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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


The Nightmare


The nightmare always begins with a vision of the garden of his house, Brook’s Corner. It is a few days before Christmas. The garden is covered with a fine layer of snow, and his young daughter Marianna, in her bulky overcoat and scarf, is pelting him with snowballs. She giggles and runs as he pursues her, jumping onto the coal bunker, and then onto the shed, out of his reach. Her eyes sparkle with mischief behind her small round-framed spectacles. In the nightmare he can still feel the snow trickling down his neck where her last snowball caught him good and true.


There is a flash of light in the grey afternoon. Alison has photographed them, the first Christmas memory. It is too cold to stay out in the grounds and they go inside, to sit around the blazing log fire.


This is always the first thing that he sees in the dream, the echo of that last moment of happiness. Then there is the image of the Christmas tree and its decorations, of young Dominick by the fire, cutting up last year’s greeting cards, of Alison peeling chestnuts and humming to herself. Outside, just evening darkness.


‘Where’s Marianna?’


No one speaks. And in that moment of silence, the fire flickering, the room warm, there is a strong sense of impending disaster.


Dominick’s voice is cold and distant. ‘There was a man outside … she was talking to him.’


His gaze meets Alison’s. In that instant they know, they both know.


In the dream her face is never the same – sometimes terrified, sometimes blank, sometimes sad.


He comes down the ladder. His son seems embarrassed. The room swims around him and Alison’s terror-stricken face looms large.


‘My daughter …’ she says. ‘Oh my God …’


Then, in the nightmare, there is the memory of Marianna calling them. She is standing outside the French windows, crying behind her tiny, round-framed glasses. She looks very small, very pretty, very vulnerable.


‘Daddy! I’m cold!’


‘MARIANNA!’ he screams, and there is an explosion of glass, then darkness. He can never forget the way his tiny daughter was flung against him by an invisible power. He can’t forget the way she was carried by a dark-robed shape, out into the cold night. As hands try to strangle him he watches the abduction of his wife and son as well, both of them knocked senseless and dragged away by men who have the faces of animals.


Then there is fire. The edges of the nightmare begin to burn furiously. Through the flames he sees the pattern of an ancient labyrinth, painted onto the killers’ dark robes. He hears the name Magondathog, a place of ultimately awesome power. He hears a woman’s voice. He hears his own mind screaming with confusion.


Who are they? Why us? How dare they do this to us?


This is how the nightmare ends, with a primal scream of anger and terror.


Yes. That’s right, that’s quite right. Good. But what else? What has been added to the nightmare? Can you tell me that?


Some of the questions have been answered. The dark force is called Arachne, and its coming has been known for centuries.


Yes …


Their purpose is to resurrect a total magic, using the forces, demons and secret knowledge of all the different cultures of history. Total magic. Total eclipse. Their purpose is an Awakening. Their purpose is to control the World Mind …


Yes. At least, that’s what he believes …


His daughter has a special talent, useful to them. His family has been scattered. Dominick is on an island in the west. The girl is in the north. Alison … is in London. This much he knows. But time is running out. Something called the Roundelay is coming closer. A time of change. He will lose them, then. He will lose them totally, and he knows it.


Good. Very good. I think you’ll do.


There is something I don’t understand. They took his family, but not Dan Brady himself. Why?


Because they are too confident. Because they are not yet organised completely. Arachne meant to kill Brady, and they failed. They still make mistakes.


So Brady has no role to play.


He has the most important role of all. He is the Hunter, now. The Night Hunter. He is Arachne’s own growing nightmare.


He is their nemesis.




PART ONE


The Hexing




1


Four days after Judge ‘Tip’ McGeary’s death, the four remaining members of his Special Action Squad, known as Death Unit 2000, met at their new headquarters, a small room above 38 Chelsea Avenue. Gerry Cronin, appointed Judge only two weeks before, made the necessary contacts and arrangements. The emergency session was scheduled for 10 a.m. on Saturday.


As he waited for Troopers Hughes and Thompson, and the new Prospect (or rookie), Thompson’s sister, Judge Cronin prepared the room for what he imagined would be a tense and angry debate about future tactics. He erected a blackboard and wrote out, in red chalk, the four governing principles – the Code – by which the group operated. He placed pencils and paper around the edge of the small conference table, and piled canned drinks in the middle.


