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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


Harry Keogh:
A Résumé and Chronology
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Necroscope


Christened Harry ‘Snaith’ in Edinburgh, 1957, Harry is the son of a psychic sensitive mother, Mary Keogh (who is herself the daughter of a ‘gifted’ expatriate Russian lady) and Gerald Snaith, a banker. Harry’s father dies of a stroke the following year, and in the winter of 1960 his mother marries again, this time choosing for a husband a Russian by the name of Viktor Shukshin. Like Mary’s mother before him, Shukshin has fled the USSR a supposed ‘dissident’, which perhaps accounts for Mary’s initial attraction to him in what will soon become an unmitigated mismatch.


Winter of 1963: Harry’s mother is murdered by Shukshin at Bonnyrig outside Edinburgh, where he drowns her under the ice of a frozen river. He alleges that while skating she crashed through a thin crust and was washed away; there was nothing he could do to save her; he is ‘distraught, almost out of his mind with grief and horror’. Mary Keogh’s body is never found; Shukshin inherits her isolated Bonnyrig house and the not inconsiderable monies left to her by her first husband.


Within six months the infant Harry (now Harry ‘Keogh’) has gone to live with an uncle and his wife at Harden on the north-east coast of England. The arrangement is more than satisfactory to Shukshin, who could never stand the child.


Harry commences schooling with the roughneck children of the colliery village. A dreamy, introspective sort of child, he is a loner, develops few friendships (with fellow pupils, at any rate) and thus falls easy prey to bullying and the like. And as he grows towards his teens, so his daydreaming spirit, psychic insight and instincts lead him into further conflict with his teachers. But he is not lacking in grit – on the contrary.


Harry’s problem is that he has inherited his maternal forebears’ mediumistic talents, and that they are developed (and still developing) in him to an extraordinary degree. He has no requirement for ‘real’ friends as such, because the many friends he already has are more than sufficient and willing to supply his needs. As to who these friends are: they are the myriad dead in their graves!


Up against the school bully, Harry defeats him with the telepathic assistance of an ex-ex-Army physical training instructor; a man who, before the fall from sea cliffs which killed him, was expert in many areas of self-defence. Punished with mathematical homework, Harry receives help from an ex-Headmaster of the school; but in this he almost gives himself away. His current maths teacher is the son of Harry’s coach who lies ‘at rest’ in Harden Cemetery, and as such he very nearly recognizes his father’s hand in Harry’s work.


In 1969 Harry passes examinations to gain entry into a Technical College at West Hartlepool, a few miles down the coast, and in the course of the next five years until the end of his formal (and orthodox) education, does his best to tone down use of his talents and extraordinary skills in an attempt to prove himself a ‘normal, average student’ – except in one field. Knowing that he will soon need to support himself, he has taken to writing; even by the time he finishes school he has seen several short pieces of fiction in print. His tutor is a man once moderately famous for his vivid short stories – who has been dead since 1947. But this is just the beginning; under a pseudonym and before he is nineteen, Harry has already written his first full-length novel, Diary of a Seventeenth-Century Rake. While falling short of the best-seller lists, still the book does very well. It is not so much a sensation for its storyline as for its amazing historical authenticity … until one considers the qualifications of Harry’s co-author and collaborator: namely, a 17th-Century Rake, shot dead by an outraged husband in 1672!


Summer of 1976. In a few months Harry will be nineteen. He has his own unassuming top-floor flat in an old three-storey house on the coast road out of Hartlepool towards Sunderland. Perhaps typically, the house stands opposite one of the town’s oldest graveyards … Harry is never short of friends to talk to. What’s more, and now that his talent as a Necroscope has developed to its full, he can converse with exanimate persons even over great distances. He needs only to be introduced or to have spoken to one of the teeming dead, and thereafter can always seek him out again. With Harry, however, it’s a matter of common decency that he physically go to see them: that is, to attend them at their gravesides. He does not believe in ‘shouting’ at his friends.


In their turn (and in return for his friendship) Harry’s dead people love him. He is their pharos, the one shining light in their eternal darkness. He brings hope where none has ever before existed; he is their single window, their observatory on a world they had thought left behind and gone forever. For contrary to the beliefs of the living, death is not The End but a transition to incorporeality, immobility. The flesh may be weak and corruptible, but mind and will go on. Great artists, when they die, continue to visualize magnificent canvases, pictures they can never paint; architects plan fantastic, faultless, continent-spanning cities, which can never be built; scientists follow through the research they commenced in life but never had time to complete or perfect. Except that now, through Harry Keogh, they may contact one another and (perhaps more importantly) even obtain knowledge of the corporeal world. And so, while they would never deliberately burden him, all the trials and tribulations of Harry’s countless dead friends are his, and his troubles are theirs. And Harry does have troubles.


At his flat in Hartlepool, when he is not working, Harry entertains his childhood sweetheart, Brenda, who will shortly fall pregnant and become his wife. But as his worldly scope widens so a shadow from the past grows into an obsession. Harry dreams and daydreams of his poor murdered mother, and time and again in his darkest nightmares revisits the frozen river where she died before her time. Finally he resolves to take revenge on Viktor Shukshin, his stepfather.


In this, as in all things, he has the blessing of the dead. Murder is a crime they cannot tolerate; knowing the darkness of death, anyone who deliberately takes life is an abhorrence to them!


Winter of 1976 and Harry goes to see Shukshin, confronting him with evidence of his guilt. His stepfather is plainly dangerous, even deranged, and Harry suspects he’ll now try to kill him, too. In January of 1977 he gives him the opportunity. They skate on the river together, but when Shukshin moves in for the kill Harry is prepared. His plan goes wrong, however; they both fall through the ice and emerge together by the riverbank. The Russian has the strength of a madman and will surely drown his stepson … But no, for Harry’s mother rises from her watery grave to drag Shukshin down!


And Harry has discovered a new talent; or rather, he now knows how far the dead will go in order to protect him – knows that in fact they will rise from their graves for him!


Harry’s talent has not gone unnoticed: a top-secret British Intelligence organization, E-Branch (‘E’ for ESP), and its Soviet counterpart are both aware of his powers. He is no sooner approached to join the British organization than its head is killed, taken out by the Romanian spy and necromancer Boris Dragosani. A ghoul, Dragosani rips open the dead to steal their secrets right out of their blood and guts; by butchering the top man in E-Branch (INTESP) he now knows all the secrets of the British espers.


Harry vows to track him down and even the score, and the teeming dead offer their assistance. Of course they do, for even they are not safe from a man who violates corpses! What Harry and the dead don’t know is that Dragosani has been infected with vampirism: he has the vampire egg of Thibor Ferenczy inside him, growing there, gradually changing him and taking control. More, Dragosani has murdered a colleague, Max Batu the Mongol, in order to steal the secret of his killing eye. He can now kill at a glance!


Time is short and Harry must follow Dragosani back to the USSR – to Soviet E-Branch headquarters at the Chateau Bronnitsy, where the vampire is now Supremo – and there kill him. But how? Harry is no spy.


A British precog (an agent with the ability to scan vague details of the future) has foreseen Harry’s involvement not only with vampires but also in connection with the twisted figure 8 sigil of the Möbius Strip. To get to Dragosani he must first understand the Möbius connection. Here at least Harry is on familiar ground; for August Ferdinand Möbius has been dead since 1868, and the dead will do anything for Harry Keogh.


In Leipzig Harry visits Möbius’s grave and discovers the long-expired mathematician and astronomer at work on his space-time equations. What he did in life he continues, undisturbed, to do in death; and in the course of a century he has reduced the physical universe to a set of mathematical symbols. He knows how to bend space-time and ride his Möbius Strip out to the stars! Teleportation: an easy route into the Chateau Bronnitsy – or anywhere else, for that matter. Fine, but all Harry has is an intuitive grasp of maths – and he certainly doesn’t have a hundred years! Still, he has to start somewhere.


For days Möbius instructs Harry, until his pupil is sure that the answer lies right here, just an inch beyond his grasp. He only needs a spur, and …


The East German GREPO (Grenz Polizei) have their eye on Harry. On the orders of Dragosani they try to arrest him in the Leipzig graveyard – and this is the spur he needs. Suddenly Möbius’s equations are no longer meaningless figures and symbols: they are a doorway into the strange immaterial universe of the Möbius Continuum! Harry conjures a Möbius door and escapes from the GREPO trap; by trial and error he learns how to use this weird and until now entirely conjectural parallel universe; eventually he projects himself into the grounds of Soviet E-Branch HQ.


Against the armoured might of the Chateau Bronnitsy, Harry’s task seems nigh impossible: he needs allies. And he finds them. The chateau’s grounds are waterlogged, peaty, white under the crisp snow of a Russian winter – but not frozen. And down in the peat, preserved through four centuries since a time when Moscow was sacked by a band of Crimean Tartars, the remains of that butchered band stir and begin to rise up!


With his zombie army Harry advances into the chateau, destroys its defences, seeks out and kills Dragosani and his vampire tenant. In the fight he too is killed; his body dies; but in the last moment his mind, his will, transfers to the metaphysical Möbius Continuum.


And riding the Möbius Strip into future time, Harry’s id is absorbed into the unformed infant mentality … of his own son!
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Wamphyri!


August 1977. Drawn to Harry Jnr’s all-absorbing mind like an iron filing to a magnet, like a mote in a whirlpool, the Harry Keogh identity is in danger of being entirely subsumed, dislocated, wiped clean. As the child’s perceptions expand, how much of his father’s id will be left? Will anything at all of Harry Snr remain?


