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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.







Necroscope: The Lost Years A Résumé


HARRY KEOGH IS A YOUNG MAN IN ANOTHER MAN’S body: his mind has reanimated the brain-dead Alec Kyle. Recently he has had to get accustomed to the idea—to the feel and looks of his new self—which would be problem enough without the additional complications of being Harry Keogh. For Harry is the Necroscope, the man who talks to dead people in their graves! Moreover, employing the formulae of the long-dead mathematician and astronomer, August Ferdinand Möbius, he has learned the secret of instantaneous travel in space and time. He’s a teleport.


But since his “death” and metempsychosis the Necroscope’s problems have been unending. His wife, Brenda, traumatized by past events and faced with the prospect of life with a “total stranger,” has taken their infant child and vanished off the face of the earth. The agents of E-Branch—the British, London-based ESPionage agency Harry worked for—cannot find her, and despite his skills Harry, too, is at a loss as to Brenda’s whereabouts … or perhaps not. He knows his son’s powers are at least as great as his own. It is possible that the baby has taken his mother and hidden her away. But where?


In order to devote himself to the search, Harry has left E-Branch and returned to his home outside Bonnyrig, near Edinburgh, Scotland. Unknown to him, however, Darcy Clarke, Head of E-Branch, has taken certain measures to ensure the Necroscope’s unique skills can’t be put to use by alien powers. For British E-Branch isn’t the only parapsychological intelligence organization in the world: Red China and the Soviet Union have long followed similar lines of research and run similar covert agencies. Clarke couldn’t simply let Harry walk, and take a chance that he wouldn’t be recruited or coerced by some foreign agency or criminal organization. Indeed, the Necroscope’s wife and baby may well have been stolen away by such an agency! Which is why, before Harry left E-Branch, Clarke had him drugged, hypnotized, and his mind seeded with posthypnotic commands forbidding him to divulge or display his powers to anyone else.


That was three and a half years ago. In some ways Clarke’s scheme has worked out in Harry’s favour; in others it has added to the complications of his rehabilitation, his coming-to-terms with the weirdness of his situation …


In Scotland, lonely and plagued by nightmares—residual “echoes” of Alec Kyle’s precognition, inexplicable glimpses of future events—Harry has developed a romantic relationship with Bonnie Jean Mirlu, a “wrong-headed girl” who helped him out of trouble on a case in London. With a staff of attractive girls, B.J. runs a wine bar in a seedy area of Edinburgh. But the bar is a front, and B.J. Mirlu is more than she seems.


In fact she is a two-hundred-year-old vampire thrall who all her life has kept watch over an ancient horror from a monstrously alien parallel world. Her Master is Radu Lykan, whose lair is an inaccessible cavern complex in the high Cairngorms. Waiting out his time in suspended animation—as he has waited for six centuries—Radu is Wamphyri! The first of the Wamphyri were banished into our world almost two thousand years ago. There were four: Nonari the Gross Ferenczy, the Drakul brothers, and the dog-Lord Radu Lykan, a werewolf. And they brought with them a blood-feud that was already hundreds of years old.


But our world was different. Its teeming tribes were warriors who had their own bloodwars, in which the Wamphyri might easily get caught up and crushed. It was a far cry from their home world, where they had only one real enemy—themselves! At first they failed to adjust; the times were many when they came close to extinction, before learning the golden rule for survival: that longevity is synonymous with anonymity.


Then, gradually, they began to blend in. With their metamorphism it wasn’t difficult to play the roles of men; in their own world they had been men before they were Wamphyri! Now they must be men again, find positions best-suited to their skills, use them to build their power-bases in this new world. So the banished vampire Lords went their diverse ways.


They became sparing in the dissemination of their evil; they chose their egg-sons carefully and made fewer bloodsons. Mainly they settled in remote areas, and kept themselves secret from the affairs of men. The Drakuls built their redoubts (or aeries) in the Transylvanian Mountains, where in nine hundred years they became powerful Boyars. Nonari Ferenczy fled east from the dog-Lord Radu Lykan; he changed his name, became a citizen of Rome and eventually the Governor of a small province on the Black Sea. He got vampire sons out of comely slave women; these made lives of their own in the gloomy east-facing mountains, which Asiatic invaders were loath to climb.


