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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.












Demogorgon: a mysterious infernal deity, circa A.D. 4–500 to date. (Apparently Gk. – daimon, deity; Gorgo, Gorgon; gorgos, terrible.)


*    *    *


An error in ancient translation or transcription. Properly the Gnostic creator …


*    *    *




… when straight behold the throne


Of Chaos, and his dark pavilion spread


Wide on the wasteful deep; with him enthroned


Sat sable-vested Night, eldest of things,


The consort of his reign; and by them stood


Orcus and Ades, and the dreaded name


Of Demogorgon; Rumour next and Chance,


And Tumult and Confusion all embroiled,


And Discord with a thousand various mouths.


Milton’s Paradise Lost













Part I











Chapter One



Late August, 1936. The year in which the Oriental Institute of Chicago extended its activities to include a dig at Meggido in (then) Palestine …


The four came out of the desert as evening turned to night. They might have been wandering Arabs, coming to the ruins with their donkeys, finding a place to camp through the hours of darkness. They might have been Arabs. But they came silently, the hooves of their beasts muffled with rags, and their silhouettes furtive against the early stars as they crossed a ridge and plodded down toward the shining inland sea. And though unwittingly they followed more or less a path Jesus of Nazareth had followed some nineteen centuries before them, that was the single way in which it could be said that they ‘walked in the Ways of the Lord.’ For in all other respects they were ungodly indeed, and one of them especially so.


Now they picked their way carefully through rubble on the outskirts of what had been, long, long ago, a village. Low, ruined walls stood up from stony ground; the rim of a dried-out well had caved in where once streets joined in an open plaza, and where now the bleached bones of a great olive, dead six hundred years, lay sandpapered and near-petrified under the darkening sky. The moon shone down on a desolation of tumbled stones and rude dwellings crumbled almost to their foundations; in the near-distance, Galilee was a sheen of rippled silver under the stars.


‘This is the place,’ said the leader of the group, slowly nodding. His voice was the dry whisper of reeds, rustling up as from a throat full of dust. ‘Help me down.’


The old man’s followers silently dismounted, then assisted him from his donkey. He was light as a feather, desiccated, old as this old place itself. So he seemed. To any chance observer it would also seem that his retainers handled him with reverence; in fact, they handled him with fear – like a fragile bottle of some deadly virus which they dared not spill.


Hooded, all four, for long moments then they stood under the moon, the old man clinging to his donkey until he found his legs. Finally he stood unaided, put up a hand and threw back his hood. The others at once drew back from him. Age had made him … very ugly. Age and something else: black evil!


George Guigos was all old cracked leather and stained ivory. His lips seemed to have withered, drawing back from teeth which jutted from shrivelled gums and gave him an awful, permanent grin. Oddly, he seemed to have retained all his teeth. Above his mouth, a collapsed nose was a raw hole, the bridge between its great pits of nostrils almost completely eaten away by disease. Pits, too, his eyes: but these were yellow in the dark like those of a cat, with nothing at all of senility about them but a bright and terrible awareness, a luminous intelligence. Bald, his head was a brown walnut on a pipestem neck. He was frail as a twig, and yet his power was awesome; it was the power of evil in him.


‘Are you sure, Mr Guigos?’ one of the three, a little bolder, perhaps, than the others, stepped forward again. He put back his own hood, glanced all about with quick, dark eyes, as if to find some sort of landmark or point of definition. ‘One mound of rubble seems much the same as any other to me.’


‘But not to me, Ihya Khumnas,’ Guigos snapped, his voice coming viciously to life. ‘This is the place.’


‘The place of the treasure?’ another asked, his voice an eager hiss. This one was called Yakob Mhireni.


Guigos looked at all three in turn. ‘The place of great treasure, yes!’ he answered.


‘You mentioned a map,’ said Ihya Khumnas, licking his lips. ‘But … you never seem to refer to one.’ He shuffled uncomfortably.


‘The map is in my head,’ said Guigos. ‘If you had such a map, wouldn’t you keep it in your head?’ He laughed a laugh that grated like a shovel in cold ashes, which finally subsided as he glared again at the three. ‘But it seems I must remind you: you have no interest in the treasure itself. Only in its recovery. The treasure is mine. Or perhaps you think you weren’t paid well enough?’


They had been paid half in advance, the rest due on completion. And it had been enough. Not a man of them would ever need to work again, neither them nor their children. They could all live in luxury on the interest alone. They were almost rich men, and would certainly be rich men when the account was settled in full. But last night Khumnas and Mhireni had conspired between them, and now they gave each other small, furtive glances before Khumnas answered: ‘We’ve been paid well enough. It’s just that we’re eager to be done with this, that’s all. We’re tomb-looters, here under false papers, labouring through the day for the Americans at Meggido, who at any time are liable to see through our cover. That’s enough to make anyone nervous. The sooner we can get out of here the better.’


‘We are in complete agreement,’ said Guigos. ‘I do not any more enjoy your company than you enjoy mine. Anyway, that choked well back there – where the old streets cross – that was once the centre of this village. There was a grapevine growing all along the under-branches of the olives, of which there were several. Figs grew up the wall of one of the houses. All in all, it was a very pretty square; the village was not unpleasant.’


‘Huh!’ Mhireni grunted. ‘That lone tree’s been dead a hundred years and more! When was this time you speak of, Mr Guigos?’


‘Long, long ago!’ Guigos rasped. ‘As for the olive tree by the well: you are wrong, it has been dead six hundred years. In any case, the well is my marker. That and Polaris.’


He turned his yellow eyes up to the sky, sought out the Great Bear and its pointers, guided his donkey between low mounds of rubble. The others glanced at each other, shrugged, began to follow him.


Khumnas was a forger and confidence trickster; he had been recruited six months ago as he fled his native Iraq where the authorities were intensely interested in his head. Mhireni was likewise Iraqi: a thug and brutally strong, he was nevertheless devious and quick-witted and had thus eluded justice for most of his twenty-eight years. Guigos’s third hired hand was no less a criminal, but he was somewhat different from the others.