He turned an angle-poise lamp onto the huge poster-portrait of their mentor, a tall, angry man dressed in the dark leather and yellow limb-protectors of a Judge.


Then, after saluting the picture of Dredd, Judge Cronin buckled on his gun-belt, with its heavy, holstered weapon. He slipped his helmet over his head, pulling down the tinted visor.


Cronin was a tall, broad-shouldered man with an easy, lithe gait. His fair hair was tightly curled about his head, and his eyes were pale blue, giving them a piercing quality that was at once fearsome and remote. With McGeary dead he was the new leader of the Squad. But a power struggle had been on the cards, anyway. The two Judges had begun to contest control of Death Unit 2000, and a bitter duel would have been organised in a few weeks.


Now, though, the hatred between the two men was forgotten. McGeary was dead and Cronin would avenge that death. He would pursue no further ambitions until the ghost of Tip McGeary was laid quietly to rest.


Behind him, the window was rapped. He turned, eyes narrowing, hand drifting to the heavy stock of his high-calibre Magnum. The coded signal was tapped out: three short, two long, three short.


Cronin walked briskly to the shutters of the window and opened them. Trooper Hughes was balanced precariously on the ladder, trying to salute. Cronin opened the window and the Squad’s hit man crawled in to safety.


Ritchie Hughes was a pale-skinned and stocky man. He had a pugnacious face, and eyes that were shifty and narrow. The hand that clasped Cronin’s was twice the size of the taller man’s, pudgy and clammy. Hughes was breathing heavily and a sheen of sweat had formed below his short, dark hair.


Judge Cronin didn’t particularly trust the trooper, but he liked him. Hughes was strong. He was used as the Squad’s muscle, and was effective and well feared. He was also good at acquiring equipment for Death Unit 2000’s raids.


‘Trooper Hughes reporting for duty!’ Hughes said by way of greeting, looking hungrily around the small room. Then he saw the huge picture of Judge Dredd and his eyes widened with astonished delight. ‘Where did you get that?’ he said in slow admiration.


Cronin swaggered behind the fat man. ‘Booty,’ he said. ‘A raid last Tuesday.’


Hughes glanced round, away from the proud figure of the man who was their hero. He looked slightly frightened.


‘Day of Tip’s death.’


‘Yes,’ Cronin said grimly.


Trooper Hughes stared up at the portrait again, sniffing loudly. He used a finger and thumb to squeeze his nostrils, then wiped his hand on his jeans.


‘It’s Tip’s birthday next Wednesday.’


‘I know,’ Cronin said softly. He clasped his hands behind his back, military style. The memory of good times was painful. Hughes was feeling McGeary’s death acutely. He missed Tip a lot.


‘He’d have been ten,’ Ritchie Hughes said, almost despairingly. ‘He’d have been an adult!’


‘A good man,’ Gerry Cronin said. His own tenth birthday was still five months away. ‘I hope my leadership will be as worthy.’


Ritchie turned dark, angry eyes on him. ‘Your leadership?’


‘Mine,’ Gerry Cronin said coolly, favouring the fat boy with his coldest stare. ‘I’m a Judge, remember? I take over from now.’


‘This was Tip’s gang!’ Ritchie said indignantly, squeezing his nose again and wiping his hand on his trousers. But before he could say more, before the tension could develop into physical hostility, the secret code was rapped out on the window and Gerry went over to admit the last two members of Death Unit 2000.


First through the window was the Prospect. Her name was Philippa Victoria Thompson. She was eight, pushing nine years old, and taller by an inch or so than Ritchie Hughes. Her nickname was Pippa. Her hair was tightly ringleted, the ringlets forming cords across her scalp – a typical and traditional West Indian hair-style. Her eyes and mouth were wide; she had an adult look, and an interested one.


The first thing she did as she stood in Gerry’s room was giggle, a sound she stifled. It was Gerry in his comic-book uniform that had set her off and the boy stiffened with irritation, the more so since Ritchie was sharing her humour.


Unbuttoning her orange anorak, the girl waited expectantly for things to happen. It was her first meeting with the boys, although she had come on two raids with them in the last two weeks. The boy who had died, Tip, had been very good to her, very kind.