Generally the Drakuls and Ferenczys would remain covert in their ways; they desired that the legends arising out of their earlier days on the Danube and the wooded hills of Dacia—terrible legends of blood-sucking beasts and loping man-wolves—be forgotten by men in the wake of all the bloody wars that had washed across those parts. And in the main they were forgotten.


But as for Radu Lykan:


With that of a wolf in him, he was the wild one. Initially Radu ignored the tenets of the rival Lords—he would not hide himself away but go out in the world, become a mercenary, revel in the reek and roil of warfare! Which he did with tremendous enthusiasm. And as the other vampire Lords established themselves in their various places, Radu and his pack became warhounds caring nothing for isolation or anonymity but lusting after the spoil of sacked cities. They fought as mercenaries for personal gain—as well as for the sheer joy of it!—under human warlords whose knowledge and skill in battle was varied far beyond that of any vampire Lord in the world of Radu’s origin. Thus he became an artful warrior in his own right.


But eventually, following an act of human treachery, Radu knew it was time to take stock. Returning to Romania, the dog-Lord determined to isolate himself in a mountain “den.” Except he must find a livelihood, and the only way he knew was by the blood which is the life. Wherefore he built an aerie, and set himself up as Voevod—a warlord protector—to the mountain-dwelling peasants of the eastern Carpathians. But the Drakuls, long-established in the western arms of the Carpathian horseshoe, knew his plan. They swept down on him to murder him and destroy his manse. Radu wasn’t to house; but when he returned and saw what was done … he knew who to blame.


There was nothing he could do about it; yet again his pack had been decimated, and Radu hadn’t the manpower to fight back. But at least the Drakuls had shown their true colours, and from now on Radu would know where he stood with them. Indeed, he had always known, but this was in effect the first actual “declaration” of war. A bloodwar, aye!


Down all the centuries from that time forward, no quarter would be given or expected by the rival Wamphyri factions. Drakuls and Ferenczys, their descendants and thralls, Radu and the pack: they formed a far-flung triangle of mutual animosity, of a hatred and loathing far beyond the passions of any merely human adversaries. From time to time they might come into contact—though usually they would find it prudent to avoid one another—but in the right place at the right time …


… Blood will out. And blood will be let out!


Keeping his band small and fighting in many of the ancient world’s great battles, Radu went on as a mercenary. When times allowed he would return to Romania, which he considered a home of sorts. But he knew that the Drakuls continued to Lord it in the mountains, and that his worst enemies, the Ferenczys, were still abroad in the world. He begged of his mistress moon that eventually he would meet up with them to right the wrongs they had worked against him. And in a way—though not entirely as he had wished it—his prayers were eventually answered …


Time went by; the world changed; a new terror came ravaging from the east. No conquering Mongol horde this time, but a horde of rats! The Black Death had come to Europe—and vampires as well as entirely human beings were dying from it.


In the Vampire World there’d been only one human disease that the Wamphyri feared: leprosy, which infected their metamorphic flesh faster than their leeches could repair or replace it. Now in this world there was another. It seemed grotesquely ironic: that where the Wamphyri were the greatest parasites of all, this plague was spread by the very smallest—the fleas that infested the Asiatic rats!


The last Drakul (Egon, a Starside original) lived in Poland for the duration of the terror; Poland suffered little or no plague mortality. As for any remaining Ferenczys: at least one may have seen out the plague years on some easily-defended island, for at that time they were powerful in the Mediterranean. But Radu Lykan was ever the mercenary, the adventurer and wanderer. And he was caught out in the open.


Fleeing west through a panic-stricken, plague-ridden Europe, Radu was attacked, wounded, and infected with the plague. Overburdened with Radu’s strenuous physical life-style and the disease in his blood both, his parasite grew weak and began to fail him. So that by the time he and the survivors of his pack reached Scotland, he felt exhausted and had but one recourse.


For a long time the dog-Lord had pondered the preservative, perhaps curative powers of resin. Now he would take refuge in a resin “tomb,” immerse himself in a great vat of the stuff, and place his trust in the tenacity of his leech. Relieved of some of its burden, his parasite would have an opportunity first to cure itself, then to work on him. And it would have ample time in which to perform its duties.