Handsome, with typically Greek features and a physique to match, Dimitrios Kastrouni was the youngest of the three. His twenty-two years had been spent mainly in Larnaca, a fishing village in Cyprus. The only son of a Greek-Cypriot vintner, two years ago he had been spurned by a girl who then married his rival. Sneaking into the wedding ceremony, as the two were joined, he had leaped forward to slit the bridegroom’s throat before all the horrified guests. Then, barely ahead of the hue and cry, he had fled to the mainland in his father’s boat, scuttling the craft off Haifa and swimming ashore by night. Under an assumed Jewish name he had got himself a job driving for the British authorities, which was where Guigos had found and recruited him only a month ago.


Kastrouni was on edge, his nerves jumping. But his was a controlled nervousness; outwardly he appeared cool, almost emotionless. His internal agitation sprang from two years of flight and deception in a world where the storm-clouds of political unrest and the ominous stirrings of nations as they prepared for war had covered his tracks and given him freedom; but he remained unconvinced that he had escaped the consequences of his crime; while he did not relish the thought, still he anticipated his past catching up with him. Sooner or later it would, he was sure, and that kept him on his toes. But, basically honest, he was satisfied with what Guigos had paid and promised to pay; the alleged ‘treasure’ held no interest for him. Thus he was not part of Khumnas’s and Mhireni’s conspiracy.


Now, as the four picked their way carefully through the ruins, Kastrouni’s flight-sharpened ears detected some slight sound, hopefully distant. ‘Shh!’ he cautioned the others, coming to a halt.


‘What is it, Dimitrios Kastrouni?’ Guigos hissed.


They all held their breath.


‘I heard – something,’ finally Kastrouni answered.


‘Huh!’ Mhireni snorted. ‘And who would be out here, under the stars, in a God-forsaken hole like this?’ Although he was not a true believer, Mhireni came of a Shia Islamic family. His remark had no real significance; it was something he’d picked up from the Americans, who blasphemed as a matter of course. But while it meant nothing to him, Guigos was different entirely.


‘Be quiet!’ the old man hissed, then gave a deep, chuckling, rustling laugh. ‘God-forsaken, indeed! Aye, Chorazin is that, all right …’ And to Kastrouni: ‘Well, what was this “something” you heard, Dimitrios?’


Kastrouni looked at him, scowled, rounded on Mhireni. ‘Fool!’ he said, keeping his voice low. ‘Who would be out under the stars, you ask? This is British territory. They patrol constantly. To the north the French have border posts. The Arabs still inhabit a number of towns around Galilee. Fishermen sail on the night waters and nomads wander in the desert. Archaeologists scour the land, seeking out just such “God-forsaken” places as this. Who would be out here? Man, didn’t you hear what Khumnas said? We’re tomb-looters! This treasure Guigos seeks is not his to keep, but he will keep it. Therefore he is a thief and we are helping him. There are men enough in this land who would kill you for your gold earrings, let alone a treasure. And when I say I hear something, you had better believe I hear something!’ He spoke Greek but Mhireni understood every word.


Mhireni’s flush went unnoticed in the gloom, but Khumnas saw his hand steal inside his robe. The Iraqis had plotted to kill Kastrouni along with Guigos – but after they had the treasure. Khumnas caught Mhireni’s elbow in a tight grip. Lightly he said: ‘The Greek is right. Perhaps it would be better if one of us kept watch and scouted the land about.’


Guigos looked reluctant but finally agreed. ‘You do it, Dimitrios,’ he said. ‘Your eyes and ears are sharp, and you seem to value your life and freedom more than these two. Keep a watch; go in a wide circle; but be back here by midnight. I’ll need you then.’


‘Back here?’ Kastrouni looked all about. ‘Back where?’


‘Here,’ Guigos grunted. ‘Right here!’ He stamped an oddly twisted left foot and pointed out three large boulders in a triangle where they supported a fourth. That is the marker.’


Khumnas and Mhireni tethered their donkeys, went to the boulders. Limping a little and moving more slowly, Guigos followed them; he took a dry stick and traced a square in the sand of ages. Its sides were about six feet long and enclosed the triangle of boulders with their boulder apex. The sides of the square itself were parallel to those of a greater square formed of ruined walls. ‘This was a temple,’ the old man said, almost to himself. He nodded. ‘A cursed temple in a cursed and doomed town.’


‘And the treasure?’ Khumnas couldn’t help but lick his lips as he waited for an answer.


‘Come,’ said Guigos with a nightmare grin, ‘topple that boulder and roll the others aside, out of the square. Then get your shovels. Twelve, fifteen inches deep there’s a slab; beneath it are steep steps following a natural fissure. The treasure is down there – but I alone know where.’


Khumnas and Mhireni glanced at each other, ran to their beasts. Guigos chuckled, limped to one of the tumbled walls and sat down. He gazed at Kastrouni with sulphurous eyes. ‘And you had better get on with your patrol. But carefully. And remember – be back by midnight. Join us below …’


Kastrouni nodded. He tethered his own animal and took some bread and meat from a pack. ‘Midnight,’ he nodded again. ‘I have a wrist-watch. I’ll be back.’ He opened his robe, took off his belt, closed the robe and belted it to him. The broad leather belt supported a scabbard and sharp knife. Munching slowly on a piece of dried meat, Kastrouni melted into the shadows.


And George Guigos sat there under the brilliant jewel stars and chuckled obscenely, and watched his pair of Iraqi hirelings through hooded eyes where they struggled and strained to move the boulders …


Kastrouni moved south through the ruins, following the old town’s crumbled mounds of debris to the head of a steep watercourse. A little water still trickled, falling in tinkling rills to the silver inland sea spread some eight hundred feet below. In its heyday, Chorazin had offered a superb view of the entire Sea of Galilee. Tiberias’s lights were plainly visible to the south-west, some eight miles away, along with a sprinkling of others farther down the rocky eastern shore.


Kastrouni struck out west along the rim of the crags. He would walk maybe a third of a mile, clear of the ruins, then head north and make a half-circle back to the cliffs, and finally west again to bring himself back to this point, and so back to Guigos and the others.


As he walked, keeping back a little way from the edge of the cliff and taking care not to silhouette himself too much against the night sky, he felt somehow relieved to be out here alone. Old Guigos was a living gargoyle, a withered mummy of a man who but for his frailty would be terrifying. Even ancient and dried up as he was, still there was something nightmarish about him: the aura of evil, of a life spent in the pursuit of dark secrets and darker deeds, seemed to emanate almost physically from him. You could very nearly feel it like a fog on your skin. But … he had offered good money, and Kastrouni would use it to maintain, to perpetuate, his freedom. And maybe one day, under another name and disguised by the years, he would return to Cyprus. Not to Larnaca, no, but another place where he was unknown.


