth, actually. Originally he’s from … oh, a different place entirely.’ Trask had almost let something drop, stopped himself at the last moment. ‘Lardis was in the Greek Islands with another team,’ he changed the subject. ‘When they didn’t find what they were looking for, I asked that he be sent here. He came in this afternoon by chopper from Perth.’ And turning to the Old Lidesci, he said ‘Well? How about it?’ Obviously there was something between the two of them that Jake and Liz weren’t privy to.


‘Him?’ Lardis looked at Jake, frowned, gave a shrug. ‘Can’t say. Could be, I suppose. Fit and young … and stubborn! Won’t listen to good advice, and doesn’t respect his elders too much, either! Makes him a funny choice if you ask me. But if it’s so it’s so, and who are we to fathom the ways of the Necroscope?’


‘Nothing certain, then?’ Trask seemed disappointed.


Lardis shrugged again, and said, ‘Well, the proof could be right here in the slime and the stink where these bastards burned … that’s if you really want to test your theory?’


Trask knew what Lardis meant even if Jake didn’t. He shook his head, said: ‘No, he’s not ready for that yet. And probably not for quite some time to come.’


Jake had been studying Lardis. The Old Lidesci was short, barrel-bodied, almost apelike in the great length of his arms. His lank black hair, beginning to grey now, framed a leathery, weather-beaten face with a flattened nose that sat uncomfortably over a mouth that was missing too many teeth. As for the ones that remained: they were uneven and stained as old ivory. But under shaggy eyebrows, Lardis’s dark brown eyes glittered his mind’s agility, denying the encroaching infirmities of his body. Jake guessed he’d been a leader, and rightly so.


If Jake examined Lardis Lidesci, it was certainly no less of an inspection that the old man was giving him. And suddenly, feeling uncomfortable, Jake went on the defensive. Frowning, he said, ‘I wish you’d talk to me, you two, instead of about me! I mean, you were talking about me, weren’t you?’


‘About you and about someone else,’ Trask told him. ‘We’re talking about the fellow that you think – and that we think – might be in your head. Talking about a man called Harry Keogh.’


‘I never heard of him,’ said Jake, but wondered if in fact he had. The name did seem somehow familiar … and felt familiar, too, in a weird sort of way. Which only served to confuse him and make him angry. ‘Anyway, what has he to do with me?’


Trask rubbed his chin, said, ‘There’s something he used to do that … well, that you seem to do, too. When Liz was under threat, you … you moved her away from Trennier. And I know I don’t need to remind you that that’s how you first came to our attention. It’s how you brought yourself to our attention: by moving in on us.’


Jake shook his head. ‘That wasn’t deliberate,’ he said. ‘I mean, I didn’t have anything to do with it. It wasn’t me.’


‘Exactly,’ Trask told him.


Jake frowned again. ‘I don’t see the connection.’


‘Neither do we,’ Trask said. ‘Not just yet. But if there is one, we’re going to find out about it.’ His eyes were speculative, bright with some strange emotion – hope, perhaps? – where they studied Jake’s face … But then he shrugged it off and said, ‘Meanwhile Lardis is right. Decontamination time for you two. And I do mean right now.’


And Liz and Jake both knew enough – they had seen enough now – not to argue; and so headed for the command vehicle …


When they had left:


‘I missed it,’ the Old Lidesci spoke to Trask. ‘But he did actually do it, then, this Jake? He used the Mobius Continuum?’


Trask nodded. ‘And that makes three times now that we know of.’


‘Then we must accept that he is what he is,’ Lardis shrugged. ‘It seems obvious to me.’


‘And I wish it seemed as obvious to me,’ said Trask. ‘It’s just that I don’t like the coincidence – that at a time such as this he turns up.’


‘But what better time?’ Lardis asked him.


‘Or what worse?’ Trask countered. ‘The point is, we know what he might be, but we don’t know what he is. The only thing I know for sure, it isn’t an act. He really doesn’t know what’s going on.’


‘And you haven’t told him?’


‘What do you want me to tell him, Lardis? That part of him has been occupied by someone who talks to dead people? Someone who can even call the dead up out of the earth, to walk again? Someone who, at the end of “life as we know it,” was himself a vampire – and not only him but two of his sons, too? Should I tell him that in Starside, in your world, one of Harry Keogh’s sons was a Lord of the Wamphyri, while another was The Dweller, a werewolf? And if Jake didn’t think I was a madman, if he actually believed me, what then?’


Again Lardis’s shrug. But then, perhaps grudgingly: ‘I see what you mean,’ he growled. ‘If it was me, I’d run like all the devils of hell were after me!’