Radu had a skill other than his hypnotism and mentalism; he was a scryer on future times, which he glimpsed in oneiromantic dreams. Scanning the future, however, is a dubious art. The events witnessed may not come to pass exactly as foreseen. But the one thing Radu “saw” quite clearly was the duration of his planned “sleep”—more than six hundred years! It came as a blow at first, but as the dog-Lord got weaker so he resigned himself to the idea. In the high Cairngorms he prepared a lair and set watchers over it; when all was done, he consigned himself to the resin …


That was then and this is now.


The centuries are flown and the time is right; Radu will return. Except first he awaits the coming of a certain “Mysterious One”—a “Man-With-Two-Faces”—whom he has scried close at hand in the imminent hour of his resurgence. And B.J. Mirlu has brought just such a one to her Master’s attention: the Necroscope, Harry Keogh.


Radu communicates telepathically with B.J. from the resin vat in his Cairngorms hideaway. When she attends him, they converse as if he were up and about. He has ordered her to present Harry at her earliest opportunity. He wants to know the Necroscope’s mind, to see if this is indeed the man of his dreams of the future. But Radu is not merely curious. Since his mind is mainly “divorced” from his physical body by virtue of his long period of suspended animation, he cannot be sure that his body is fit and well and that his leech has beaten off his disease. However, and even in a worst-case scenario, he believes he may still survive resurgence by use of metempsychosis: mind transference—to the body of Harry Keogh. In which event the Keogh identity would be entirely subsumed, and Harry would be Radu!


Bonnie Jean knows Radu’s plan and is in two minds about it. Soon to be Wamphyri in her own right—if indeed she has not already “ascended”—she would have Harry for herself. For the moment, however, she is under Radu’s spell no less than the Necroscope is under hers. She must obey her Master, even though her every fibre cries out against it.


Perhaps if she knew Harry’s history, his esoteric skills, she would be of a different mind. But she can’t know, for despite that B.J. is a powerful beguiler, second only to Radu himself, E-Branch got to the Necroscope first. Even twice-hypnotized he is forbidden to reveal his talents. Radu’s hypnotism, on the other hand, is of a different order. It is possible he can even use it to enter Harry’s mind. Indeed, to achieve metempsychosis he will have to do just that! Thus Harry’s secrets may yet be discovered …


Radu is not the only Great Vampire who survived the turbulent centuries. The only original, yes, but not the last. On Tibet’s Tingri Plateau, Daham Drakesh, a Drakul, is the self-proclaimed High Priest of a monastery where he is breeding an army of vampire thralls. Ostensibly he is in league with a parapsychological unit of the Chinese Red Army, based in Chungking. But in a region as desolate and inaccessible as the Roof of the World, Drakesh is left much to his own devices. He knows that Radu Lykan is still “alive,” and that he’ll soon return as a power in the world. Drakesh emissaries, vampire disciples, are searching for Radu’s lair, to destroy him before he can re-establish himself.


Likewise the last Ferenczys, twin brothers, have risen to the status of Dons in Sicily. They are not part of the Mafia as such, but they are “advisers” to the heads of all the Families on a world-wide scale; also, they are part-time advisers to the KGB, the CIA, and other intelligence organizations. Their “oracle,” the source of their information, is the vastly mutated Angelo Ferenczy—great-grandson of Nonari the Gross! Some three hundred years ago Angelo’s parasite suffered a metabolic breakdown; his metamorphism overran him, reducing him to a freakish, lunatic Thing who is now confined to a pit under Le Manse Madonie, a “villa” in the Sicilian mountains of the same name. His bloodsons, Anthony and Francesco, feed him, extorting the information that keeps them in business. For, paradoxically, Angelo’s vampire talents have been enhanced by his disorder; he is a scryer and seer of extraordinary power.


Being Wamphyri, however, and mad, Angelo’s solutions, his answers, are seldom direct: he obfuscates and plays word-games to keep his bloodsons guessing. But he has warned them of Radu Lykan’s imminent return, and of what the dog-Lord will do when he returns: that he’ll seek them out to destroy them!


Recently then, both Daham Drakesh and the Ferenczys have set to with greater determination to find Radu and kill him in his lair before his planned resurrection. They have discovered his keeper, B.J. Mirlu, and know that she has the assistance of Harry Keogh. Except they believe him to be Alec Kyle! Also, it would appear that this same Kyle has somehow contrived to break into the Ferenczys’ treasure vault at their “impregnable” manse, and make off with millions in negotiable currencies.