Harry’s one avenue of freedom lies in the Möbius Continuum. He can still use it at will – but only when his infant son is asleep, and only as an incorporeal entity. That’s Harry’s big problem now: the fact that he doesn’t have a body. And another is this: that while exploring the infinity of the future timestream, he has noted among the myriad blue life-threads of Mankind a scarlet thread – a vampire in our midst. And worse, the thread crosses young Harry’s in the very close future!


Harry investigates. (He is incorporeal, but so are the dead; he can still communicate with them and they are still in his debt.) In September 1977 he speaks to the spirit of Thibor Ferenczy – no longer undead but truly extinct, a vampire no more – where his tomb keeps watch on the cruciform hills under the Carpatii Meridionali; and to Thibor’s ‘father’, Faethor Ferenczy, where he died in a World War II bombing raid on Ploiesti, towards Bucharest, where even today the ruins lie overrun with weeds and brambles.


Even dead, vampires are devious, the worst liars imaginable; even dead they tempt, taunt, terrorize if they can. But Harry has nothing to lose and Thibor has much to gain. With one exception, Harry Keogh is Thibor’s last remaining contact with a world he once planned to rule. One exception, yes …


In 1959 the vampire had ‘infected’ a pregnant woman. Using the arts of the Wamphyri, he had touched and tainted her foetal male child – and willed it that one day this man as yet unborn would remember him and return to the cruciform hills in search of his ‘true’ father.


And now it is 1977 and Yulian Bodescu, not yet eighteen years old, is a strange, precocious and …yes, even occasionally frightening young man. To know him too well is to know fear and revulsion. Thibor Ferenczy’s taint has taken full hold on him; his blood and soul are corrupt; he is a fledgling vampire.


Yulian’s mother is English; his father, a Romanian, is dead. Mother and son live alone together at Harkley House in Devon. His life is a constant tug-of-war between frustration and lust, hers is lived like a chicken penned with a fox; she knows he is evil and capable of greater evil, but fears him too greatly for public accusation. Also, having protected him since childhood, she still dares hope that he will change in the fullness of time. And indeed he is changing – rapidly – but not for the better.


Yulian half-guesses, half-knows what he is; he constantly dreams of motionless trees, black hills in the shape of a cross, a tomb in a silent glade on a hillside … and of the Old Thing in the Ground which once lay waiting there. And of what it left behind to wait for him! The scarlet vampire thread which was once Thibor and is now Yulian tugs at him, beckoning him to attend his ‘father’. And this is that selfsame thread which Harry Keogh has seen crossing his own infant son’s pure blue thread in the Möbius Continuum’s future timestream.


But even as Harry plays cat-and-mouse word-games with the anciently wise, utterly devious and immemorially evil Wamphyri, so the espers of British E-Branch have staked out Harkley House in Devon. Telepaths, they are only waiting for Harry to give them the word and they will move in on Harkley and try to destroy Yulian and any other infected person whom they may find there. And they will do this because they know that if any such person – or thing – breaks out … then that vampirism could spread like a plague through the length and breadth of the land, even the world!


Also, in Romania, Alec Kyle and Felix Krakovitch, current heads of their respective ESPionage organizations, have joined forces to destroy whatever remains of Thibor Ferenczy in the black earth of the cruciform hills. They succeed in burning a monstrous remnant – but not before Thibor sends Yulian a dream-message and warning. For Thibor had hoped to use his English ‘son’ as a vessel, and in him rise up again to resume his vampire existence, but now that his last vestiges are destroyed …


… Instead he turns to vengeance. Thibor is gone forever, dead and gone like all the teeming dead. But just like them his mind remains. And in the dream he sends to Yulian he tells all and lays the blame on E-Branch, and especially on Harry Keogh. What E-Branch has done to Thibor, it also plans to do to Yulian Bodescu. But Keogh is the one to watch out for, the only one who poses any real threat. Only destroy him … and Yulian may pick off the rest of his enemies in his own good time, one by one. And he vows to do just that.


As for destroying Keogh: that should be the very simplest thing. Harry Keogh is incorporeal, a bodiless id, his own infant son’s sixth sense. Only remove the child, and the father goes with him.


Meanwhile Harry has learned all he can of vampire history, of means to destroy them, of ancient ground which may still require cleansing of their evil. He initiates E-Branch’s attack on Harkley House.


In the USSR, however, Felix Krakovitch has been killed and Alec Kyle, head of E-Branch, is falsely accused of his murder. Russian espers have taken Kyle to the Chateau Bronnitsy where they are using a combination of high technology and ESP to drain him of all knowledge. That is: all knowledge! The most severe form of brainwashing and intelligence-gathering, the treatment will leave him literally brain-dead, a husk, a body robbed of its governing mind. And when the body dies Kyle will be dumped in West Berlin with never a mark on him. That, at least, is the plan.


In the interim Yulian Bodescu has not been idle. For a long time he has been breeding something in Harkley’s cellars; his Alsatian dog is more than a dog; he has raped and vampirized a visiting aunt and cousin, and even infected his own mother. The house, when E-Branch’s men attack, is discovered to be a place of total lunacy, mayhem and nightmare!


Bodescu escapes, the only survivor as Harkley House goes up in cleansing fire. Intent on destroying the Keogh child, he heads north for Hartlepool. His trail is bloody and littered with E-Branch agents when finally he enters the house and climbs to Brenda Keogh’s top-floor flat. The mother tries to protect her child and is hurled aside. Harry Jnr is awake; his mind contains Harry Keogh; the monster is upon them, powerful hands reaching …


Harry can do nothing. Trapped in the infant’s whirlpool id, he knows that they are both about to die. But then:


Go, little Harry tells him. Through you I’ve learned what I had to learn. I don’t need you that way any longer. But I do need you as a father. So go on, get out, save yourself. The mental attraction which binds Harry to his son’s mind has been relaxed; he can now flee into the Möbius Continuum; but… he can’t!


‘You’re my son. How can I go, and leave you here with … with this?’


But Harry Jnr has no intention of being left behind. He has his father’s knowledge; he is a mature mind in the body of an infant, lacking only experience; they both flee to the Möbius Continuum!


The child has inherited much more than this, however. What the father could do, the infant son can do in spades. Harry Jnr is a Necroscope of enormous power. In the ancient cemetery just across the road, the dead answer his call. They come out of their graves, shuffle, flop, crawl from the graveyard and into the house, and up the stairs. Bodescu flees but they trap him and employ the old time-tested methods of eradication: the stake, decapitation, cleansing fire …


Harry Keogh is free, but free to do what? Incorporeal, the Möbius Continuum must eventually absorb him … or perhaps expel him elsewhere, elsewhen. However bodiless, he is still a ‘foreign body’ in Möbius’s enigmatic emptiness of mathematical conjecture.


Except … there is a force – an attraction other than Harry Jnr’s infant id – a vacuum to be filled. It is the vacuum of Alec Kyle’s drained mind, and when Harry explores he is sucked in irresistibly to reanimate the brain-dead esper.


It is late September 1977, and Harry Keogh, Necroscope and explorer of the metaphysical Möbius Continuum, has taken up permanent residence in another man’s body; indeed to all intents and purposes, and to anyone who doesn’t know better, he is that other man. But Harry is also the natural father of a most unnatural child, a child with awesome supernatural powers.


Harry employs ultra-high explosives to blow the Chateau Bronnitsy to hell, then rides the Möbius Strip home to seek out his wife and child … only to discover that they have disappeared. Not only from England but from the face of the Earth.


Indeed, entirely out of this universe!
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The Source


In 1983 in the Urals, there occurs the Perchorsk Incident: an ‘industrial accident’ according to the Soviets, but an accident of some magnitude. In fact the Russians, seeking an answer to the USA’s proposed ‘Star Wars’, have built and tested a laser-type weapon to create a shield against incoming missiles. The experiment is a failure; there is a blowback in the weapon; in the deeps of the Perchorsk Pass havoc is wreaked as the fabric of space-time itself receives a terrible wrenching. The world’s intelligence agencies, including INTESP, are interested to discover what Moscow is hiding up there under the snow and ice and mountains – curious to know what, exactly, the Perchorsk Projekt really is or was.


A year later, and something (a UFO?) is tracked from Novaya Zemlya on a course which takes it west of Franz Josef Land and on a beeline for Ellesmere Island. Mig interceptors have been sent up from Kirovsk, south of Murmansk. The ‘object’ is two miles higher than the Migs when they catch up with it, but it sees them, descends and destroys them. Their debris is lost in snow and ice some six hundred miles from the Pole and a like distance short of Ellesmere. A USAF AWACS reports the Migs lost from its screens, presumed down, but hotline Moscow is curiously cautious, even ambiguous: ‘What Migs? What intruder?’


The Americans, angrily: ‘This thing is coming out of your airspace; if it sticks to its present course it will be intercepted, forced to land. If it fails to comply or acts hostile, it may even be shot down.’


And unexpectedly: ‘Good!’ from the Russians. ‘We renounce it utterly. Do with it as you see fit.’


Two USAF fighters have meanwhile been scrambled up from a strip near Port Fairfield, Maine. The AWACS guides them to their target; at close to Mach 2 they’ve crossed the Hudson Bay from the Belcher Islands to a point two hundred miles north of Churchill. The AWACS is left behind a little, but their target is dead ahead at 10,000 feet. They spot it…


… And take it out – no questions asked – one look at it is enough reason to fire on the Thing! Equipped with experimental air-to-air Firedevils, the USAF planes succeed where the Migs paid the price. The thing burns, blows apart over the Hudson Bay, crashes to earth. The AWACS has caught up, gets the whole thing on film. Eventually British E-Branch is invited (a) to a picture show, and (b) to offer an educated opinion … a guess … anything will be appreciated.