Under another name …


That was the funny thing about it. Or maybe not so funny. Kastrouni frowned in the night. He had chosen to call himself David Kammad when he arrived in Haifa. And while his features were not typically Jewish, still the assumed name and faith had seemed to turn the trick. The British administration had given him a job and issued an identity card, and that had been that. But then had come the night when Guigos found him, and immediately the man had seen right through him. Kastrouni remembered what the old devil had said to him:


‘David Kammad? Ah, but that is not your real name, my boy. These eyes of mine are very old and very wise – in ways other than you’d suspect – so that I’m not so easily fooled. You are Greek, not Jewish. Oh, it’s likely you’ve kept your initials, but only those. Now then, what is your real name, the name you’re keeping secret?’


And Kastrouni had told him. As simple as that. It had probably been Guigos eyes, which were very nearly hypnotic; whichever, Kastrouni had put his life in the man’s hands, and in return had got himself fixed up with this job. And a lot of money. When all of this was over he would head for one of the Greek islands, set himself up in a small business, and –


Kastrouni froze, his thoughts returning to the task in hand. Voices had carried to him on a thermal sweeping up from below. Arab voices, he thought, guttural and – excited? This was what he had heard before, back in the ruins, but it was clearer now and unmistakably a babble of conversation. There were people down there. But doing what?


He dropped to all fours, crept to the rounded shoulder of the cliff. Careful not to disturb any pebbles, he leaned forward and directed his gaze downward. Lights bobbed on the water, occasionally blinking as dark, laughing figures splashed about them. Kastrouni knew at once what was going on: he had seen this often enough in Cyprus. These were fishermen, luring fish into their nets by use of floating lanterns. They were wading in the shallow water at the rim of the lake where the night feeders would gather in small shoals. Nothing to fear from them: they had probably come here by boat from Tiberias or elsewhere, and would return by the same route. Anyway, he couldn’t see that they’d have any reason to climb the steep, ancient watercourse to Chorazin. No, and certainly not by night. His fears allayed, Kastrouni drew back, stood up, turned north and commenced his semi-circular sweep.


Back where the cliffs went down to the Sea of Galilee, Kastrouni’s wrist-watch ticked away the seconds. A soft link had snapped where his wrist had scraped over a rock as he crawled on all fours. With all of his senses keyed to what had been happening below, he hadn’t noticed. The luminous dial said that the hour was fifteen minutes after eleven …


It had taken only ten minutes for Khumnas and Mhireni to clear away the loose sand and soil from the square scratched out by Guigos. A little more than fifteen inches down they had reached a stone slab and quickly cleared its surface until clean edges could be seen to form a rectangle some two feet wide by three long. A heavy iron ring at one end of the slab was large enough in diameter to allow both men to get several fingers through, but strain as they might the slab would not come up. By now, as they cursed and struggled with the ring, it was almost as if they had forgotten Guigos was there at all; their minds were full of what might lie below. The old man’s chuckle seemed deliberately contrived to remind them of his presence.


‘Ihya Khumnas, you were chosen to assist me because you are a cheat, a liar and an expert forger. Not the very best I might have obtained for the money, but you were also young and strong.’ He omitted to add that Khumnas would not be missed in this world, not by anyone, but the thought crossed his mind and caused him to smile hideously.


‘As for you, Yakob Mhireni,’ he continued, ‘ – you are here because of your great strength, also because you are brutal and devious and utterly untrustworthy. Oh, don’t worry: these are qualities I greatly admire, else you would not have been chosen.’


He stared at both of them, his yellow eyes glowing in the shadow of his terrible face …


‘So?’ Khumnas finally growled, sweat drying on his back and causing him to shiver. ‘And what use to sit there like an ancient mummy and insult us? Do you want the slab tilted or not?’


‘Of course!’ Guigos snapped. ‘And with your cunning and his strength it should have been the very simplest of tasks – and now I think perhaps I chose unwisely after all! If you are not clever enough between you, what now? Should I ask these poor dumb beasts of ours for help?’ He turned his head and stared pointedly at the tethered donkeys.


Khumnas followed his gaze, frowned, finally believed he saw what the other was getting at. Mhireni merely scowled and stood watching while his companion took one of the shovels and weighed it in his hands. Khumnas propped the head of the shovel against a flat stone, jumped on it with both feet together and broke off the metal blade. This done he took rope from a pack on his donkey, passed it through the handle of the shovel and made a knot. He had left about five and a half feet dangling, which he now tied to the iron ring. At the other end of the slab, he jabbed the broken wooden stock of the shovel into the loose earth until it found purchase, then tested his device by hauling on the rope. The slab grated and moved a fraction of an inch, but Khumnas was not an especially strong man. The handle of the shovel formed a satisfactory fulcrum but Mhireni would prove to be the better lever; and if Mhireni’s strength alone should not suffice, then they could always employ a donkey. Doubtless Guigos had meant as much with his cryptic comment.


Mhireni had got the idea at last; he took the coil of rope from Khumnas and wound it round his arm and shoulder, then leaned into it until the slab gratingly shifted and raised up an inch or two. Khumnas gave a small cry of triumph, jammed several stones under the rim, said: ‘More yet. Pull, Yakob, pull!’


The big Iraqi strained, but though the slab shuddered and grated some more it would not lift. ‘Donkey!’ gasped Mhireni finally. ‘Fetch a damned donkey before I break my back!’ He stood panting until Khumnas brought one of the animals and tied the rope to its saddle, then together men and beast hauled on the rope until the shovel’s handle came over and upright and the slab was suddenly yanked two-thirds of the way toward the vertical.


‘Hold it there!’ cried Khumnas. The shovel’s handle was visibly flexing; before it could break he ran to the slab and threw all of his weight against it, standing over the hole beneath to do so. And at last the slab passed through the perpendicular and leaned back at a slight angle, jamming itself in that position.


‘Done!’ grunted Khumnas. ‘We’ve done it!’


He stared down into the darkness of the pit, wrinkling his nose at the stenches which came welling up. ‘All done,’ he repeated then, a little less certainly. ‘And the treasure’s down there, is it?’