Daham Drakesh—who has kept himself secret even from the Ferenczys—is playing agent provocateur; he has sent disciples into Scotland to take out Bonnie Jean Mirlu and stir up additional trouble between Radu and the Ferenczys. Drakesh’s plan has backfired; protected by the Necroscope, B.J. has survived; Drakesh’s bloodson and a thrall have paid the ultimate price.


At Le Manse Madonie, the Ferenczys are furious over their own losses; they believe the break-in was a “pre-emptive strike” by Radu’s people, to discover their weaknesses before the dog-Lord’s return and the commencement of all-out war. In addition, they are now aware of a third player; for one of their thralls, a “sleeper” in Scotland, has witnessed something of the death of Drakesh’s disciples at the hands of Harry Keogh.


But while Drakesh’s losses are considerable (and while he has inadvertently shown his hand in things), he still plans to be the ultimate agent provocateur. In possession of a means to set not only vampires but nations at each other’s throats, the last Drakul is simply biding his time while continuing to plot against his own kind and humanity in general … and B.J. Mirlu and “Alec Kyle” specifically.


There are desperate, dangerous times ahead for Harry and Bonnie Jean—not least because the Necroscope’s mind is under her control. Already, many of the things that have happened to him are blank spaces in his memory, missing from his life like pages ripped from a book.


As such, they are part of the lost years …




Prologue


TWO OF THEM WAITED IN THE SNOW, BOTH PREDAtors however disparate in means and motives. The first was a man, while the other … was Other. It was other than wholly human. That of humanity was in it, but there was a great deal of something else. It was part-human female, and part Other.


Though the man was unaware of the Thing’s presence, it had been here for some time, watching him put the finishing touches to his lair. This was something that it understood well enough: the compulsion to build a lair, a base of operations, a secret, private place to call one’s own. Indeed, far to the north, inaccessible in a mountain fastness, the Thing knew of just such a lair: not its own, but that of a Higher One.


Normally at this time of the year, the month, the thirty-day cycle—at this oh-so-dangerous time—the she-Thing might even be there, attending her Master in his lair. But not this time. For this time one of her own was threatened, which meant that she herself was threatened. And this was her response: to watch and wait, for the moment, while the human predator prepared his lair.


But there are lairs and there are lairs …


The man’s lair wasn’t intended as a permanent structure. Scarcely a structure at all, it was … a hollow, a burrow, a low cave scooped out of the snow drifted against the side of a knoll at the foot of the hills, like a play-place such as children might make; except it wasn’t a play-place, and he wasn’t a child. Its roof was the hard, crystallized snow that crusted the drift, layered now with the grey, camouflaging cover of a fresh fall; its floor was of hard-packed snow, compressed by the body weight of the man during the process of excavation. The cavity was eight feet long, four and a half wide, three and a quarter deep. A fragile, temporary place at best, yet still a lair. The den of a monstrous human beast. And the beast had completed his work on it a full ten minutes ago.


Something less than one hundred and fifty feet away, and seventy higher up the steep hillside in the lee of a rocky out-crop, the Thing sat, watched, scented—generally sensed—the man’s activity. She knew what he had done, the preparations he had made and those he was making even now. Her eyes, of a penetrating feral yellow with crimson cores, yet alive with a sentience far beyond the ken of the wild, a more than merely animal cunning, gazed down on the snow-capped knoll and the man’s lair at its base. She watched the soft outlines and silhouettes disrupted by his work gradually regaining their bland white anonymity, as the snow continued to fall.


Penetrating eyes, yes: they saw the faint red glimmer of a torch switched on, even through the cave’s ice-crystal roof; and a second torch, to lend the lair a sensual, blood-hued illumination. At last all grew still, except—to the Thing’s differently intelligent mind, her alien perceptions—a sense of the man’s actions inside his lair, his final preparations. At which she knew that the human predator intended to go through with it.


Then, maintaining a low profile—her chest ploughing the snow, which tumbled before her in a small, silent avalanche—the Thing came down from the hillside. Where the ground was uneven she wriggled; where the snow was thin she slid on belly and paws; but on a weathered snow-covered scree saddle between the hillside and the knoll she halted, crouched down low, listened, and continued to sense. She was now less than sixty feet from the man’s lair and only twenty feet higher.