E-Branch keeps its expert opinion to itself – for the sanity of the world! Reason: the thing from Perchorsk was obviously similar – very similar – to the monstrosity that Yulian Bodescu bred in his cellars, also to the Thibor Ferenczy remnant burned on the cruciform hills of Romania. Except that by comparison they were pigmies and this one was a giant – and armoured! In a nutshell, it was a thing of vampire protoflesh, and E-Branch suspects that the Russians at Perchorsk made it: an incredible biological experiment which perhaps broke free of its controlled or test environment!


This is one theory, at least. But not the only one.


E-Branch contrives to put a contact inside the Perchorsk Projekt to act as a spy and telepathic transmitter. Before he is discovered they learn enough to convince them of the world-threatening evil of the place, even enough to cause them to re-establish their old contact with Harry Keogh.


It is 1985. Eight years since Yulian Bodescu died and Harry wrecked the Chateau Bronnitsy, eight long years since his half-deranged wife and her necroscopic child fled, apparently right out of this world. And ever since then he’s been looking for them. They are not dead, for if they were the teeming dead would know it and likewise Harry Keogh. But if they’re alive … then Harry no longer knows where to search. He has exhausted every bolthole, searched everywhere.


Darcy Clarke, head of INTESP, goes to see Harry at his Edinburgh home. He starts to tell him about Perchorsk but Harry isn’t interested. As Clarke fills in the details, however, Harry’s interest picks up. His old enemies the Soviet mindspies have established a cell at Perchorsk to block metaphysical prying. They’re obviously hiding something big, something very unpleasant. They have a regiment of troops up there in the mountains, equipped with real firepower – for what? Who is likely to attack the Urals? Who do the Russians think they’re keeping out? … What are they keeping in?


‘We think they’re doing something with genetics,’ Clarke tells Harry. ‘We think they’re breeding warrior vampires!’


Even now Harry is only half-swayed; but at last Clarke plays his trump:


The British spy in Perchorsk, Michael J. Simmons, has vanished; the very best of E-Branch’s espers can’t find him; they believe he’s alive (he hasn’t been ‘cancelled’, or their telepaths would know) but they don’t know where he’s alive. Which precisely parallels Harry’s own problem. Perhaps, by some weird freak of coincidence, Harry Jnr, Brenda Keogh and the Perchorsk spy are all in the same place. To be doubly sure that E-Branch aren’t just using him to their own ends, Harry asks his myriad dead friends to look into it. Is there a recent arrival in their teeming ranks by the name of Michael J. Simmons? But:


There is not. Simmons isn’t dead, he’s simply not here …


Harry investigates and discovers that the accident at the Perchorsk Projekt has blown a hole in space-time, a ‘grey hole’ leading to a world ‘parallel’ with our own; also that the world on the other side is the spawning ground of vampires, indeed The Source of all vampire myth and legend.


He talks again to the long-dead August Ferdinand Möbius, to the devious mind of the extinct Faethor Ferenczy, and to more recent friends among the legions of the dead; until finally he discovers an alternate route into the vampire world. And what a monstrous world that is!


Sunside is hot, a blazing desert; Starside is the realm of the Wamphyri, where their aeries stand kilometre-high close to the mountain pinnacles which divide the planet. On Sunside the Travellers, the original Gypsies, wander in bands and tribes through the verdant foothills of the central range; active during the long days, they burrow in dark holes and caves through the short, fear-filled nights. For when the sun sets on Sunside – that’s when the Wamphyri come a-hunting.


Travellers and Trogs (a primitive aboriginal race) are to the Wamphyri what the coconut is to Earth’s tropical islanders. They form a large part of their diet, provide slaves, workers, women; even when they die or are disposed of there is rarely any waste. Their remains go to feed Wamphyri ‘gas-beasts’, ‘siphoneers’ and ‘warriors’, which are themselves fashioned of transmuted Trogs and Travellers. Their grotesquely altered, fossilized bodies decorate the vertiginous, glooming castles of the Wamphyri, are even formed into furniture or hardened into exterior sheaths, so protecting the aerie properties of their vampire masters against the elements.


As for the Lords of these rearing keeps:


The Wamphyri are monstrous, warlike, jealous of their territories and possessions, forever scheming and feuding. There is nothing a vampire hates and distrusts more than another vampire. And no one they all hate and distrust more than The Dweller in His Garden in the West.


Following a nightmare series of adventures and misadventures, a party of Travellers – including Jazz Simmons and the beautiful telepath Zek Foener – have joined forces with The Dweller. By the time Harry Keogh arrives, the Wamphyri have set aside all personal arguments and disputes to unite against their common enemy preparatory to invading the Garden, The Dweller’s territory in the hills. Of all the awesome Wamphyri Lords, only the Lady Karen, a gorgeous once-Traveller whose vampire tenant has not yet reached full maturity, renegues and flees to The Dweller, warning him of the coming war.


The battle is joined: the Lords Shaithis, Menor Maim-bite, Belath, Volse Pinescu, Lesk the Glut and many others, with all their hybrid warriors and Trog minions, against The Dweller and his small party of humans.


But Harry Keogh is with The Dweller, and The Dweller is … Harry Jnr! By means of a timeslip, Harry Jnr is not the mere boy his father expected but grown to a young man in a golden mask, and this is the world to which he has transported his poor demented mother – for her safety and peace of mind! Yes, and until now he has provided amply for all her needs – and his own. For individually the Wamphyri Lords were no match for him and his ‘science’. Now that they are united, however … Harry Snr has arrived just in time.


By ingenious use of the Möbius Continuum, and of the Necroscope powers of father and son, Shaithis and his vampire army are defeated, their aeries destroyed, all bar the Lady Karen’s. She goes back there, and Harry Keogh visits her. He seeks to free her of her vampire, not for her sake but for his son’s – for The Dweller has become infected with vampirism. Harry will use Karen to test a theory, hopefully provide a cure.


He drives Karen’s vampire out and destroys it. Alas, he also destroys her. She had been Wamphyri, and now she is a shell. When one has known the magnified emotions – the freedom from guilt, timidity and remorse – the sheer lust and power of the Wamphyri, what is there after that? Nothing, and she throws herself from the aerie’s battlements.


But The Dweller still has a vampire in him, and back in the Garden where his band of Travellers are rebuilding their shattered lives and homes … Harry Jnr is ever more aware of his father’s hooded eyes, watching him intently …
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Castle Ferenczy


Transylvania, the first week of September 1981 …


Still an hour short of midday, two peasant wives of Halmagiu village wended their way home along well-trodden forest tracks. Their baskets were full of small wild plums and the first ripe berries of the season, all with the dew still glistening on them. Some of the plums were still a little green … all the better for the making of sharp, tangy brandy! Dark-robed, with coarse cloth headsquares framing their narrow faces, the women cheerfully embroidered titbits of village gossip to suit their mood, their teeth flashing ivory in weathered leather as they laughed over especially juicy morsels.


In the near-distance, blue wood smoke drifted in almost perpendicular spirals from Halmagiu’s chimneys; it formed a haze high over the early-autumn canopy of forest. But closer, in among the trees themselves, were other fires; cooking smells of spiced meats and herbal soups drifted on the still air; small silver bells jingled; a bough creaked where a wild-haired, dark-eyed, silent, staring child dangled from the rope of a makeshift swing.


There were gaudy caravans gathered in a circle under the trees. Outside the circle: tethered ponies cropped the grass, and bright-coloured dresses swirled where bare-armed girls gathered firewood. Inside: black-iron cooking pots suspended over licking flames issued puffs of mouthwatering steam; male travellers tended their own duties or simply looked on, smoking their long, thin-stemmed pipes, as the encampment settled in. Travellers, yes. Wanderers: Gypsies! The Szgany had returned to the region of Halmagiu.


The boy on the rope in the tree had spotted the two village women and now uttered a piercing whistle. All murmur and jingle and movement in the Gypsy encampment ceased upon the instant; dark eyes turned outwards in unison, staring with curiosity at the Romanian peasant women with their baskets. The Gypsy men in their leather jackets looked very strong, somehow fierce, but there was nothing of animosity in their eyes. They had their own codes, the Szgany, and knew which side their bread was greased. For five hundred years the people of Halmagiu had dealt with them fairly, bought their trinkets and knick-knacks and left them in peace. And so in their turn the Gypsies would work no deliberate harm against Halmagiu.


‘Good morning, ladies,’ the Gypsy king (for so the leaders of these roving bands prided themselves, as little kings) stood up on the steps of his wagon and bowed to them. ‘Please tell our friends in the village we’ll be knocking on their doors – pots and pans of the best quality, charms to keep away the night things, cards to read and keen eyes that know the lie of a line in your palm. Bring out your knives for sharpening, and your broken axe-handles. All will be put to rights. Why, this year we’ve even a good pony or two, to replace the nags that pull your carts! We’ll not be here long, so make the best of our bargains before we move on.’


‘Good morning to you,’ the oldest of the pair at once answered, if in a breathless fashion. ‘And be sure I’ll tell them in the village.’ And in a hushed aside to her companion: ‘Stay close; move along with me; say nothing!’


As they passed by one of the wagons, so this same older woman took a small jar of hazelnuts from her basket and a double handful of plums, placing them on the steps of the wagon as a gift. If the offering was seen no one said anything, and in any case the activity in the camp had already resumed its normal pace as the women headed once more for home. But the younger one, who hadn’t lived in Halmagiu very long, asked:


‘Why did you give the nuts and plums away? I’ve heard the Gypsies give nothing for nothing, do nothing for nothing, and far too often take something for nothing! Won’t it encourage them, leaving gifts like that?’