‘And so might he,’ Trask nodded. ‘And in the Mobius Continuum, he can run a very long way. We can’t afford that, can’t afford to lose him. Which is why we’ll just let this thing develop for a while, and see what happens …’


And some little distance away:


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


‘What?’ Jake paused, and his face was very pale. ‘What? Do you hear that, those screams? Jesus, what the hell is that?’ He turned in a circle, looked all about, but no one was there.


For a moment Liz said nothing. She had heard nothing and couldn’t imagine what he was talking about – or maybe she could but didn’t want to. But it was plain to see that Jake was badly shaken. ‘Screams?’ she said. ‘The hiss and sputter of sap, perhaps, boiling out of a scorched branch?’


‘Well, maybe,’ Jake shuddered. ‘Maybe.’


But he really didn’t think so. What he knew he’d heard had sounded much more like the screaming soul of a sinner, roasting in his own private hell. Or perhaps someone shrieking his final denial from a world beyond the flames, a world beyond life.


And the bubbling patch of scorched earth continued to give off steam and smoke …




CHAPTER FOUR


Gadgets And Ghosts


The decontamination booths reminded Jake of those antique telephone kiosks so treasured by collectors. They weren’t red and didn’t have those small glass panes for windows, but they were much the same size and even smelled bad. Not of urine, no, but garlic; Jake couldn’t make up his mind which was more nauseous.


Situated in the back of the rearmost articulated trailer section, and fitted with doors as small as the toilet doors on an airplane, there were three booths on each side. Inside each booth was a disposal unit for soiled clothing; discarded items were sucked away, irradiated and microwaved, spat from an exterior chute and burned. The procedure covered all clothing.


Which meant you were left buck-naked in the waterproof and airtight booth, where the rest of the process was entirely automatic. And that was when you discovered why these claustrophobic little shower-units – for that’s what they were – smelled so foul. At first it was just hot water, stinging like BB shot where it blasted down on you from overhead jets, but in a few seconds it was something else: a mixture of something chemical and antiseptic, and something vegetable and oily. The chemical saturated and then evaporated, but the oil stayed. And – damn it to hell! – you were supposed to rub it into your pores. But if there was one thing Jake especially hated, it was garlic!


There was an intercom system; you could talk to people in the ops section, or to other agents undergoing decontamination in the booths, whichever. Also, the uppermost sections of the booths were glass-panelled on the sides from the neck up, and from there down stainless steel. This last was simply a matter of common decency; there were female as well as male agents.


Jake had chosen a central booth and Liz had taken the one to his left. Switching on her booth intercom, she said, ‘I see you picked the middle one. You could have taken the one on the end, so there’d at least be a booth between us!’ Looking sexy as hell (for all that Jake could only see her face, her long slender neck and shoulders), she pulled an impish face at him through the glass.


But he only grinned – a rare occurrence in itself where Jake Cutter was concerned – and answered, ‘Oh, really? And why didn’t you choose one on the other side of the vehicle, so you wouldn’t have to be near me at all?’ Then on the spur of the moment he leaned forward, flattened his hawk nose to the glass panel, and made as if to look down inside her booth. There was no way; the glass was misted at the edges and it was all gleam, steam, and cream down there. ‘Oblige me and stand on your toes, will you?’ he grunted – and was so astonished at himself that he bit his tongue – and was equally amazed at Liz when, for a single instant of time, she actually seemed to consider doing it!


It was the look on her face: a not-quite innocence, a curiosity, a magnetism that worked both ways. She looked beautiful like that: hair plastered down, make-up all washed away, and her skin shiny with oil – yet still beautiful. Jake was drawn by it – and repulsed. There was something he’d vowed to himself, and he would stick by it to the end, until it was done. And anyway, Liz didn’t stand on her toes but simply blushed. Or maybe that was as a result of the steam. In which case it would be hiding his colour, too … thank the Lord!


‘Anyway, what are you doing here?’ she said. And maybe it was his imagination, but her voice sounded just a little husky. Must be the intercom. ‘I mean, you’ve made it amply clear that you don’t want to be with us. So why are you?’


Jake glanced at the intercom panel. Liz’s button was the only one that was lit up. No one else was listening, so their conversation would be completely private. That was assuming he wanted to talk, of course. And suddenly he did. ‘I didn’t have any choice,’ he said. ‘I could be here or I could be locked up. Well, I’ve been in jail, and here is better. But after tonight, I can tell you it’s not much better …’ There he stopped short, reconsidered. Why bother? Why try to get close to anyone? He’d been close to someone before, and she’d paid for it. Once was enough.
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