As yet, the Thing’s telepathy wasn’t of a high order—it could scarcely be compared with the “mentalism” of her Master in his northern lair—but there are other arts, and the human predator wasn’t unknown to her. For which reason she attempted to reach out to him across the distance of two dozen paces and implant this message in his mind:


You were given a warning. There is still time to heed it. What you do now is of your own free will, and its result will be as you willed it.


Perhaps something of it got through to the man; he switched off a penlight torch, paused in his pig-eyed scrutiny of grotesquely lewd photographs in a wallet of pornographic poses, cocked his head on one side and adopted a frowning, listening attitude. But there was nothing to hear—except in his head, like a memory: This one is not for you. To pursue and take her will place you in extreme jeopardy!


No, not like a memory, it was a memory—but from where, from when? Some thought he’d had? Some premonition? The customary lump in his throat as the final phase of an operation moved toward its inevitable conclusion? An attack of … what, conscience? Scarcely that! His “good” side, then (did he have one?), telling him this need not be inevitable?


But it was! It was, and he must have her! (A glance at the luminous dial of his wristwatch … 7:30 P.M.) By now she would be on her way, coming. Soon he’d be coming, too! Then her blood coming … hot spurts from the raw red gash of her throat, gradually slowing, like a well drying up: the well of her life. Her hot breasts cooling, elastic for now but slowly stiffening. Her face pale as the snow, eyes glazed as the ice on the beck.


He shuddered. It was awful … and it was wonderful! Like being a strange dark god: the power of life and death. But not really, for a god has a choice and the man had none. Afterwards … she must die. Only let her live and she’d talk; it would be the end of everything. They would find him; she’d identify him; they’d crucify him! Not like the son of a god but like a beast. Not on a cross but in a cell, behind bars, forever—or for as long as the other inmates allowed him to live. Strange how even the most vile and violent men hated his sort …


He had been to the place where she worked. (Funny, but he couldn’t remember much about it.) A darkish place, and red like his snow cave of red light. So she’d lived and so she would die—like a temptress. All who lived as she had lived, luring and teasing and promising, but never living up to the promise, took their chances. So she’d taken hers.


And he had taken his, just going there, to the place where she worked … but of course he must in order to know all about her. He’d gone there two or three times, yet couldn’t remember a thing about it, except … it was dark, red-lit, with dark-eyed Loreleis serving drinks.


The Lorelei … a legend out of Germany … it was associational. There’d been places like it in Hamburg: low music, low lights, lowlife …


He had been a Sergeant then, but his rank had given him no special privileges with the nightclub girls. Oh, the men in his platoon had had them—whores galore!—but the only way he’d been able to get it was to pay for it. How he’d hated that: the fact that they rarely took him a second time, not even for his lousy “geld.” There’d been something about his eyes, something … cold, in his eyes.


Cold, yes. For other men it was heat that went with lust, but for him it was the cold that turned him on. Six years ago in the Harz Mountains, on a winter warfare course (before various misuses of rank and privilege had come to light, sufficient to see him reduced from a promising middle-ranker to an out-of-work bum in a society with little or no use for the specialized skills of a commando), he remembered being holed-up for a week on a snow-covered mountain, allegedly acquiring survival skills while in fact fantasizing about sex with hot, quivering, naked women. That was where the notion had first occurred to him: in the Harz, in Germany …


… But snow is snow the world over, and women are women: good for fucking but small use for anything else. Except a man can’t be a “real” man without he at least has the use of a woman’s body; but only the use, since the permanent possession of a woman, the burden of ownership, will very quickly reduce him to less than a man! That was the lair-builder’s understanding of male/female relationships, anyway—a paradox where the man always came out the loser. And it had seemed to him that there ought to be an alternative.


Well, and so there was, and this was it. But since it served only the needs of a minority of one (namely himself) it was unacceptable to the majority. So … fuck the majority! How he wished he could, except from his point of view the society that rejected him had its own predators. They were called police and he was their prey; or would be, but he was wily and they hadn’t caught him yet. Almost but not quite, not yet.


There are predators and predators, known and unknown. Even among the known sort you are only a small creature of the kind, while among the unknown things you are a speck, a mote, a miniscule! So back off now, while yet you may …


What? Talking to himself again? That recurrent dream he’d been having: of something awesome stalking him? Not conscience, no, but guilt pure and simple. For he was the stalker, the Awesome One. He shrugged off the feeling of eyes where there were no eyes, and warning voices where there couldn’t possibly be.