Behind her, her brother, Errol ‘Flynn’ Thompson, sprang into the room, straightening up and saluting. Gerry and Ritchie saluted back, then exchanged the Death Unit 2000 handshake with him.


Flynn looked around and gasped with more childlike astonishment than any of the others. He had never seen inside the Cronins’ house and was totally unaware of the extent to which Gerry’s room was a shrine to the comic that they adored, 2000 AD, whose characters – from Judge Dredd to the RoboHunters – had inspired their squad structure and informed the imaginative beliefs of their games. Flynn was really Ritchie Hughes’ friend. They were in the same class at school and had known each other for a year or more. Gerry Cronin was cool towards him. It was partly that he had less in common with Flynn than either of them had with the pudgy Hughes boy, and partly that his parents had actively discouraged him from playing with the black family from a few streets away.


As much as Gerry Cronin was aware of social politics at the age of nine and a half, he was aware that his father was hideously prejudiced.


Flynn prowled around the room, his breath a series of excited wheezes. He wore a simple leather blouson over a white tee-shirt, and short, faded denims. Gerry stared at him, aware, somehow, that Flynn was what was referred to at school as ‘sharp’. He suddenly felt a little ludicrous in the outfit he had painstakingly copied from the comic.


‘You got some good things!’ Flynn enthused, and when he looked at the white boy his eyes were glowing with a naive pleasure that made up for a lot of Gerry’s growing jealousy. ‘Look at these comics! Hoe. Lee. Shit!’ Flynn picked up a handful from the four shelves of 2000 AD, The Shadow, Warrior and Weird Tales. His voice, that of a child in tone, was a vivid echo of the older boys from the local school.


Pippa just sat and stared at the poster of Judge Dredd. Suddenly she started to cry. Ritchie Hughes put his arm around her shoulder.


‘We’ll find out what happened to Tip,’ he said, trying to be reassuring. Pippa just shrugged, sniffed, then shook off the boy’s embrace.


‘Let’s get down to the meeting,’ Gerry said. Ritchie and Pippa sat at the table. Flynn replaced the comics and took one more slow circuit round the room, staring at the posters of the Mighty Tharg, the Strontium Dogs, Johnny Alpha and Wulf, the autographed portraits of Walter the Robot and Ro-Jaws. Finally he keyed a simple instruction on Gerry’s Commodore 64 micro-computer.


‘You even got a Commodore! All I got’s a Sinclair. No VDU, no fun. But you got one. Can I use it sometime?’ He glanced at Gerry, who shrugged.


‘OK. First, though, we have a mission.’


‘Yeah. Tip.’


Flynn sat down, picked up a pencil and began to sketch a pistol on the paper before him. Gerry took off his helmet and placed it on the table.


‘Trooper Flynn, will you keep a recording of this emergency session?’


‘OK,’ said Flynn. Gerry placed a compact cassette recorder on the table and set it going. Flynn placed a finger on the pause switch, ready to stop the recording of anything that might have given the enemy a vital clue as to their raiding plans for the future. Gerry turned the poster of Judge Dredd round and exposed their secret map of North London.


‘Somebody killed our colleague and friend, Aiden Tip McGeary,’ Gerry said carefully, and Pippa began to cry again, her lips trembling, tears rolling from her eyes. Her brother glared at her, nudging her hard, and she sniffed loudly, glancing at him resentfully, but stopped the flow of tears.


Gerry stood in front of the map and looked at his attentive squad. ‘We’ve got to find out how and why Tip died.’


‘Somebody followed him from the Wasteland,’ Ritchie said. ‘Somebody’s hiding there and Tip – I mean, Judge McGeary – disturbed them. A Mutant, probably. Or a crazed Robot.’


‘I ain’t going nowhere where there’s things like that!’ Pippa said, looking anxiously at her brother.


‘Troopers go where they’re sent,’ Flynn said, slightly embarrassed by his sister’s outburst.


The girl pouted, shrinking into herself as she watched Gerry Cronin. ‘I ain’t getting involved with Mutants,’ she murmured. ‘Or Robots. Or Strontium Dogs. No way.’


‘We’ve all got to find out what killed Tip,’ Ritchie said. ‘Anyway, Prospects always stay on look-out duty.’