‘It does no harm to keep well in with the fey people,’ the other told her. ‘When you’ve lived here as long as I have you’ll know what I mean. And anyway, they’re not here to steal or work mischief.’ She gave a small shudder. ‘Indeed, I fancy I know well enough why they’re here.’


‘Oh?’ said her friend, wonderingly.


‘Oh, yes. It’s the phase of the moon, a calling they’ve heard, an offering they’ll make. They propitiate the earth, replenish the rich soil, appease … their gods.’


‘Their gods? Are they heathens, then? … What gods?’


‘Call it Nature, if you like!’ the first one snapped. ‘But ask me no more. I’m a simple woman and don’t wish to know. Nor should you wish to know. My grandmother’s grandmother remembered a time when the Gypsies came. Aye, and likely her granny before her. Sometimes fifteen months will go by, or eighteen – but never more than twenty-one – before they’re back again. Spring, summer, winter: only the Szgany themselves know the season, the month, the time. But when they hear the calling, when the moon is right, when a lone wolf howls high up in the mountains, then they return. Yes, and when they go they always leave their offering.’


‘What sort of offering?’ the younger woman was more curious than ever.


‘Don’t ask,’ said the other, hurriedly shaking her head. ‘Don’t ask.’ But it was only her way; the younger woman knew she was dying to tell her; she bided her time and resolved to ask no more. But in a little while, fancying that they’d strayed too far from the most direct route back to the village, she felt obliged to inquire:


‘But isn’t this a long way round we’re taking?’


‘Be quiet now!’ hushed the older woman. ‘Look!’


They had arrived at a clearing in the forest at the foot of a gaunt outcrop of grey volcanic rock. Bald and domed, with several humps, this irregular mound stood perhaps fifty feet high, with more forest beyond, then sheer cliffs rising to a fir-clad plateau like a first gigantic step to the misted, grimly forbidding heights of the Zarundului massif. The trees around the base of the outcrop had been felled, all shrubs and undergrowth cleared away; at its summit, a cairn of heavy stones stood like a small tower or chimney, pointing to the mountains.


And up there, seated on the bare rock at the foot of the cairn, working with a knife at a shard of stone which he held in his lap – a young man: Szgany! He was intent upon his work, seeing nothing but the stone in his hands. He gazed down across a distance of little more than one hundred feet – gazed seemingly head on, so that the women of the village must surely be central to his circle of vision – but if he saw them he gave no sign. And indeed it was plain that he did not see them, only the stone which he worked. And even at that distance, clearly there was something … not quite right with him.


‘But what’s he doing up there?’ the younger of the two inquired in a hoarse whisper. ‘He’s very handsome, and yet… strange. And anyway, isn’t this a forbidden place? My Hzak tells me that the great stone of the cairn is a very special stone, and that – ’


‘Shhh! the other once again cautioned her, a finger to her lips. ‘Don’t disturb him. They don’t take kindly to being spied upon, the Szgany. Not that this one will hear us anyway. Still… best to be careful.’


‘He won’t hear us, you say? Then why are we talking in whispers? No, I know why we’re whispering: because this is a private place, like a shrine. Almost holy.’


‘Unholy!’ the other corrected her. ‘As to why he won’t notice us – why, just look at him up there! His skin’s not so much dark as slate-grey, sickly, dying. Eyes deep-sunken, burning. Obsessed with that stone he’s carving. He’s been called, can’t you see? He’s mazed, hypnotized – doomed!’


Even as the last word left her lips, so the man on the rock stood up, took up his stone and ground it firmly into position on the rim of the cairn. It sat there side by side with many dozens of others, like a brick in the topmost tier of a wall, and anyone having seen the ritual of the carving would know that each single stone of that cairn was marked in some weird, meaningful way. The younger woman opened her mouth to say something, but her friend at once anticipated her question:


‘His name,’ she said. ‘He carved his name and his dates, if he knows them. Like all the other names and dates carved up there. Like all the others gone before him. That rude stone is his headstone, which makes the cairn itself a graveyard!’


Now the young Gypsy was craning his neck, looking up, up at the mountains. He stood frozen in that position for long moments, as if waiting for something. And high in the grey-blue sky a small dark blot of cloud drifted across the face of the sun. At that the eldest of the two women gave a start; she herself had become almost hypnotized, stalled there and without the will to move on. But as the sun was eclipsed and shadows fell everywhere, she grabbed the other’s elbow and turned her face away. ‘Come,’ she gasped, suddenly breathless, ‘let’s be gone from here. Our men will be worried. Especially if they know there are Gypsies about.’


They hurried through the shadows of the trees, found the track, soon began to see the first wooden houses on Halmagiu’s outskirts, where the forest thinned down to nothing. But even as they stepped out from the trees into a dusty lane and their heartbeats slowed a little, so they heard a sound from behind and above and far, far beyond.


Not quite midday in Halmagiu; the sun coming out from behind a small, stray cloud; the first days of true winter still some seven or eight weeks away – but every soul who heard that sound took it as a wintry omen anyway. Aye, and some took it for more than that.


It was the mournful voice of a wolf echoing down from the mountains, calling as wolves have called for a thousand, thousand years and more. The two women paused, clutched their baskets, held their breath and listened. But:


‘There’s no answering cry,’ said the younger, eventually. ‘He’s alone, that old wolf.’


‘For now,’ the other nodded. ‘Aye, alone – but he’s been heard all right, take my word for it. And he will be answered, soon enough. Following which …’ She shook her head and hurried on.


The other caught up with her. ‘Yes, following which?’ she pressed.


The older woman peered at her, scowled a little, finally barked: ‘But you must learn to listen, Anna! There are some things we don’t much talk about up here – so if you want to learn, then when they are talked about you must listen!’


‘I was listening,’ the other answered. ‘It’s just that I didn’t understand, that’s all. You said the old wolf would be answered, soon enough. And … and then?’


‘Aye, and then,’ said the older one, turning towards her doorway, where bunches of garlic dangled from the lintel, drying in the sun. And over her shoulder: ‘And then – the very next morning – why, the Szgany will be gone! No trace of them at all except maybe the ashes in their camp, the ruts in the tracks where their caravans have rolled, moving on. But their numbers will have been shortened by one. One who answered an ancient call and stayed behind.’


The younger woman’s mouth formed a silent ‘O’.


‘That’s right,’ said the first, nodding. ‘You just saw him – adding his soul to those other poor souls inscribed in the cairn on the rock …’


That night, in the Szgany camp:


The girls danced, whirling to the skirl of frenzied violins and the primal thump and jingle of tambourines. A long table stood heavy with food: joints of rabbit and whole hedgehogs, still steaming from the heat of the trenches where they’d baked; wild boar sausages, sliced thin; cheeses purchased or bartered in Halmagiu village; fruit and nuts; onions simmering in gravy poured from the meats; Gypsy wines and sharp, throat-clutching wild plum brandy.


There was a festival atmosphere. The flames of a central fire, inspired by the music, leaped high and the dancers were sinuous, sensuous. Alcohol was consumed in large measure; some of the younger Gypsies drank from a sense of relief, others from fear of an uncertain future. For those who had been spared this time around, there would always be other times.


But they were Szgany and this was the way of things; they were His to the ends of the earth, His to command, His to take. Their pact with the Old One had been signed and sealed more than four hundred years ago. Through Him they had prospered down the centuries, they prospered now, they would prosper in all the years to come. He made the hard times easier – aye, and the easy times hard – but always He achieved a balance. His blood was in them, and theirs in Him. And the blood is the life.


Only two amongst them were alone and private. Even with the girls dancing, the drinking, the feasting, still they were alone. For all of this noise and movement around them was an assumed gaiety, wherein they could scarcely participate.


One of them, the young man from the cairn, sat on the steps of an ornately carved and painted wagon, with a whetstone and his long-bladed knife, bringing the cutting edge to a scintillant shimmer of silver in the flicker of near-distant firelight. While in the yellow lamplight behind him where the door stood open, his mother sat sobbing, wringing her hands, praying for all she was worth to One who was not a god – indeed, to One who was the very opposite – that He spare her son this night. But praying in vain.


And as one tune ended and bright skirts whispered to a halt, falling about gleaming brown limbs, and moustached men quit their leaping and high-kicking – in that interval when the fiddlers sipped their brandy before starting up again – then the moon showed its rim above the mountains, whose misted crags were brought to a sudden prominence. And as mouths gaped open and all eyes turned upwards to the risen moon, so the mournful howl of a wolf drifted down to them from unseen aeries of rock.


For a single moment the tableau stood frozen … but the next saw dark eyes turning to gaze at the young man on the caravan steps. He stood up, looked up at the moon and the crags, and sighed. And sheathing his knife he stepped down to the clearing, crossed it on stiff legs, headed for the darkness beyond the encircling wagons.


His mother broke the silence. Her wail, rising to a shriek of anguish, was that of a banshee as she hurled herself from their caravan home, crashed down the wooden steps, came reeling after her son, her arms outstretched. But she did not go to him; instead she fell to her knees some paces away, her arms still reaching, aching for him. For the chief of this band, their ‘king’, had stepped forward to embrace the young man. He hugged him, kissed him on both cheeks, released him. And without more ado the chosen one went out of the firelight, between the wagons, and was swallowed by darkness.


‘Dumitru!’ his mother screamed. She got to her feet, made to rush after him – and flew into the arms of her king.


‘Peace, woman,’ he told her gruffly, his throat bobbing. ‘We’ve seen it coming a month now, watched the change in him. The Old One has called and Dumitru answers. We knew what to expect. This is always the way of it.’


‘But he’s my son, my son!’ she sobbed rackingly into his chest.


‘Aye,’ he said, his own voice finally breaking, sending tears coursing down his leathery cheeks. ‘And mine … mine too … aye.’