Mhireni went to stand beside him, and both men stared hard at Guigos in the darkness. One thought was uppermost in their minds now, and it was as if the gargoyle read it there:


‘The treasure is hidden down there,’ he said. ‘Well hidden – and I alone know where.’ He glanced at his watch. 11:25, and time growing shorter with every passing second. ‘Come, let’s get below.’


‘Where’s that idiot Greek?’ growled Mhireni. ‘Is there more hard work below? Are we to do everything?’


‘I told Kastrouni to be back by midnight,’ Guigos snapped. ‘That’s when I want him and not before. As long as he’s back by then I’ll be well satisfied. Meanwhile he’s ensuring that no one can come up behind us – and that is important! Now get down there. Time’s wasting and there’s more to do yet.’ He stood up, shuffled awkwardly to the hole where steps went steeply down into darkness.


The two Iraqis stood there undecided; the thought of a hidden hoard lured them magnetically, but the darkness and the odours wafting up from below deterred them. Khumnas took out a candle from his pocket, shielded it with a cupped hand, lighted it. He stooped low over the hole. The steps went down, down, well beyond the limit of the candle’s illumination.


Khumnas gave an involuntary shudder. ‘It stinks like hell!’ he said, turning his face away. ‘Like a charnel house. Like a corpse overdue for the worm.’


Mhireni didn’t like that; irreligious he was, but he was also superstitious. ‘Tomb-looters, you called us,’ he prodded Khumnas accusingly. ‘But I didn’t think you meant it! Is that what this is, a tomb?’


‘Dolts!’ Guigos chuckled throatily, elbowing them aside. ‘Out of my way, both of you …’ He descended into the reeking opening until only his head and shoulders protruded. ‘Well, are you coming? Or don’t you want the rest of your pay?’


Without waiting for an answer, the grinning, half-crippled gargoyle stepped down out of sight. As he disappeared, so Mhireni’s hand snaked inside his robe and snatched out a curved dagger. ‘So help me,’ he harshly whispered, ‘the moment my eyes light on that treasure, I’ll slit that bag of filth open from his belly to his balls!’ A deep scar on the left of his long nose and down his cheek almost to the jawbone glared white in the moonlight.


Khumnas’s teeth were even whiter, twin bars of savage anticipation as he answered: ‘Only if you reach him before me!’ Then he controlled himself and grasped the other’s arms. ‘Look, we both hate the loathsome old dog, that’s agreed; but just remember this: we can’t touch him until after we have the treasure. Then he’s fair game.’


Mhireni nodded. ‘Right,’ he growled. ‘And the same goes for the Greek.’ Then, Khumnas leading the way with his candle, they followed Guigos down into what was otherwise a Stygian darkness.


The steps were steep and narrow but dry; worn in the middle, as from the passage of countless thousands of feet over the centuries, they wound down in a semi-circle until the way suddenly widened out and grew straight. To the left the steps were hewn from a wall which overhung just above shoulder height, so that the two must go in a half-crouch; on the right stood empty space, inky black and echoing to their half-hearted footsteps. Mhireni deliberately kicked a pebble over the rim, listening for the rattle as it hit bottom. After several seconds his patience was rewarded, but with a distant splash. Water down there – a long way down there.


On the far side of the cleft the opposing wall beetled black and jagged, with stony projections throwing wavering shadows in the dim, flickering light of Khumnas’s candle. A thought – how panicked they would be if the candle should go out – struck both men simultaneously; so that even as Mhireni grabbed Khumnas’s shoulder, so the other half-turned and produced from a pocket a second stub of wax and wick.


‘Have you counted the steps?’ Mhireni whispered hoarsely, his great hands trembling slightly as he accepted fire from the other.


‘Two dozen,’ said Khumnas at once. ‘Twenty-five with this next one.’


‘Only twenty-five?’ Mhireni was surprised. ‘God! And already it seems we’re half-way to hell! Anyway, how does he do it?’


‘Eh?’ Khumnas queried, his face pale in the candlelight. ‘Old gargoyle? How does he do what?’


‘See in the dark,’ Mhireni answered. ‘How does he do that? I mean, did you see him light a candle?’ Damned if I did!’


‘No, he didn’t have one,’ Khumnas frowned. ‘I know he was carrying prepared torches under his robe; I prepared them, didn’t I? But he didn’t have a candle.’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, I’ve heard of people like that, people who see in the dark. So what? Cats do it, don’t they? Probably those bloody poisonous eyes of his! Come on, let’s get on …’


In the space of another five or six paces the walls of the cleft came together again, even narrower than before, so that the two must turn almost side-on to proceed. But still the steps went down. And then, as they rounded a sharp bend, light blazing ahead! – and Guigos waiting for them, sitting on a boulder, where suddenly the cleft opened into a large cave …










Chapter Two



The light came from a pair of torches sputtering in brackets on the rough walls. The yellow, uneven flames eddied this way and that, as if from some intermittent draft. Khumnas started forward into the cave, and … yes, there was a draught; he could feel fresh air striking his face. Good, clean, fresh air – wholesome air – unlike the vapours of the cleft.


The cave was perhaps fifty feet long by thirty wide, roughly oval, low-ceilinged and obviously natural. There had been some work here: a single ledge circled the cave like a bench, cut where the walls met the floor; chippings from the work were still evident and had been packed down into the floor to give it something of an even surface. Equally obvious, the work was thousands of years old.


Khumnas, still looking the place over, put up a hand to touch the ceiling just above his head. His fingers came away cold and slightly slimy. In places the seepage had formed into stalactites, most of them long since broken off to allow headroom. A few large stones were bedded into the floor’s centre; George Guigos sat upon one such.


The Iraqis moved toward him but, as they approached, Khumnas’s eyes stared beyond the bent, withered form of the old man to the far extreme of the cave. It was darker back there, and yet strangely luminous in one small area. Khumnas had thought he spied, in that luminous area, tiny bright points of light glittering like diamonds in the upper darkness.


Diamonds? Guigos’s treasure?


Passing the old man by without a second glance, Khumnas went into the farthest part of the cave. Mhireni followed close on his heels. Now, in the greater darkness, both men could see the points of light. Also, the influx of fresh air was stronger, colder. With his hands groping before him, Khumnas came up against the wall. On a level with his chin, a jagged hole two feet across looked out to a far, night-black horizon tinged with indigo where the earth met the sky. The bright points of light were stars. Standing on his toes and turning his eyes down, the Iraqi saw the same stars mirrored in the Sea of Galilee some seven hundred and fifty feet below.