Gerry tapped a wooden pointer on the map. ‘Stop talking in the ranks,’ he said, trying to inject severity into his childish voice, ‘and concentrate on this. What do we know about what happened to Tip? Trooper Flynn?’


Flynn stood up, hands by his side. ‘He was running away from the Mutie Wasteland. He was very frightened when I saw him last.’


‘Did he say what’d scared him?’


‘He said …’ Flynn frowned and thought hard for a moment. ‘He said he’d found a river. That’s it. A river. He said he’d been searching for Mutants and found a hidden doorway, and there was a river beyond it.’


Gerry waited but Flynn had said his piece. ‘Trooper Hughes? You saw Tip on the same day.’


Ritchie stood up. His face was damp and his big hands bunched up into fists. ‘Yes sir,’ he said. ‘He was very scared. He was at home, hiding in his room. He said there’d been an old lady and a dog, who’d chased him. He said they were going to kill him. I had to go and get some takeaway stuff from Macdonald’s and the next thing I knew …’ He looked down, shaking slightly. ‘My mum told me.’


‘That’s how I heard,’ Gerry said, suddenly ashen-faced. ‘Torn open, like by a wild animal. But I heard my dad talking and he said he’d been strangled first.’


Pippa whimpered slightly, but stopped when her brother elbowed her.


Gerry pointed to the map, to the narrow stretch of overgrown and unused old railway track that curled through the area of North London, close to where they lived. This haven for exploration and hiding was practically invisible from anywhere but the air. When Tip discovered it, a year or more ago, it had been deserted, and there were no signs of any other kids having been there. It was their private wasteland, a place that they had made as secret as their organisation. They did occasionally see people moving about in the tangle of bush and tree that filled the cutting, but that all added to the game: raids into the Mutie Wasteland, the indefatigable Judges and their escort of Troopers, making sure that the brutal and brutalised remnants of the Third World War didn’t enter the streets of the civilised.


Over the year, in the evenings and at weekends, they had thoroughly explored the square mile or so of London that spread out around the steep rise of the hill where they lived. Some streets were posh, with large houses almost hidden by trees. Others were rows of virtual slums. Richness and poverty ran, it seemed, at right angles to each other, and this was reflected in the members of Death Unit 2000. The Thompsons and the Hughes lived in ramshackle terraced houses, with tiny backgardens overlooking the red-brick walls of small industry. Four hundred yards away from the Thompsons, the Cronin family lived in semi-detached splendour; their garden had a barbecue pit and a pond. They owned two cars.


In the same affluent street which the Cronins inhabited there was a ‘safe’ house for the members of the squad, a deserted house with a loose cellar cover. The children used it occasionally, but it was a risky place because every few days an old man came and checked that everything was secure inside. They had nearly been caught on two occasions.


They had several other very safe, and very secret, hideouts, from the unused garden patch behind a row of garages to the deserted, dark and surprisingly cosy basement rooms of a house conversion. There was also the underground roomcomplex of an abandoned industrial site. Here, Death Unit 2000 had stored food and other supplies ready for a long siege.


All of these places had code names: Trog City, Airbase 50, Fort Alpha and so on. Gerry now ran through the Unit’s strategy for using these safe patches, pointing to each on the map as he swaggered about in front of the group. In the event that they, too, should find themselves pursued and forced to scatter, they would meet first at Airbase 50, or if that failed, at Fort Alpha.


Unless things got exceptionally dangerous, Trog City would not be used.


The plan of action, then, would be to enter the Wasteland by the Tunnel Zone (a steep embankment leading down to the rails of the London Underground system, then a brief walk through the darkness of a tunnel to the access passage leading into the overgrown cutting) and work steadily through it, looking for a river … and for Tip’s killer.


Gerry Cronin quickly changed his clothes for garments more suitable for the cold weather outside. Then he led the way from the Unit’s HQ, down the ladder to the garden, and round the side passage to the street. They walked quickly away from the house and when they were out of eye-shot they broke into a run.


The route to the Wasteland took them past Tip’s house, and they all slowed down and stared morosely at the small garden, with its rose bushes and dwarf ferns. The curtains of the house were still closed, but as they watched so the front door opened and Tip’s father came out, dressed in an overcoat and carrying a shopping bag. He wore dark glasses.


‘Hello, kids,’ he said softly as he walked past them to the shops.