A short distance away, the Thing crouching at the crest of the scree saddle sensed the man’s rejection of her—her what? Her reminder? Its suggestion? Sensed, anyway, the human beast’s resolution, his determination, the fact that he would indeed go through with it. So be it: it was of his own free will.


Beyond the knoll, the narrow road was an icy black ribbon chopped two feet deep through the snow. Maintained by the snow-plough team that serviced the local villages, the road had last been cleared two hours ago. Since when it had furred over again with a pelt of fresh snow, through which the tarmac’s black ice glittered like jet. In these parts conditions such as this were common; the weather would have to be a lot harsher to close the roads completely. And in any case, this was only a service road to the hamlet. The main highway, to Perth in the north and Dunfermline and Edinburgh in the south, lay a mile and a half away through a pass in the Ochil Hills.


The tiny hamlet itself, Sma’ Auchterbecky, lay in a valley or re-entry in the Ochils. This was the only road in; it came to an abrupt halt at a wooden footbridge over the currently frozen beck. Where the road ended a blacktopped rectangle served a dual purpose, as a turning place for vehicles and as the hamlet’s communal car park. The squat, humped, anonymous shapes of jacketed cars, three of them:—Sma’ Auchterbecky’s total vehicular complement—crouched on the parking area like a trio of oddly frozen mammoths on some Siberian tundra.


No longer black—but grey-topped under a layer of snow, the rectangle turned briefly to glittering white as the light of a full moon penetrated the threatening cloud blanket. Only a momentary effect—a churning of leaden, snow-laden clouds, allowing just one blink of the silver Cyclops eye—still the Thing felt it like the jab of a cattle prod. Magnetized by the moon, a ridge of erectile fur stiffened along her spine; lured by the Lunar orb, a sound died unborn, aborted with difficulty in her throbbing throat. But at the same time a need was born in her belly.


The crimson cores of her eyes expanded, driving back the feral yellow; her jaws dripped saliva; her head turned, muzzle twitching, from the safely sealed vault of the sky back to the cyst in the snow that was the man’s lair. All of her awareness was now centered on the cavern of the beast—the human beast—where he lay on his back, masturbating by red torchlight to a pornographic centerfold ripped from a men’s magazine. The Thing smelled his sex, heard his pounding heartbeat and sensed the coursing of his rich blood. But this was scarcely the climax of the man’s activity, merely a part of it. The last part as he … readied himself. For everything was now in position and the predator was poised. Only one thing was missing: the prey, and she was coming.


It called for one final effort on the part of the Thing; for to simply let this go ahead—to encourage it, if only by non-interference—might in the long run mean endangering herself. Indeed, in any other scenario but this one, the man might even be considered her ally, her cover! But not when he threatened one of her own. Wherefore:


You are making a mistake. There is great danger here!


But despite all the effort she put into it the man heard nothing—or if he heard anything at all it was only an echo from that dream again:


Of the red-lit darkness … of the Loreleis taunting, and flaunting their flesh … of the Awesome Stalker, not himself after all but some other, or rather some other’s voice in his head, questioning, whose simple questions he couldn’t refuse but must answer. That was what really stalked him, gnawed at him: the idea that he might have told someone (some thing?) his innermost thoughts. But … in a dream?


It returned, as dreams are wont to do, unexpectedly. Finally he remembered it, something of it at least:


He stood on a black road on a black night and gazed into the yawning throat of a black tunnel cut in a black mountainside. And he was frozen there, bereft of will, unable to move a muscle as something (a vehicle?) approached, bearing down on him in dreadful, inexorable slow-motion out of the tunnel. Its yellow headlights shone on him, fixed him in their blinding glare, froze him like a rabbit in his tracks. Then, from the utter darkness behind the dazzling yellow lights, a question:


“Why?”


And he knew the meaning of it, also that he must answer.


“Because I want her.”


“For her body?”


“Yes.”


“Only for that?”


“And for her life.”


“Why?”


“I can’t leave a trail. Can’t leave any tracks.”


“Tracks?”


“I mean, she would talk.”


“You’ve done it before …”


(But since it wasn’t a question, there was no requirement to answer that one.)


“Have you done it before?”


“Yes.”


“How often?”


“Three times.”


“Murder?” (A question this time).