‘An observation hole,’ Guigos’s harsh whisper echoed gratingly in the cave’s confines. ‘Also, ventilation. Crawl out of there and the fall would turn you to jelly – literally!’


‘What is this place?’ growled Mhireni. He went back to Guigos.


‘It’s a place to hide,’ the old man answered. ‘Or at least it used to be. More than two thousand years ago, when first the town was built, tribal wars were frequent and bloody. The old men, the women and children, would come down here and sit it out in times of extreme danger. The all clear would be signalled from down there on the Sea of Galilee: the bright flash of the sun reflected in a mirror of polished bronze.’


None of this was guesswork; the old man knew irrefutably that what he had said was one hundred per cent correct, fact. The brutish Mhireni sensed the truth in Guigos’s explanation, but by his nature he couldn’t accept anything unless there was concrete evidence.


‘Huh!’ he grunted. ‘Oh, you’re an old ’un, sure enough – but not that old, George Guigos!’


At that the gargoyle laughed, a choking, croaking, gasping laugh that echoed and reverberated – and ended in a strangled coughing. The way he coughed, it was almost a death rattle. He rocked where he sat and fought for air, one bony claw clutching at his stone seat for balance and support, the other clawing at his robe where it seemed to obstruct his throat.


Ihya Khumnas came quickly from the darker part of the cave, stood over the old man and stared at him in the light of the flickering torches. Guigos’s face was parchment now, with all the leathery texture seemingly leeched away. He looked bleached, dry as fretted bone; he looked as if a puff of wind would tumble him to dust. Something had happened to him in the last few minutes. Something terrible. It was as if his years had suddenly decided to catch up with him, all of them at once.


He is a mummy, yes, thought Khumnas, except his metabolism works in reverse. They only crumble when you fetch them up from their tombs …


But out loud he asked: ‘Are you all right?’ It wouldn’t do to have Guigos die here, now. Not just yet, anyway.


Guigos’s coughing bout was over. He stopped rocking, lifted a spindly wrist and blinked eyes which were now turned rheumy at his wrist-watch. It was 11.40. ‘I’m … all right, yes,’ he coughed. ‘But now we must hurry.’ With an effort he turned his face up and stared at Khumnas. There was a film over his eyes and his gaping, diseased nostrils were red raw in his paper-mâché face.


‘The treasure,’ said Khumnas. ‘Where is it?’


‘Help me up,’ Guigos held up his spider arms. The Iraqis lifted him like a child, stood him upright, held him there so that he wouldn’t fall. He lifted a skinny, gnarled finger, waggled it. ‘There … there …’


They looked. At one side of the cave a fat stalactite came down to meet an upthrusting mushroom of dripstone, forming a column. Between the column and the wall proper was a darkness deeper than mere shadow. Khumnas gasp was clearly audible. Was this a secret chamber, a second cave? ‘I’ll take Guigos,’ he told Mhireni. ‘You bring one of those torches.’


Guigos was in a bad way. All of his former strength, whatever it was that held him together, seemed to be ebbing out of him. Now he was more nearly what he should be: an ancient, near-senile bag of bones. His syphilis alone should have done for him years ago. But Khumnas knew no fear as he picked the diseased ancient up and followed Mhireni where he led the way with his torch held aloft; he merely averted his face from Guigos’s reeking breath.


Behind the stalactite a low arch led into a second, smaller cave. It was empty, almost bare, much similar to its larger companion. But close to the base of one wall stood twin levers of bronze: massive perpendicular rods, tall as a man, whose lower ends slotted deep into regular grooves cut in the floor. Between the levers, in deep recesses, the tops of a pair of polished stone tablets stood up out of the solid rock. Perhaps five inches wide by eighteen long, the thickness or depth of the tablets was anybody’s guess.


Khumnas approached the one on the right. Carved into its top edge was a single glyph, a ‘U’-shape or descending node. The one on the left was carved with the same character but inverted. Guigos seemed reluctant to look at the first but turned his eyes back to the lever on the left. ‘There,’ he croaked. ‘That tablet, that lever. They guard the treasure …’


That last word was like a spur on Khumnas’s flank; he put the old man down, seating him none-too-gently on the stone floor. He went to the lever and tested it braced his back and pulled at it. The thing wouldn’t move an inch. Whatever mechanism was involved here, it seemed that the years had welded it solid.


Mhireni jammed his blazing torch into the floor where there was a little loose rubble, went to assist his companion. Together they hauled on the lever. And as that great bar of bronze gratingly, squealingly gave an inch or two, so the stone tablet with the ascending node rose up a little, revealing a dusty line of carved characters along the top of its face.


Guigos tried to stand but could not. He crawled to the tablet and laid trembling fingers on its surface, his dried-up lips moving as if in silent prayer – or blasphemy too revolting to utter out loud. He seemed to draw strength from the polished stone, brushed dust from its graven figures with suddenly urgent fingers, turned his walnut head and gazed fire-eyed at the two where they strained at the lever.


‘Rest,’ he said, something of strength returned to his voice. ‘The lever is on a ratchet – it will not spring back. One line at a time – that’s how it was designed.’ He pointed at the first line of characters. ‘Can you read it, Khumnas? You, Mhireni? No, but I can. Listen.’


His eyes went back to the tablet, and the words his writhing lips then formed were terrible to hear. They made no sense to the Iraqis, though certainly they contained sounds which seemed familiar. But that’s all those words were, sounds. Primal sounds from the runebook of some ancient wizard, perhaps, or a cryptogram from a text of demoniac lore. In any event, they were terrible words, and as each one was formed so Guigos’s voice grew stronger until he came to the end of the line.


Even as the alien-sounding, eery cadence echoed into silence, so there came a rush of wind from the other cave to set the torch madly guttering; and a moment later thunder rumbled like a peal of distant doom, finding its way into the caves through the vent which opened over the Sea of Galilee and passing through them like the inner and outer chambers of a giant’s ear.


Guigos’s eyes were feral in the flickering torchlight. ‘A storm’s come up,’ he said, grinning fiendishly. He glanced at his watch – an eager glance, Khumnas thought – licked quivering, shrivelled lips, urged: ‘Quickly, haul away! The next line, let’s have it up.’


‘What is this?’ cried Mhireni, plainly bewildered and even a little frightened. ‘What’s going on? Words on a stone? What sort of treasure is that? And a storm? Why, the skies were clear and bright not ten minutes gone!’