‘Hello, Mr McGeary,’ they all said back. For a moment the man and the children hesitated, looking at each other as if there might be something more to say. Then the man said, ‘Don’t go too far. The police haven’t found who did it yet.’


‘No, sir,’ Gerry said.


Pippa said, ‘We miss Tip.’


Mr McGeary smiled in a wan and sad way. ‘Thank you,’ he said, his voice a mere whisper. Then he turned and walked along the avenue.


Death Unit 2000 walked respectfully for a few yards past the house, then broke into a run.


The way down to the tracks was behind a large, weather-battered advertising hoarding. Behind the wooden façade was a high brick wall. By using the wooden struts in the advertising board, the wall could be scaled. On top there was a jagged layer of bottle glass. That negotiated, there was an eight-foot drop to the embankment, but Tip, after he’d discovered this route, had brought an old, rusting step-ladder from his parents’ garage and hidden it in the brambles that swarmed across the slopes.


Gerry led the way to the rail tracks, dropping from the wall and searching quickly for any signs of railway personnel. He helped Pippa down, then Ritchie, then Flynn. A Northern Line train rattled past below them and they crouched, out of sight, behind a gorse-bush. Then they slid and scampered to the tracks, checked the tunnel for oncoming trains, and darted into the darkness.


Flynn almost had to drag his sister by the hand. She uttered no word of protest but was clearly reluctant to enter the Stygian gloom. Visions of Mutants and rampaging Robots were clear in her head. And thoughts of Tip, his face all black, his chest ripped open, made her whimper with apprehension.


‘Come on!’ her brother said. ‘If you want to be a Trooper you mustn’t show fear.’


‘To feel fear is part of survival,’ hissed Ritchie, quoting from a favourite John Wayne movie. ‘It’s OK, Pippa. We’ll be OK.’


Gerry hushed them into silence. He had found the low arch that led away from the tube tunnel, and they felt their way steadily through it. Soon, light appeared ahead, and they emerged, triumphant, into the Wasteland.


For a minute or so they stood in semi-concealment and scanned the deep, narrow valley. Everything was silent; everything was motionless. Gerry indicated that Ritchie Hughes should cross the ground to the far side, and the stocky boy bent low and worked his way through the undergrowth until he fetched up against the sloping wall opposite.


In the distance, the cutting was crossed by a road bridge, which was protected from the drop by high metal walls. When a double-decker bus passed over the bridge, only the top of the deck could be seen, a slash of red passing quickly across the sky. The deserted track was lined on both sides by dark brick walls, which sloped steeply up for fifteen feet, before rising vertically for another twenty. Dark arches cut into the walls suggested passages, but they were all bricked off just inside.


Where the rail tracks had once been there was just a tangle of briar, whitethorn and self-seeded alder and lime trees, none of which had grown more than fifteen feet high. Tyres, rusting prams, tin cans, this was the sort of junk that the jungle was growing over, and most of it was very old. There was a ramshackle wooden hut a hundred yards down the valley. One of its windows still had glass in it, and inside there were musty, damp newspapers over ten years old, and a blackened milk-pan.


This was the squad’s Wasteland rendezvous, and they gathered there now, glad to have made it this far from the Tunnel Zone.


They listened hard for a river, but could only hear traffic.


‘If he was exploring, he probably went further down into the marshes,’ Ritchie suggested. The marsh was an area of the railway cutting which was water-logged and unpleasant; it might also have been dangerous, since some of the stagnant pools were very deep.


‘Let’s go,’ Gerry said, but Pippa tugged back.


‘I ain’t going no further,’ she announced defiantly. Her pretty face was racked with apprehension. ‘And don’t you go either, Flynn.’


Her brother scowled, tugging his collar up around his neck and glancing irritably at Gerry. ‘I’m going,’ he said to his sister.


‘You’re an idiot,’ she said huffily.


‘I’ve got to help find out what Tip knew. You stay here, then, and keep watch. Whistle if you see anyone approaching.’


‘You know I can’t whistle.’


‘Then shout,’ Flynn said vehemently. The girl sat looking sullen, then turned away from him.


‘If things get too scary,’ Ritchie whispered to her, ‘Then just shout to us, and then get back the way we came.’


‘Nothing would stop me,’ she said petulantly, folding her arms and drawing her legs up into a huddle as she sat by the hut’s door.