He led her stumbling and sobbing back to their caravan, and behind them the music started up again, and the dancing, and the feasting and drinking.


Dumitru Zirra climbed the ramparts of the Zarundului like a fox born to those heights. The moon lit a path for him, but even without that silver swath he would have known the way. For there was guidance from within: a voice inside his head, which was not his voice, told him where to step, reach, grasp. There were paths up here, if you knew them, but between these hairpin tracks were vertiginous shortcuts. Dumitru chose the latter, or someone made that choice for him.


Dumiitruuu! the dark voice crooned to him, drawing out his name like a cry of torment. Ah, my faithful, my Szgaaany, son of my sons. Step here, and there, and here, Dumiitruuu. And here, where the wolf stepped – see his mark on the rock? The father of your fathers awaits you, Dumiitruuu. The moon is risen up and the hour draws niiigh. Make haste, my son, for I’m old and dry and shrivelled close to death – the, true death! But you shall succour me, Dumiitruuu. Aye, and all your youth and strength be miiine!


Almost to the tree line the youth laboured, his breath ragged and his hands bloody from the climbing, to the blackest crags of all where a vast ruin humped against the final cliff. On the one side a gorge so sheer and black it might descend to hell, and on the other the last of the tall firs shielding the tumbled pile of some ancient keep, set back against sheer-rising walls of rock. Dumitru saw the place and for a moment was brought up short, but then he also saw the flame-eyed wolf standing in the broken gates of the ruin and hesitated no more. He went on, and the great wolf led the way.


Welcome to my house, Dumiitruuu! that glutinous voice oozed like mud in his mind. You are my guest, my son … enter of your own free will.


Dumitru Zirra clambered dazedly over the first shattered stones of the place, and amazed as he was still the queer aspect of these ruins impressed him. It had been a castle, of that he was sure. In olden times a Boyar had lived here, a Ferenczy – Janos Ferenczy! No question of that, for down all the ages since the time of Grigor Zirra, the first Szgany ‘king’, the Zirras had sworn allegiance to the Baron Ferenczy and had borne his crest: a bat leaping into flight from the mouth of a black urn, with wings outspread, showing three ribs to each wing. The eyes of the bat were red, likewise the ribs of its wings, made prominent in scarlet, while the vessel from which it soared was in the shape of a burial urn.


Aye, and now the youth’s deep-sunken, staring eyes picked out a like design carved on the shattered slab of a huge stone lintel where it lay half-buried in debris; and indeed he knew that he stood upon the threshold of the great and ancient patron of the Zirras and their followers. For it was that same sigil as described which even now was displayed on the sides of Vasile Zirra’s caravan (however cleverly obscured in the generally ornate and much-convoluted lacquer and paintwork designs). Similarly old Vasile, Dumitru’s father, wore a ring bearing a miniature of this crest, allegedly passed down to him from time immemorial. This would have been Dumitru’s one day – had he not heard the calling …


Some little way ahead of Dumitru the great wolf growled low in its throat, urging him on. He paused however, uncertain where the shadows of fallen blocks obscured his vision. The front edge of the ruin seemed to have been tossed (tossed, yes, as by some enormous explosion in the guts of the place) out to and beyond the rim of the gorge, where still a jumble of massive stones and slates were spread in dark confusion, so that Dumitru supposed a large part of the castle had gone down into the gorge.


As to what could have caused such destruction, he had no –


But you hesitate, my son, came that monstrous mental voice, oozing like a slug in his mind, overriding and obliterating all matters of question and conjecture and will. That voice which had completely overwhelmed and taken control of him during the course of the last four or five weeks, making him its zombie. And I see that it is as I suspected, Dumiitruuu … you are strong-willed! Good! Very good! The strength of the will is that of the body, and the strength of the body is the blood. Your blood is strong, my son, as it is in all your race.


The great wolf growled again and Dumitru stumbled after. The youth knew he should flee this place, run headlong, break his bones in the dark and crawl if he must – anything but carry on. And yet he was powerless against the lure of that ancient, evil voice. It was as if he had made some promise he could not break, or as if he kept the promise of some long-dead and honoured ancestor, which was inviolable.


Now, guided by the voice in his head, he stumbled among leaning menhir blocks in search of a certain spot; now he went on all fours, clearing away fresh-fallen leaves, damp grey lichens and shards of black rock; now he discovered (or merely uncovered, for the voice had told him it would be here) a narrow slab with an iron ring, which he lifted easily. A blast of foul air struck his face, filled his lungs, made him more dizzy yet where he crouched over the black and reeking abyss; and when at last his head cleared – of the fumes, at least – he was already descending into nightmare depths.


Now the voice told him: Here, here my son … a niche in the wall… torches, a bundle, and matches all wrapped in a skin … aye, better than the flints of my youth … light one torch and take two more with you … for be sure you’ll need them, Dumiitruuu …


The stone stairwell spiralled; Dumitru descended nitrous steps, obliged to clamber in places where the stair had collapsed. He reached a buckled floor littered with blocks of fire-blackened masonry; another trapdoor; the descent continued through dankly echoing bowels of earth. Down, ever down, to sinister and sentient nether-pits …


Until at last:


Well done, Dumiitruuu, the dark voice complimented him – a voice that smiled monstrously, invisibly, whose owner was well pleased with himself – his pleasure grating like a file on the nerve-endings of the young man’s brain. And suddenly … Dumitru might have bolted. For a split second he was his own man again – he knew he stood on the very threshold of hell!


But then that alien intelligence closed like a vice on his mind; the inexorable process started five weeks ago guided him towards its logical conclusion; the strength of free will flickered like a guttering candle in him, almost extinguished. And:


Look about you, Dumiitruuu. Look and learn what are the works and mysteries of your master, my son.


Behind Dumitru on the stone staircase, the great flame-eyed wolf. And before him –


The lair of a necromancer!


Such things were legends amongst the Szgany, tales to be told about the campfires in certain seasons, but neither Dumitru nor any other who might view this scene would require any special knowledge or explanation save that of his own imagination, his own instinct. And wide-eyed and gape-mouthed, with his torch held high, the youth wandered unsteadily through the ordered remnants and relics of chaos and madness.


Not the chaos of the upper regions, which was purely physical, for these secret nether-vaults had suffered little of the destruction of the higher levels; they were preserved, pristine under the dust and cobwebs of half a century. No, this was a mental chaos: the knowledge that these were the works of a man or men – or, again taking into account all manner of Szgany myth and legend, the works of things disguised as such.


Of the vaults themselves:


The stonework was ancient, indeed hoary. Nitre-streaked and yet not noticeably damp, in places the masonry even showed signs of dripstone concretion. Wispy stalactite strings depended from the high-vaulted ceilings; and around the edges of the rooms, where the floor had been not so frequently trodden, smooth-domed stalagmite deposits formed small nodes or blisters on the roughly fitted flags. Dumitru was no archaeologist, but from the primitive roughness of the dressed stone and the poor condition of the ancient mortar alone, even he would have dated the castle – or at least these secret regions of the castle – as being some eight or nine hundred years old. It would need to be at least that for the formation of these calcium deposits – or else the solutions seeping from above must be unusually heavily laced with crystalline salts.


There were numerous archways, uniformly eight feet wide and eleven high, all wedged at their tops with massive keystones, some of which had settled a little from the unimaginable tonnage of the higher levels. The ceilings – none of them less than fourteen or fifteen feet tall at apex – were vaulted in an interlocking design similar to the archways; in several places massive blocks had fallen, doubtless shaken loose by whatever blast had doomed the place, shattering the heavy flags of the floor like schoolroom slates.


Beyond the archways were rooms all of a large size, all with archways of their own; Dumitru had descended to a maze of ancient rooms, where the tenant of this broken pile had practised his secret arts. As to the nature of those arts:


So far, with the single exception of his first terrified guess, Dumitru had avoided conjecture. But this was no longer possible. The walls were covered in frescoes which, however faded, told the entire tale; and many of the rooms contained undeniable evidence of a much more solid, much more frightening nature. Also, the voice in his head, now cruel and full of glee, would not permit of his ignorance: it desired that he know the way of these old matters.


Necromancy, you thought, Dumitru, when first your torch cast back the shadows down here, the voice reiterated. The resurrection of defunct salts and ashes back into life for the purpose of interrogation. The history of the world, as it were, from the horse’s mouth, from the reanimated, imperfect wraiths of them that lived it. The unravelling of ancient secrets, and perhaps even the fore-telling of the dimly distant future. Aye, divination by use of the dead!… That is what you thought.


Well (and after a small pause the voice gave a mental shrug), and you were right – as far as you went. But you did not go far enough. You have avoided looking … you avoid it even now! What, and are you my son, Dumitru, or some puling babe in arms? I thought I had called strong wine in unto myself, only to discover that the Szgaaany have been brewing water all these years! Ha-haa-haaa! But no … I make jokes … don’t be so angry, my son …


It is anger, is it not, Dumiitruuu? No?


Fear, perhaps?


You fear for your life, Dumiitruuu? The voice had sunk to a whisper now, but insidious as the drip of a slow acid. But you shall have your life, my son – in me! The blood is the life, Dumiitruuu – and that shall go on and on … aaand …


But there! Now the voice sprang alive, became merry. Why, we were grown morose, and that must never be! What? But we shall be as one, and live out all our life together. Do you hear me, Dumiitruuu? … Well?


‘I … I hear you,’ the youth answered, speaking to no one.


And do you believe me? Say it – say that you believe in me, as your father’s fathers believed in me.


Dumitru was not sure he did believe, but the owner of the voice squeezed inside his head until he cried out: ‘Yes!… yes, I believe, just as my fathers believed.’