Khumnas felt the other’s unease reaching out to him. He fought the feeling down. It wouldn’t do to lose his nerve now – and it certainly wouldn’t do for Mhireni to lose his. The man was strong as an ox; without him the tablet could not be raised. ‘Yakob!’ he snapped, covering his own nervousness, ‘Yakob, what’s wrong with you? So there’s a storm brewing – so what? As for this tablet: its message is in code – and the code tells where the treasure is hidden!’


Khumnas had worked out that last part for himself. It was the only answer … wasn’t it? There must be a treasure of sorts, else Guigos had not gone to all this trouble. As for putting an end to the rotting old leper: it had seemed until a few moments ago that would no longer be necessary. Now, since Nature had not seen fit to take her course after all … they would kill him, at the right moment, and leave him down here for the ages to turn into dust.


Guigos glanced once again at his watch. 11:51 – almost time to read the second line. ‘Haul away,’ he commanded once again, his voice coarse with a sort of eager, barely controlled lust. The Iraqis strained; the great lever tilted a fraction; the tablet grated upward from its recess, revealing the second line. ‘Rest,’ Guigos rasped. And: ‘Listen – soon you will begin to see … strange things.’


Khumnas and Mhireni glanced at each other, frowned; the latter opened his flabby mouth to form a question but Guigos saw it coming and cut it off:


‘No questions, not now. Just listen. It is the air down here, which acts like a drug. It is that and it is the ancient protection of the place. Like the so-called “curses” on the tombs of the Egyptian kings: superstitious rubbish! But you may see things to frighten you – except you will not be afraid because you will know that these things are mere visions, hallucinations, ephemeral as mirages.’ He lied, but he had to lie else they would flee. The ‘freak storm’ had been one thing, but what lay ahead was far, far worse.


11:52, and now Guigos read the second line. Thunder rumbled again in the hoary caves as he pronounced those weird words, his fingers tracing them even as he read. And now it seemed that strength definitely flowed from the tablet into Guigos’s withered mummy’s body. He got to his knees, lifted his head and laughed bayingly – then choked as something was ejected like phlegm from his mouth. But it was not phlegm.


Guigos clawed at his throat, fell on his side, coughed up an apparently endless stream –


– Of frogs!


The Iraqis couldn’t know it but they were Egyptian frogs – the spotted frogs of the Nile, rana punctata – and they were not the product of hallucination but of black sorcery! Ash coloured, dotted with green spots, the things hopped and slithered everywhere, apparently fleeing Guigos’s yawning, rictus-contorted mouth in terrific haste. They formed a squamous column, a batrachian army that streamed past the staggered Iraqis and out of the lesser cave into the greater; and at last it was over. The sound of their massed flopping faded away.


Guigos lay sprawled upon the stone floor, coughing blood now which he wiped from his mouth with the sleeve of his robe. Weak as a kitten, he somehow raised himself up on one elbow. ‘Up!’ he croaked. ‘The next line. Fetch it up …’


Wide-eyed in flickering torch-light, gaping, the Iraqis were frozen in position at the lever, goose-flesh crawling on both of them. Finally Khumnas found his voice. ‘What by all that’s – ?’


‘Hallucination!’ cried Guigos at once. ‘A fever-dream. I warned you what would happen, didn’t I? It was worse for me than it was for you. Now come on, man – the treasure. We’re nearly there!’


‘Pull,’ Khumnas hoarsely ordered, prodding Mhireni in the ribs with a sharp elbow to startle him from his trance of horror. ‘Pull, Yakob.’


‘But – ’ Mhireni began to protest, his lower lip trembling.


‘It was a vision,’ Khumnas cut him short. ‘Think of it, of what you saw. It could only be a vision – you know it!’


Mhireni shook his head, said: ‘I have a feeling about this. I have a very bad feeling.’ But he joined Khumnas in straining at the lever. And again the bronze rod pivoted an inch or two, and a third line of runes rose up into sight.


Guigos grasped the upper six inches of protruding tablet and blew dust from the graven characters. He silently read, his yellow eyes blazing, then laughed like a madman.


‘What does it say?’ Khumnas was eager as Guigos himself. ‘Does it mention the treasure?’


‘The greatest treasure in all the world, aye!’ Guigos nodded his skull of a head. ‘But a good many visions, too, before the secret is revealed in full – and none of them pleasant. Now listen – and watch!’


He read the line again, out loud, and there was a power in his voice that gave the lie to the feeble body which housed it. Something had entered Guigos, was entering him even now. Something from the tablet and its hieroglyphs. He drew an awesome strength from them. They gave him renewed life, and they drove out the death in him. They drove it out in many forms.


As he came to the end of that third line of morbid runes, so Guigos collapsed again, drawing himself into his robe so that he almost disappeared under it. At the same time the inner cave was lit, however briefly, sporadically, with livid flashes of white light: lightning so bright and close that its light blazed in through the observation hole in the outer cave and penetrated even here. Then came the thunder, seeming to shake the very rock with its booming and sending down rivulets of centuried dust.


But while the thunder and lightning were stunning in themselves, there was that about Guigos which fixed the Iraqis’ eyes upon him alone. For beneath his robe the mummy writhed and wriggled, causing the entire hummock of cloth to twitch and jerk. It fluttered and billowed as if disturbed by myriad small movements. Then the folds of that garment parted and a cloud of leaping motes sprang away from the almost naked, frantic figure beneath. A cloud of lice!


Unlike the frogs, the lice did not pass Khumnas and Mhireni by. They settled on them, a biting, scratching, lousy itching cloud of them that set the two yelling and leaping all about the small cave, tearing at themselves in their panic and their passion. It lasted only a few moments before the lice departed, streaming out of the cave as one individual, but that was sufficient time to leave the terrified Iraqis bleeding from countless small bites. And this time it was Mhireni who recovered first.


‘Visions?’ he panted, choking the word out as he advanced menacingly upon Guigos. ‘Mirages? You lying old bastard! I don’t know what sort of trickery you’re up to, but that was no vision, no mirage.’ He held out his arms, dribbling scarlet on the dust. ‘This blood is mine – and it’s real!’


‘Treasure, Yakob Mhireni, treasure!’ crooned Guigos. ‘Think only of your wages, man. If you are a man … ?’