Gerry and Flynn scampered off into the undergrowth. Ritchie followed, then turned and looked back at the girl, smiling. ‘There aren’t really any Mutants here,’ he whispered.


‘Something killed Tip,’ she murmured after his darting shape. ‘And it’s gonna kill you too.’


It was Flynn who found it; and in a way, that wasn’t surprising.


Three weeks ago, on one of their staged raids beyond the marshes, Flynn had noticed Judge McGeary tugging and heaving at something which was hidden behind a thicket of bramble at the side of the steep wall. He had heard Tip’s gasp of disgust and smelled a little of the foul odour that the other boy had released by shifting some weight, or door, and exposing what lay below.


Before they could investigate further, Ritchie, on lookout duty, had seen movement in the distance, away from the Tunnel Zone, and they had beaten a fast retreat.


They had been tired, they’d had a lot of fun; the smell, and whatever Tip had discovered, remained unmentioned, and more or less forgotten by Flynn.


Now he found his way to the same spot and began to poke around in the thorny undergrowth, wary of broken bottles or spikes of metal. Soon he found what he was looking for.


He kicked back the briar, and stamped down the nettles that grew abundantly there. Behind them was an area where the dark-bricked wall had been roughly cut out and a heavy wooden door installed. Everything was filthy, and the hinges on the door were almost black with rust. Flynn got an impression that the work had been done years and years ago. But his attention was taken more immediately by the funny markings on the door. They looked as if they had been carved with a knife, and they sent shivers up and down his spine …


They looked like hex marks, like the witch marks that he’d seen in the books that his parents kept in their bedroom: a series of crosses in crude circles, reversed letters, and a spidery pattern that looked like the maze game where you had to follow one line right through. Below them all was a roughly drawn image that made Flynn’s blood turn to ice: three joined skulls, one staring at him, the other two looking to the sides. They were not human skulls; they were the skulls of dogs.


As he reached to touch the doorway he noticed that his hand was shaking violently. He felt extremely cold, colder than the autumn day should have been able to manage. In fact, his breath had started to frost in front of his face and he backed off from the hex-marked wood with something like an alarmed cry.


Ritchie Hughes stopped beating through the briar tangles on the other side of the cutting and began to walk over to him.


‘What’ve you got, Flynn?’


‘Nothing …’ Flynn said quickly, but by now Gerry Cronin had caught the sense of concern emerging from the West Indian boy, and was trotting back to him, body stooped, stick held in both hands like a soldier running with a rifle.


‘What is it?’


Ritchie shrugged, staring at Flynn. ‘Flynn cried out.’ His gaze flickered beyond the nervous boy, and a moment later he saw the door, almost totally hidden again behind the tangled growth of thorny scrub.


‘Hey! Look at that!’


‘Leave it alone,’ Flynn said nervously. ‘It’s got hex marks on it.’


From a distance they heard Pippa calling. They couldn’t make out her words, but she sounded angry and fed up. Flynn guessed she was announcing her return to the main road. He felt better about that. He wanted her out of this overgrown wilderness as soon as possible.


He wanted himself out of here too. He could hardly bring himself to look at the triple-skull image, but each time he glanced at it the jaws seemed to open and snap at him, making him shudder with an awful apprehension.


But Ritchie Hughes was now tugging at the door, and with Gerry’s help they dislodged it from its setting. It creaked furiously and moved just an inch or so. Both boys gagged, then laughed and staggered back for a moment, holding hands to their faces. Flynn caught the aroma and recognised it. The closest smell he could identify with it was the smell of putrefaction, most commonly associated, in his street, with a dead cat left to rot at the roadside because no one would touch it.


This smell was worse. Something told him that there was a dead man inside the passageway.


Ritchie had edged back to the door. ‘These are weird,’ he said, running two stubby fingers over the crude knife-carvings.


‘It’s a Mutie stronghold,’ Gerry said, but Ritchie shrugged the comment off. The marks were for real. This was no part of their Death Unit 2000 fantasy.


‘I can hear water,’ Ritchie said. He made a disgusted expression. ‘That smell!’ His face wrinkled up. His hand over his nose, he jerked the door open a little wider. Gerry crouched behind him, peering into the gloom.