Very well, said the voice, apparently placated. Then don’t be so shy, Dumiitruuu: look upon my works without averting your eyes, without shrinking back. The pictures painted and graven in the walls – the many amphorae in their racks – the salts and powders contained in these ancient vessels.


In the flaring torchlight Dumitru looked. Racks of black oak standing everywhere, and on their shelves numberless jars, urns: amphorae, as the voice had termed them. Throughout these rooms in this subterranean hideaway, there must be several thousands of them, all tight-stoppered with plugs of oak in leaden sheaths, all with faded, centuries-stained labels pasted to them where handles joined necks. One rack had been shattered, thrown aside by a falling ceiling stone; its jars had been spilled, some of them breaking open. Powders had trickled out, forming small cones which themselves had taken on the dust of decades. And when Dumitru looked at these spilled remains …


See how fine they are, these essential salts, whispered the voice in his head, which now contained a curiosity of its own, as if even the owner of that voice were awed by this ghoulish hoard. Stoop down, feel them in your hands, Dumiitruuu.


The youth could not disobey; he sifted the powders, which were soft as talc and yet free as mercury; they ran through his fingers and left his hands clean, without residue. And while he handled the salts in this fashion, so the Thing in his mind gave a mental sniff: it seemed to taste of the essence of what it had bade Dumitru examine. And:


Ah … he was a Greek, this one! the voice informed. I recognize him – we conversed on several occasions. A priest from Greek-land, aye, who knew the legends of the Vrykoulakas. He’d crusaded against them, he said, and carried his crusade across the sea to Moldavia, Wallachia, even to these very mountains. He built a grand church in Alba Iulia, which possibly stands there even to this day, and from it would go out among the towns and villages to seek out the monstrous Vrykoulakas.


Individuals of the townspeople would name their enemies, often knowing them for innocents; and depending on the power or stature of the accuser, the ‘Venerable’ Arakli Aenos – as this one was called – would ‘prove’ or ‘disprove’ the accusation. For example: if a famous Boyar gave evidence that such and such persons were bloodsucking demons, be sure that the Greek would discover them as such. But only let a poor man bring such a charge, however faithfully, and he might well be ignored or even punished for a liar! A witchfinder and a fake, old Aenos, who upon a time accused even myself! Aye, and I must needs flee to escape them from Visegrad who came to put me down! Oh, I tell you, it was a very troublesome business, that time.


But… time settles many a score. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. When he died they buried the old fraud in a lead-lined box in Alba Iulia, beside the church he’d built there. What a boon! For just exactly as had been intended, so the imperishable lead of his coffin sufficed to keep out the seepage and worms and all manner of rodent malefactor – until a time one hundred years later when I dug him up! Oh, yes – we conversed on several occasions. But in the end, what did he know? Nothing! A fraud, a faker!


Still, I evened the score. That pile of dust you sifted there: Arakli Aenos himself – and ah, how he screeaaamed when I gave him back his form and flesh, and burned the dog with hot ironsss! Ha-haa-haaa!


Dumitru hissed his horror and snatched back his fingers from the strewn ‘salts’. He flapped his hands as if they too were burned with hot irons, blew on them, wiped them trembling down his coarsely woven trousers. He lurched upright and backed away from the broken urns, only to crash into another rack which stood behind him. He fell sprawling in dust and powder and salts; but his confusion had served to clear his mazed mind a little – which the owner of the voice at once recognized, so that now he tightened his grip.


Steady now, steady, my son! Ah, I see: you think I torment you to no purpose – you believe I derive pleasure from such instruction. But no, no – I deem it only fair that you should know the gravity of the service you perform. You make unto me a considerable offering: of succour, sustenance, replenishment. Wherefore I grant you knowledge … for however short a time. Now stand up, stand tall, hear well my words and follow their directions.


The walls, go to the walls, Dumiitruuu. Good! Now trace the frescoes – with your eyes, my son, and with your hands. Now look and learn:


Here is a man. He is born, lives his life, dies. Prince or peasant, sinner or saint, all go the same way. You see them there in the pictures: holy men and blackguards alike, moving swiftly from cradle’ to grave, rushing headlong from the sweet, warm moment of conception to the cold, empty abyss of dissolution. It is the lot of all men, it would seem: to become one with the earth, and all the lessons learned in their lives wasted, and their secrets remaining secret unto them alone forever …


Oh?


But some there are whose remains, by circumstance of their interment – like the Greek priest, perhaps – remain intact; and others, perhaps cremated and buried in jugs, whose powdered ashes are kept apart from the earth and pure. There they lie, a crumbled bone or two, a handful of dust, and in them all the knowledge of their waking seasons, all the secrets of life and sometimes of death – and maybe even conditions between the two – which they took with them to the grave. All lost.


And again I say … oh?


And you will say: but what of knowledge in books, or knowledge passed down by word of mouth, or carved in stone? Surely a learned man, if he so desire, may leave his knowledge behind him for the benefit of others to come after?


What? Stone tablets? Bah! Even the mountains are worn down and the epochs they have known blown away as dust. Word of mouth? Tell a man a story and by the time he retells it the theme is altered. After twenty tellings it may not even be recognized! Books? Given a century and they wither, two and they become so brittle as to snap, three – they crumble into nothing! No, don’t speak of books. They are the most fragile of things. Why, there was once in Alexandria the world’s most wondrous library … and where pray are all of those books now? Gone, Dumiitruuu. Gone like all the men of yesteryear. But unlike the books, the men are not forgotten. Not necessarily.


And again, what if a man does not desire to leave his secrets behind him?


But enough of that for now; for see, the frescoes are changed. And here is another man … well, at least we shall call him a man. But strange, for he is not only conceived of man and woman. See for yourself: for parent he has … but what is this? A snake? A slug? And the creature issues an egg, which the man takes in unto him. And now this most fortunate person is no longer merely human but … something else. Ah! – and see – this one does not die but goes on and on! Always! Perhaps forever.


Do you follow me, Dumiitruuu? Do you follow the pictures on the wall? Aye, and unless this very special One is slain by some brutal man who has the knowledge – or dies accidentally, which may occur upon a time – why, then he will go on forever! Except… he has needs, this One. He may not sustain himself like ordinary men. Rather, he knows better sources of sustenance! The blood is the life …


Do you know the name of such a One, my son?


‘I … I know what such men are called,’ Dumitru answered, though to an outside observer it would have seemed that he was speaking to a vault empty of life other than his own. ‘The Greeks call them “Vrykoulakas”, as you have made mention; the Russians “Viesczy”; and we travellers, the Szgany, we call them “Moroi” – vampires!’


There is another name, said the voice, from a land far, far away in space and time. The name by which they know themselves: Wamphyri! And for a moment, perhaps in a certain reverence, the voice paused. Then:


Now tell me, Dumiitruuu: do you know who I am? Oh, I know, I’m a voice in your head, but unless you’re a madman the voice must have a source. Have you guessed my identity, Dumiitruuu? Perhaps you’ve even known it all along, eh?


‘You are the Old One,’ Dumitru gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing, throat dry as a stick. ‘The undead, undying patron of the Szgany Zirra. You are Janos, the Baron Ferenczy!’


Aye, and you may be a peasant but you’re in no wise ignorant, answered the voice. Indeed, I am that One! And you are mine to command as I will. But first a question: is there one among your father Vasile Zirra’s band whose hands are three-fingered? A child, perhaps, male, born recently, since last you Szgany were here? Or perhaps a stranger you’ve seen on your travels, who desired to join your company?


A strange question, some would think, but not Dumitru. It was part of the legend: that one day a man would come with three fingers on his hands instead of the usual four. Three broad, strong fingers and a thumb to each hand; born that way and natural enough; neither surgically contrived nor even grotesque to look upon. ‘No,’ he answered at once. ‘He has not come.’


The voice gave a mental grunt; Dumitru could almost see the impatient shrug of broad, powerful shoulders. And: Not come, the voice of Janos Ferenczy repeated his words. Not yet come.


But the attitude of the unseen presence was mercurial; it changed in a moment; disappointment was put aside and resignation took its place. Ah, well, and so I wait out the years. What is time to the Wamphyri anyway, eh?


Dumitru made no answer. In examining the faded frescoes he had reached a part of the wall which showed several very gruesome scenes. The frescoes were like a tapestry, telling a story in pictures, but these pictures were straight out of nightmare. In the first, a man was held down by four others, one to each limb. A fifth tormentor in Turkish breeches stood over him with a curved sword raised high, while a sixth kneeled close by with a mallet and sharp stake of wood. In the next picture the victim had been beheaded and the stake driven through him, pinning him down – but a huge, fat, sluglike worm or snake was emerging from his severed neck, so that the men about him reared back in horror! In a third picture the men had encircled the Thing with a ring of torches and were burning it; likewise the head and body of its once-host, upon a pile of faggots. The fourth and penultimate scene of the set was of a priest, swinging his censer in one hand, while with the other he poured the vampire’s ashes into an urn. Presumably it was a rite of exorcism, of purification. But if so, then it was mistaken, wasted.


For the final scene was of the same urn, and above it a black bat in flight, rising like a phoenix from the ashes. Indeed, the very sigil of the Ferenczy! And:


Aye, said Janos darkly, in Dumitru’s head, but not until the advent of the three-fingered man. Not until he comes, the true son of my sons. For only then may I escape from one vessel into the next. Ah, for there are vessels and there are vessels, Dumiitruuu, and some of them are of stone …


Again the youth’s mind had started to unmaze itself. Of his own will, suddenly he saw how low his torch had burned where he’d placed it in a stone bracket on the wall. He took it down and tremblingly lit another from it, waving it a little to get the flame going. And licking his dry lips, he looked at the myriad urns and wondered which one held his tormentor. How easy it would be to shatter the thing, scatter its dust, thrust his torch amongst those sentient remains and see if they’d burn a second time.