‘What?’ Mhireni scowled, baring his teeth and raising one great fist like a club.


‘No!’ cried Khumnas. ‘Don’t hit him. Let him get on with it. Can’t you see he’s crazy? But he’ll lead us to the treasure, sure enough.’


‘Huh!’ grunted Mhireni. ‘Crazy, him? Crazy like a fox. And treasure? I see no treasure in any of this.’


‘But what if there is?’ Khumnas pressed.


‘Aye,’ Guigos crooned. ‘What if there is?’ Then his voice hardened. ‘Enough of your threats, Yakob Mhireni. You’ve been well paid, and there’s more yet to come. Now get on with it.’


Mhireni gritted his teeth, stalked back to the lever bleeding and scratching himself, at flesh which already tormented with its small stings and fires. Guigos watched him go, checked the time, and his face grew livid with rage. He snarled something under his breath, and Khumnas thought he heard him say: ‘Three, I need three! Where’s that wily Greek got to?’


Out loud he rasped: ‘Come on, you two, come on! Up with it. It must be up by midnight.’


They hauled on the lever and it moved easier now, and line by line the tablet came up – that monstrous carved stone with its ten damnations. Ten of them in all, before this thing would be finished; and their number was significant. For when the Lord had given the world the great boon of His ten commandments, Satan had answered with this …


Dimitrios Kastrouni had gone back for his watch. He did not want to lose it; it had been a gift from his father on his nineteenth birthday and formed his single connecting link with his past. When he had discovered its absence he’d remembered his wrist snagging on something as he crawled to the edge of the cliff. That was where the watch must be. And of course he’d found it there – and in the same moment found that time had narrowed down. Now he would get back only minutes before midnight, and then only if he hurried. Still, a minute or two could make no difference.


So Kastrouni had believed, but that was before the storm came up. Storm? It was the weirdest freak of a storm that the young Greek-Cypriot had ever seen – and in Larnaca on the east coast of Cyprus he’d seen some bad ones! But even they had kept themselves to their season; this one wasn’t seasonal at all.


The lightning seemed centred over Chorazin. Indeed, the entire storm had its centre there; where black clouds boiled like a slowly revolving wheel low overhead, in a sky grown dark in less than fifteen minutes. And yet there was no rain: just the brilliant white lightning and its accompanying peals of thunder. Not that the thunder bothered Kastrouni, for he’d experienced as bad before – or very nearly – but the lightning was different.


Up here over the Sea of Galilee Kastrouni was exposed: exposed to the lightning and by it. Every flash limned him against his surroundings indelibly and marked him as an intruder. He had come out alone to ensure (ostensibly) Guigos’s and the Iraqis’ security, but now in this storm he could have the opposite effect: if he was seen he could well attract attention. Which was why he was obliged to go circuitously, moving from hummock to crumbling wall to whatever broken ground he could find, always trying to give himself cover and at the same time attempting to gauge his movements so that they coincided with the utterly dark lapses between lightning flashes. And it was slowing him down.


With minutes left before the midnight hour, suddenly Kastrouni recognized his surroundings, saw the donkeys huddled together and trembling where lightning turned them into momentary spectres. And still no rain.


It was strange … very strange. It seemed to the Greek-Cypriot that the air was charged with a force akin to electrical energy: he could feel his skin creeping to its touch, except that this wasn’t dry like an electrical charge but slimy as the skin of a long-dead fish.


He found the slab where it stood open over the gaping dark entrance to the secret place, went quickly forward and began to descend the steps, then paused to light a candle. As he did so and while the flame on the wick sputtered up to cast its light ahead, so he heard something from far below. Kastrouni’s sharp ears fastened on those sounds; they froze his blood, froze his feet rigid to the steps. Eyes bugging, his hair prickling on the nape of his neck, he craned forward, listening.


There it was again: mad laughter welling up, almost but not quite drowning out … screams? What in the name of … ? Laughter, and screams, and … buzzing? The buzzing of –


Of countless flies!


They came up out of the darkness like a cloud, swarmed toward Kastrouni – flew round him so close he felt the wind of their wings, so massed together that they became a blue-black metallic sheen of motion – before passing him by and streaming up and out of the entrance into the night and the storm. Flies, yes: blowflies big as bees! Carrion flies, born in rotten meat or the running sores of living beasts!


Horror crawled on Kastrouni’s spine. Whatever was down there was not for him. He would not go down. He backed up the stone steps, ran to a crumbling wall and crouched there trembling, his eyes glued to the dark opening of the vault. And no sooner was Kastrouni out of the place than the screaming welled up once more, screams such as he’d never heard before and hoped never to hear again. They told of agony, those screams, of pain unendurable, of Death’s sure approach. But what sort of death?


Money could not keep Kastrouni here now. Neither money nor treasure nor any kind of promise. He was not especially superstitious, no, but neither was he a fool. Men were dying down there, in a way or ways unimaginably cruel. Guigos had to do with it, he knew, for it was the old man’s laughter he heard – or would have been his in his youth! Strength was in it, a hideous strength not born of earth but hell, and it welled up even louder than the now frenzied screams of the dying Iraqis.


And as the laughter and screams faded away – even as Kastrouni gathered up the reins of a donkey and numbly untied the beast to lead it away – so there came the whirring of many wings. Smoke boiled from the opening under the slab; no, not smoke but an almost solid black column that jetted up like oil from a well, except that oil has no volition. For this jet scattered, spread, whirled like a new cloud under the greater clouds in the sky, then fled into the night on a million wings.


Members of that aerial horde struck Kastrouni and the donkey where they crept away, and one flew full in the Greek-Cypriot’s face. He thought the thing was a flying cockroach and struck it down, but it felt big as a sparrow in his hand. Then, as lightning flashed again, he saw what the whirring cloud was made of: locusts!


First flies and now locusts? Kastrouni thought he must be nightmaring. What sort of Pandora’s box had the three opened down there? Treasure? More like the font of everything unclean! He made to mount his donkey … then dragged the beast quickly into the shadows cast by a mound of rubble, as a new sound pricked up his ears. It was a mewling, a moaning, a sobbing; it was all three sounds in one, and it grew louder as something came gibbering out of the depths and into the night. Mhireni!