‘That’s the river! Tip said he’d heard a river …’


‘Or a sewer,’ Ritchie said. Flynn approached cautiously behind them, glancing anxiously around, almost convinced that they would be surprised by a railway official, or a tramp … or whoever had strangled Tip McGeary. ‘Don’t go inside,’ he whispered, but Gerry just waved him into silence.


Now they did what Tip had failed to do. They wrenched the door open wide enough for a man to step inside. The sound of rushing, bubbling water was louder, but it was coming from a long way off. Flynn also thought he could hear a dull padding sound. As Ritchie entered the maw of the dark place, Flynn found himself desperately torn between allegiance: he was part of the Squad and should not show fear; but he was also an intelligent boy who trusted his instincts, and his instinct at that moment was to run.


Gerry Cronin hissed at him, ‘Flynn. Trooper Flynn! Come on.’


Flynn edged forward, following his two friends, who had already stepped into the passageway beyond the hexmarked door. The smell had faded slightly, but it still made him gag. The sound of the river was magnified as he came into the cavern. He could hear Ritchie and Gerry shuffling through the darkness ahead.


‘It’s like a tunnel,’ Gerry whispered. ‘It leads down to the water. I can see it. There.’


Flynn, close to the entrance and still glancing anxiously behind him, had not let his eyes adjust sufficiently to see the distant vague glimmer of the running water, deep below the hill. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he hissed urgently, dropping to a crouch and leaning on the ground. The other boys ignored him until he gave a sudden yelp of shock.


He had touched something on the ground, looked down, and seen what it was. A human skull, a thin layer of parchment-dry skin and wispy hair still attached to the bone!


‘Shit!’ he yelled, and stood, knocking his head on the low rock roof. ‘Oh shit!’


Pain, and a mind-sound like thunder, made him stagger about the confined space. He kicked something, and from the corner of his eye saw a small white shape roll away, a dog’s head, severed, drawn and hideous.


The thunder came again, making him screech with shock. He was aware of Ritchie Hughes’ face looming out of the darkness at him. The boy was terror-stricken, eyes bulging, mouth open and slickly wet. Behind him there was a sudden eerie silver light. It was flooding up the sloping tunnel, like a car streaking towards them. He could hear the heavy footfall of animals, and a deep baying sound, like the cry of an Alsatian dog, but somehow much more terrifying.


‘It’s an old hag!’ Ritchie gasped, and pushed past Flynn to the daylight. Flynn followed without hesitation, without care, bruising himself twice more on jagged edges of rock.


Once outside, both boys stopped. Ritchie was shaking violently. Flynn noticed the bruises on his shoulder and head for the first time and rubbed them vigorously.


‘What d’you mean? An old hag …’


Ritchie was incoherent as he spoke, his whole body drenched with sweat. Then his eyes widened in horror, looking past Flynn to the concealed passage. He turned and ran, then, and Flynn ran too, but not before he had seen the strange silver glow spilling from the area of brick and bush that surrounded the door.


A moment later, Gerry Cronin ran frantically into the daylight. He screamed to the others to wait, but Flynn and Ritchie Hughes were by now yards away, speeding to what they hoped would be safety.


Flynn stopped just once to catch his breath. When he looked back he saw the shining figure of a woman drifting towards them. Four immense black hounds, their jaws and tongues lolling, were leaping through the undergrowth that filled the Wasteland in a bizarre movement reminiscent of slow motion in a film. Gerry, blood all over his face, was running hysterically ahead of them.


Flynn saw the woman’s face and nearly gagged. Old was not the word! She looked like a living corpse, her livid skin crawling with worm-life, her eyes the deep dull of death, yet aware of what they saw. Her smile was a death’s head rictus, with yellow teeth gleaming.


Around her was the eerie moonglow, an aura of shimmering silver.


Flynn turned tail and ran on. A few yards behind Ritchie he reached the Tunnel Zone. The fat boy was already scrabbling his way through the darkness. Behind Flynn, Gerry Cronin’s yelling changed to a hysterical scream, and then a strangled wail. Glancing back, the West Indian boy was almost sick to see his friend’s body burning. Gerry’s arms were raised above his head. Silvery flame flickered over the body, his skin blackening and blistering, then turning to a reflective silvery white. His head and hands dropped limply.
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