Janos was not slow to note the resurgence of Szgany will, or to read the threat in the mind he’d mastered. He chuckled voicelessly and said: Ah, not here, not here, Dumiitruuu! What? You’d have me lie among scum? And could it be I heard you thinking treacherous thoughts just then? Still, you’d not be of the blood if you didn’t, eh? And again his evil chuckle, following which: But you were right to rekindle your torch: best not let the flame die, Dumiitruuu, for it’s an exceeding dark place you’ve come to. Also, there’s yet a thing or two I want to show you, for which we’ll need the light. Now see, there’s a room to your right, my son. Go in through the archway, if you will, and there discover my true lair.


Dumitru might have struggled with himself … but useless; the vampire’s grip on his mind had returned more solid than ever. He did as instructed, passing under the arch and into a room much like the others except for its appointments. No racks of amphorae or frescoed walls here; the place was more habitation than warehouse; woven tapestries were on the walls, and the floor was of green-glazed tiles set in mortar. Centrally, a mosaic of smaller tiles described the prophetic crest of the Ferenczy, while to one side and close to a massive fireplace stood an ancient table of dense, black oak.


The wall hangings were falling into mouldering tatters and the dust lay as thick here as anywhere, but yet there was a seeming anomaly. Upon the desk were papers, books, envelopes, various seals and waxes, pens and inks: modern things by comparison with anything else Dumitru had seen. The Ferenczy’s things? He had assumed the Old One to be dead – or undead – but all of this seemed to suggest otherwise.


No, the Baron’s viscous mental voice contradicted him, not mine but the property of… shall we say, a student of mine? He studied my works, and might even have dared to study me! Oh, he knew well enow the words to call me up, but he did not know where to find me, nor even that I was here at all! But alas, I fancy he’s no more. Most likely his bones adorn the upper ruins somewhere. It shall delight me to discover them there one day, and do for him what he might so easily have done for me!


While the voice of Janos Ferenczy so darkly and yet obscurely reminisced, so Dumitru Zirra had crossed to the table. There were copies of letters there, but not in any language he could read. He could make out the dates, though, from fifty years earlier, and something of the far-flung postal addresses and addressees. There had been a M. Raynaud in Paris, a Josef Nadek in Prague, one Colin Grieve in Edinburgh, and a Joseph Curwen in Providence; oh, and a host of others in the towns and cities of as many different lands again. The writer to all of these names and addresses, as witness his handwriting on the browned paper, was one and the same person: a certain Mr Hutchinson, or ‘Edw. H.’, as he more frequently signed himself.


As for the books: they meant nothing to Dumitru. A peasant, however much travelled and practised in certain tongues and dialects, such titles as the Turba Philosophorum, Bacon’s Thesaurus Chemicus and Trithemius’s De Lapide Philosophico meant nothing to him. Or if they did, he made no real connection.


But in one book which still lay open, and despite the dust lying thick on its pages, Dumitru saw pictures which did mean something, and something quite horrific. For there, in painstaking and pain-giving detail, were shown a series of the most hideous and brutal tortures, the like of which caused him – even half-hypnotized as he was – to flinch and draw back a little, distancing himself from the page. But in the next moment his eyes were drawn to the rest of that room’s appurtenances, which until now had not impressed themselves upon his mind; that is, to the great manacles fastened to the walls by heavy chains, to certain badly corroded implements idly tossed to the floor in one corner, and to the several iron braziers which still contained the ashes of olden fires.


Before he could give these items any further attention, however, if he had wanted to:


Dumiitruuu, crooned that gurgling voice in his head, now tell me: have you ever thirsted? Have you ever wandered in a dry desert, with never sight nor sign of water, and felt your throat contract to a throbbing ulcer through which you can scarce draw breath? Well, possibly you may have known a time when you felt dry as salt, which might help you to understand something of the way I feel now. But only something of it. Certainly you have never been as salt. Ah, if only I could describe my thirst, my son!


But enough; I’m sure now that you perceive something of my arts, my meaning, my power and destiny, and that the requirements of One such as I have importance far above any question of common life and lives. And the time has come to introduce you to the final mystery, wherein we both shall know the most exquisite ecstasies. The great chimney, Dumiitruuu – go in.


Go into a chimney, a fireplace? Dumitru looked at it, felt the urge to draw back from it, and could not. Massively built, the fire-scarred hole was all of four feet wide and five high, arched over and set with a central keystone at its top; he need stoop only a little to pass inside. Before doing so he lit another torch – a pause which Janos Ferenczy saw as a sign of hesitancy. Quickly now, Dumiitruuu, the awful voice urged, for even in dissolution – no, especially in dissolution – my need is not to be kept waiting. It is such that I cannot endure it.


Dumitru passed into the fireplace, held up his torch to light the place. Above him soared a wide, scorched flue, which angled back gradually into the wall. Holding his torch away, the youth looked for light from above and saw only darkness. That was not strange: the chimney must pass through several angles in its climb to the surface, and of course it would be blocked where the upper regions lay in ruins.


Bringing the torch close again, Dumitru saw iron rungs set in the sloping back wall of the flue. In its heyday, the castle’s chimneys would need sweeping from time to time. And yet … there was no accumulation of soot such as might be expected; apart from a superficial scorching, the chimney seemed hardly used at all.


Oh, it has been used, my son, Janos Ferenczy’s mental voice chuckled obscenely. You shall see, you shall see. But first, step aside a little. Before you ascend there are those who must descend! Small minions of mine, small friends …


Dumitru crushed back against a side wall; there came a fluttering, rapidly amplified by the chimney into a roar, and a colony of small bats whose hurtling bodies formed an almost solid shaft rushed down and out from the flue, dispersing into the subterranean vaults. For long moments they issued from the flue, until Dumitru began to think they must be without number. But then the roaring in the chimney diminished, a few latecomers shot by him, and all was silence once more.


Now climb, said the Ferenczy, again closing his grip on the mind of his mental slave.


The rungs were wide and shallow, twelve inches apart and set very firmly into the mortar between the stones. Dumitru found that he could carry his torch and, using only his feet and one hand, still climb easily enough. After only nine or ten rungs the chimney narrowed considerably, and after as many again flattened through about forty-five degrees to become little more than an upward-sloping shaft. Within the space of a further twenty feet the rungs petered out and were replaced by shallow slab-like steps; the ‘floor’ then levelled out entirely and the ‘ceiling’ gradually receded to a height of some nine or ten feet.


Now Dumitru found himself in a narrow, featureless stone passageway no more than three feet wide and of indeterminate length, where a feeling of utmost dread quickly enveloped him, bringing him to a crouching halt. Trembling and oozing cold sweat – with his heart fluttering in his chest like a trapped bird, and clammy perspiration sticking his clothes to his back and thighs – the youth thrust out his torch before him. Up ahead in the shadows where they flickered beyond the full range of illumination, a pair of yellow triangular eyes – wolf eyes and feral – floated low to the floor and reflected the torch’s fitful light. They were fixed upon Dumitru.


An old friend of mine, Dumiitruuu, Janos Ferenczy’s voice crawled in his mind like mental slime. Just like the Szgany, he and his kith and kin have watched over me many a year. Why, all manner of curious folk might come wandering up here but for these wolves of mine! Did he perhaps frighten you? You thought him below and behind you, and here he is ahead? But can’t you see that this is my bolthole? And what sort of a bolthole, pray, with just one way in and out? No, only follow this passage far enough, and it emerges in a hole in the face of the sheer cliff. Except … you shall not be required to go so far.


The voice scarcely bothered to disguise its threat; the Ferenczy would not be denied his dues now; his grip on Dumitru’s mind and will tightened like a vice of ice. And: Proceed, he coldly commanded.


Ahead of the youth the great wolf turned and loped on, a grey shadow that merged with the greater darkness. Dumitru followed, his step uncertain, his heart pounding until he thought he could actually hear the blood singing in his ears, like the ocean in the whorl of a conch. And he wasn’t the only one who could hear it.


Ah, my son, my son! The voice was a gurgle of monstrous anticipation, of unbridled lust. Your heart leaps in you like a stag fixed with a bolt! Such strength, such youth! I feel it all! But whatever it is that causes such panic in you, be sure it is almost at an end, Dumiitruuu …


The passage widened; on Dumitru’s left the wall as before, but on his right a depression, a trench running parallel, cut in the solid rock – indeed in bedrock – that deepened with each pace he took. He extended his torch out over the rim and looked down, and in the deepest section of the trench saw … the rim and narrow neck of a black urn, half-buried in dark soil!


The rim of the urn – like a dark pouting mouth, with lips that seemed to expand and contract loathsomely in the flickering light – stood some five feet below the level of Dumitru’s path. Beyond the urn, the bed of the trench had been raised up. Cut in a ‘V’, like a sluice, it sloped gently downwards to a raised rim channelled into a narrow spout which projected directly over the mouth of the urn; in the other direction, the ‘V’-shaped bed sloped upwards and out of sight into shadows. The raised rim of rock and carved spout above the urn looked for all the world like guttering over a rain barrel, and like guttering they were stained black from the flow of some nameless liquid.


For several long moments Dumitru stood trembling there, gasping, not fully understanding what he saw but knowing with every instinct of his being that whatever it was, this contrivance was the very embodiment of evil. And as he oozed cold, slimy sweat and felt his entire body racked with shudders, so the voice of his tormentor came again in his staggering mind:


Go on, my son, that terrible voice urged. A pace or two more, Dumiitruuu, and all will become apparent. But carefully, very carefully – don’t faint or fall from the path, whatever you do!