Mhireni, the strong one, the scarface. But not Mhireni as Kastrouni had last seen him. No, for this was a madman, a man driven mad by fear! He clawed his way up from the darkness, jaws gaping, dribbling froth. His eyes were brown bulging marbles in a purple, bloodied face where his scar stood out like a jagged stripe of white paint. What he had seen, what had happened to him, was beyond imagining; but without the slightest doubt he was totally insane.


Out in the open air what little strength remained in his massive frame now fled him; he crumpled to the ground, lay sprawled there beside the raised slab, babbled and sobbed like a child as he hugged the earth – but only for a moment.


For in the next instant there came a voice – a monstrous voice like the belch of some titan frog – and the name it croaked was that of the fear-crazed Iraqi:


‘MHIRENI! YAKOB MHIRENI!’


The – voice – came from below, and it seemed to pick Mhireni up and stand him on his feet with its sheer force. Also, it was the voice of George Guigos, but amplified and intensified ten times over.


‘No!’ Mhireni babbled. ‘No, not me. Take him, take Khumnas, but not me!’


‘IHYA KHUMNAS IS NO MORE, YAKOB. YOU KNOW THAT. BUT HE WAS NOT ENOUGH. I NEED THREE. I NEED YOU, YAKOB!’


‘No!’ Mhireni cried again, frantically shaking his head. He tried to run, his feet pumping in a slow-motion parody of running. But he was exhausted, by terror, by loss of blood, whatever. His feet pumped and his arms flapped and his chest heaved, but he merely staggered. Watching, Kastrouni felt sick for the Iraqi – felt sicker yet a moment later as something else bulged into view up that demon shaft.


What it was exactly, Kastrouni could not say. Not then or ever. But it was nothing out of any sane or ordered universe. It was the blackly glistening stuff of nightmares!


It frothed, it lapped, it came up like inky jelly through the gap under the slab. And it was alive – and it laughed with George Guigos’s voice! Ropes of black jelly whipped out from it, knocking Mhireni’s lurching feet from under him. He went down screaming, and the stuff flopped over him like sentient black slime. He came upright with a blanket of the stuff clinging to him, his head and hands poking through. It tried to drag him down again. He tore at it, bounded against its elastic constriction again and again. But uselessly.


The stuff laughed. Even as it ate Mhireni alive, it laughed hideously.


Kastrouni could not, dare not move. He must stand and watch. He was ill; the earth and the boiling sky reeled about him; he saw but knew that what he saw could not be. And whatever else happened he knew that he must not scream or make a sound, and he knew that he must not faint. Not here, not now …


Still Mhireni bounded, but weakly now. And still the doughy ink-thing threw its ropes and flaps over him. And it burned, that stuff. Like acid, it sluiced away his flesh, flensing him where he strained with his every last ounce of strength. He was a thing of bone and raw flesh now, a black and red blob of a man that heaved this way and that and tossed and shuddered and gurgled as it went down. Mercifully went down, for Mhireni was no longer anything human. And at last there was only the amoeba-thing pulsating half-in, half-out of the vault under the slab.


‘MIDNIGHT!’ the voice came again, and Kastrouni knew that it talked to itself, in the habit of Guigos. ‘MUST HAVE A THIRD,’ the thing said.


It strained upright, took on a vaguely manlike shape – but huge, massive, lumpy and loathsome. The other three donkeys were rearing, kicking, braying their terror to wake the dead. The man-shaped black amoeba heard them, turned lumberingly in their direction.


‘MIDNIGHT – NOW!’ rumbled that awful voice.


It might well have been an invocation – a call to the dark gods of the storm – and it was at once answered. Lightning walked the land on jagged, brilliant, searing legs. Lightning with a mind of its own. It literally walked, coming out of the east, each steaming stab at the earth a pace in the direction of Chorazin, toward the nightmare thing which even now reached out impossibly elongating pseudopods toward the donkeys.


Kastrouni saw it all: bright as day in the white light of the stalking lightning bolts, it seared itself upon the balls of his eyes – and upon his mind forever.


Still more or less upright by the open vault, the man-amoeba stood or slumped, with great ropy arms twenty feet long reaching out to the screaming animals. Two of the donkeys broke flee and fled before those black, vibrating arms could reach them, but the third was tethered much too securely. It could only rear and kick and bray. And yet, easy victim that the poor creature was, the doughy pseudopods held off.


‘A … A DONKEY?’ the awful voice questioned. ‘FATHER, IS IT FITTING? THIS IS THE BEAST THAT CARRIED THE GOOD ONE!’


The lightning had paused; but now, as if by way of a command or a threat, it stabbed again – a massive bolt that struck the upright slab and hurled it flat over the yawning vault, sealing the secret place shut once more. The amoeba-thing staggered back from that blast and cried:


‘I … I HEAR, FATHER – AND I OBEY!’


The elongated, vibrating pseudopods fell at once upon the donkey. It screamed like a man in its agony, as its flesh was absorbed and the shuddering thing at the closed vault grew larger still. Now the lightning flickered in eery traceries along the undersides of the clouds, for all the world as if the elements tittered! And by the light of that weird coruscation Kastrouni saw that which finally broke the spell to send him running into the night, then bounding onto his beast’s back, then riding as if all the devils of hell rode at his heels – which indeed they might have. A sight to scar a man forever, which in fact it did, for his hair turned white in the space of that single night. It was this:


The ink-black thing where it stood with its outstretched tendrils began to shudder more violently yet – and at the same time it began to change!


Where a monstrous leech had imitated the shape of a man, now the head and shoulders of a real man became clearly visible. His face, lit by the flickering energies of the sky, was lifted in peals of awful laughter – laughter in which George Guigos’s voice was still all too obviously present. But the face itself was not Guigos’s face! It had the gleaming white teeth of Ihya Khumnas and his hooked nose, but it also had the white blaze of Mhireni’s scar! And worse, as the metamorphosis continued down the length of that re-born thing’s body, and as the donkey finally succumbed and was reduced to a sack of steaming bones …


… It was that which sent Kastrouni flying wildly into the night. The sight of those hairy limbs which ended not in feet but the horny black hooves of a beast. The Guigos-thing was only half man – and the rest of it was donkey!


It was only with the dawn that Kastrouni and his mount, both of them exhausted, quit their panic flight. And it was then, too, that the young Greek-Cypriot discovered it was Guigos’s animal that he had taken.


Later, when he had rested, he opened and wonderingly inspected the contents of the beast’s packs. And slowly but surely things began to make sense. If ‘sense’ was the right word for it …
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