Two more paces, and the youth’s bulging eyes never leaving that terrible urn, nor even blinking – until he saw the place where the trench came to an end: a black oblong like an open grave. And as the light of his torch fell within – what that terrible space contained!


Spikes! Needle-sharp fangs of rusted iron, filling that final gap side to side and end to end. Three dozen of them at least – and Dumitru knew their meaning, and the Ferenczy’s terrible purpose in an instant!


Oh? Ha-haa-haaa! Ha-haaa! Terrible laughter filled Dumitru’s mind if not his ears. And so finally it’s a battle of wills, eh, my son?


A battle of wills? Dumitru’s will hardened; he fought for control of his mind, his young, powerful muscles. And: ‘I … won’t … kill myself for you … old devil!’ he gasped.


Of course you won’t, Dumiitruuu. Not even I can make you do that, not against your will. Beguilement has its limits, you see. No, you won’t kill yourself, my son. I shall do that. Indeed – I already have!


Dumitru found his limbs full of a sudden strength, his mind free at last of the Ferenczy’s shackles. Licking his lips, eyes starting out, he looked this way and that. Which way to run? Somewhere up ahead a great wolf waited; but he still had his torch; the wolf would back off before its flaring. And behind him …


From behind him in this previously still place, suddenly the air came rushing like a wind – fanned by a myriad of wings. The bats!


In another moment the crushing claustrophobia of the place crashed down on Dumitru. Even without the bats, whose return seemed imminent, he knew he could never find courage to retrace his steps down the false flue, and then through the castle’s vaults with their graveyard loot, and on up that echoing stone stairwell to the outside world. No, there was only one way: forward to whatever awaited him. And as the first bats came in a rush, so he hurled himself along the stone ledge –


– Which at once tilted under his weight!


And:


Ahaaa! said the awful voice in his head, full of triumph now. But even a big wolf weighs much less than a man full grown, Dumiitruuu!


Opposite the spiked pit, the ledge and entire section of wall that backed it – an ‘L’ of hewn stone – tilted through ninety degrees and tossed Dumitru onto the spikes. His single shriek, of realization and the horror it brought combined, was cut off short as he was pierced through skull and spine and most of his vital organs – but not his heart. Still beating, his heart continued to pump his blood – to pump it out through the many lacerations of his impaled, writhing body.


And did I not say it would be an ecstasy, Dumiitruuu? And did I not say I’d kill you? The monster’s gloating words came floating through all the youth’s agonies, but dimly and fading, as was the agony itself. And that was the last of Janos Ferenczy’s torments, his final taunt; for now Dumitru could no longer hear him.


But Janos was not disappointed. No, for now there was that which was far more important – an ancient thirst to quench. At least until the next time.


Blood coursed down the ‘V’-shaped channel, spurted from the spout, splashed down into the mouth of the urn to wet whatever was inside. Ancient ashes, salts – the chemicals of a man, of a monster – soaked it up, bubbled and bulked out, smoked and smouldered. Such was the chemical reaction that the obscene lips of the urn seemed almost to belch …


In a little while the great wolf came back. He passed scornfully under the bats where they chittered and formed a ceiling of living fur, stepped timidly where the pivoting floor and wall of the passage had rocked smoothly back into place, and paused to gaze down at the now silent urn.


Then … he whined deep in the back of his throat, jumped down into the pit and up onto the runnelled slab above the urn, and crept timidly between the spikes to a clear area at the head of the trench. There he turned about and began to free Dumitru’s drained body from the spikes, lifting the corpse from them bloodied shaft by bloodied shaft.


When this was done he’d jump up out of the pit, which wasn’t deep here, reach down and worry the body out, and drag it to the Place of Many Bones where he could feed at will. It was a routine with which the old wolf was quite familiar. He’d performed this task on several previous occasions.


So had his father before him. And his. And his …
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Seekers


Savirsin, Romania; evening of the first Friday in August 1983; the Gaststube of an inn perched on the steep mountainside at the eastern extreme of the town, where the road climbs up through many hairpin bends and out of sight into the pines.


Three young Americans, tourists by their looks and rig, sat together at a chipped, ages-blackened, heavily-grained circular wooden table in one corner of the barroom. Their clothes were casual; one of them smoked a cigarette; their drinks were local beers, not especially strong but stinging to the palate and very refreshing.


At the bar itself a pair of gnarled mountain men, hunters complete with rifles so ancient they must surely qualify as antiques, had guffawed and slapped backs and bragged of their prowess – and not only as hunters of beasts – for over an hour before one of them suddenly took on a surprised look, staggered back from the bar, and with a slurred oath aimed himself reeling through the door out into the smoky blue-grey twilight. His rifle lay on the bar where he’d left it; the bartender, not a little gingerly, took it up and put it carefully away out of sight, then continued to wash and dry the day’s used glasses.


The departed hunter’s drinking companion – and partner in crime or whatever – roared with renewed laughter; he slapped the bar explosively, finished off the other’s plum brandy and threw back his own, then looked around for more sport. And of course he spied the Americans where they sat at their ease, making casual conversation. In fact, and until now, their conversation had centred on him, but he didn’t know that.


He ordered another drink – and whatever they were drinking for them at the table; one for the barman, too – and swayed his way over to them. Before filling the order the barman took his rifle, too, and placed it safely with the other.


‘Gogosu,’ the old hunter growled, thumbing himself in his leather-clad chest. ‘Emil Gogosu. And you? Touristi, are you?’ He spoke Romanian, the dialect of the area, which leaned a little towards Hungarian. All three, they smiled back at him, two of them somewhat warily. But the third translated, and quickly answered:


‘Tourists, yes. From America, the USA. Sit down, Emil Gogosu, and talk to us.’


Taken by surprise, the hunter said: ‘Eh? Eh? You have the tongue? You’re a guide for these two, eh? Profitable, is it?’


The younger man laughed. ‘God, no! I’m with them – I’m one of them – an American!’


‘Impossible!’ Gogosu declared, taking a seat. ‘What? Why, I never before heard such a thing! Foreigners speaking the tongue? You’re pulling my leg, right?’


Gogosu was peasant Romanian through and through. He had a brown, weather-beaten face, grey bull-horn moustaches stained yellow in the middle from pipe-smoking, long sideburns curling in towards his upper lip, and penetrating grey eyes under bristling, even greyer brows. He wore a patched leather jacket with a high collar that buttoned up to the neck over a white shirt whose sleeves fitted snug at the wrist. His fur caciula cap was held fast under the right epaulet of his jacket; a half-filled bandolier passed under the left epaulet, crossed his chest diagonally, fed itself up under his right arm and across his back. A wide leather belt supported a sheath and hunter’s knife, several pouches, and his coarsely-woven trousers which he wore tucked into his climber’s pigskin calf-boots. A small man, still he looked strong and wiry. All in all, he was a picturesque specimen.


‘We were talking about you,’ their interpreter told him.


‘Eh? Oh?’ Gogosu looked from one face to the next all the way round. ‘About me? So I’m a figure of curiosity, am I?’


‘Of admiration,’ the wily American answered. ‘A hunter, by your looks, and good at it – or so we’d guess. You’d know this country, these mountains, well?’


‘There isn’t a man knows ‘em better!’ Gogosu declared. But he was wily, too, and now his eyes narrowed a little. ‘You’re looking for a guide, eh?’


‘We could be, we could be,’ the other slowly nodded. ‘But there are guides and there are guides. You ask some guides to show you a ruined castle on a mountain and they promise you the earth! The very castle of Dracula, they say! And then they take you to a pile of rocks that looks like someone’s pigsty collapsed! Aye, ruins, Emil Gogosu, that’s what we’re interested in. For photographs, for pictures … for mood and atmosphere.’


The barman delivered their drinks and Gogosu tossed his straight back. ‘Eh? Eh? You’re going to make one of those picture things, right? Moving pictures? The old vampire in his castle, chasing the girls with the wobbling breasts? God, yes, I’ve seen ‘em! The pictures, I mean, down in old Lugoj where there’s a picture-house. Not the girls, no … sod-all wobbly tits round here, I can tell you! Withered paps at best in this neck of the woods, my lads! But I’ve seen the pictures. And that’s what you’re looking for, eh? Ruins …’


Oddly, and despite the brandy he’d consumed, the old boy seemed to have sobered a little. His eyes focussed more readily, became more fixed in their orbits as he studied the Americans each in his turn. First there was their interpreter. He was a queer one for sure, with his knowledge of the tongue and what all. He was tall, this one, a six-footer with inches to spare, long in the leg, lean in the hip and broad at the shoulders. And now that Gogosu looked closer, he could see that he wasn’t just American. Not all American, anyway.


‘What’s your name, eh? What’s your name?’ The hunter took the young man’s hand and made to tighten his grip on it … but it was snatched back at once and down out of sight under the table.


‘George,’ the owner of the refused hand quickly replied, reclaiming Gogosu’s startled-to-flight attention. ‘George Vulpe.’


‘Vulpe?’ the hunter laughed out loud and slapped the table, making their drinks dance. ‘Oh, I’ve known a few Vulpes in my time. But George? What kind of a name is George to go with a name like Vulpe, eh? Now come on, let’s be straight, you and I … you mean Gheorghe, don’t you?’


The other’s dark eyes darkened more yet and seemed to brood a very little, but then they relaxed and exchanged grin for grin with the grey eyes of their inquisitor. ‘Well, you’re a sharp one, Emil,’ their owner finally said. ‘Sharpeyed, too! Yes, I was Romanian once. There’s a story to it, but it’s not much …’
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