“Not for the sake of murder, but for the sake of my needs … at first, anyway.”


“You’ve killed innocents?”


“They weren’t innocent! Shaking their backsides, flashing their tits! They were asking for it!”


And all the while the yellow headlights expanding, coming ever closer; and the darkness behind them and surrounding them growing darker yet …


“When?”


“Soon. When it snows good and deep.”


“Where?”


(Hesitation. He shouldn’t be telling this, not even in a dream, not even to himself. But he couldn’t refuse to answer.) “I’ll do it where she lives.”


“How?”


“I’ll wait for her, and do it in the snow.” A long pause, and then:


“Of your own free will, aye. But I warn you: this one is not for you. To pursue and take her will place you in extreme jeopardy! But if you must—so be it …”


Then:


The headlights sweeping upon him, expanding to envelop him! The darkness opening, as if to swallow him whole! A rumbling growl that wasn’t the thunder of an engine. And the headlights … the headlights! Not yellow but—


—Red?


The man gave his head a shake, snapped out of it. He had been daydreaming, staring at his red torches where he’d rammed their tubes into the soft snow walls. Staring as if hypnotized by them. Hypnotized? Had he been hypnotized by someone, somewhere? He blinked, then issued a snort of self-derision.


Maybe he was losing it. Maybe he was mad! (Well of course he was, had to be—a homicidal maniac!) But it didn’t change anything. Neither did his dream, already slipping away, fading into the mists of his twisted mind. Nothing had been changed. His course was set. He was going to do it.


So be it!


Hidden in the shadow of the hillside, the Thing slid and tobogganed on her chest and belly down the slope of the saddle to level ground. She was only fifty feet or so from the predator’s lair now; his man’s scent hung heavy in the sharp, otherwise clean night air, which pulsed with his vibrations. He was a strong one, just as she remembered him. Good!


And his timing was perfect.


Headlights on full beam sliced the night, cut twin swaths through the silently falling snow, swung like searchlight beams towards the hamlet across the frozen beck but without reaching it. Myriads of drifting snowflakes diffused the light, reducing its penetrative power; likewise the sound of the taxi’s engine, muffled by the snow. Maybe this was what the predator had been dreaming of: the arrival of the taxi, its lights and the purr of its engine.


And out from his lair he crept, invisible in a white nylon tracksuit and parka, the hood zipped to the neck and his face hidden behind a white stocking mask.


Meanwhile the taxi had slowed; turned, halted on the hard-standing; a female figure was getting out, standing in the pale glow from the driver’s window. The oval of her face was visible inside the fur-lined hood of her coat; she fumbled with payment for her ride.


Then the taxi’s door slammed; it pulled carefully away in a crump of crushed snow and a puff of exhaust smoke. And clasping the neck of her coat close to her throat, the girl tramped fresh-fallen snow towards the footbridge. But before she could reach it—


—Out of nowhere, the predator was there before her!


Her instinctive, involuntary gasp galvanized him to violent action. As her eyes went wide and she tried to jerk herself out of reach, he stiff-fingered her deep in the stomach. And as the air she’d drawn to scream whooshed uselessly out of her and she folded forward from the first blow, he hit her again; this time in the throat … but not hard enough to kill. Not yet.


Choking, she crumpled; her feet shot out from under her on the icy surface. If he hadn’t caught her she would have fallen. And with his right arm under her neck, breast, and armpit, and his other hand in her hair, he dragged her writhing form back across the road to the side of the knoll.


He was tittering now but couldn’t help it—little girl’s laughter that bubbled up in his throat to spill from his mouth in short bursts—hyena laughter, excited but muted: the call of a wild dog to the pack as it tracks its wounded prey. Hooting and giggling, but softly. And between each crazed burst, a guttural, frothing spray of obscenity: “Fuck, fuck, fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” And his flesh hard and throbbing under the zipper of his track-suit trousers.


The girl was making a recovery. She fought harder as he dragged her round the foot of the knoll to his snow-cave’s low entrance. He paused to grip her throat and crush it, shake her head like the head of a rag doll until she went quiet. Then he was dragging her into his den … his red-glowing lust-lair.


Inside, he hauled her up alongside, kneeled over her. She moaned and clutched her throat, trying to breathe as he showed her his mad smile, his teeth, his pig eyes. He wrenched at his zipper and his steaming meat jerked and nodded into view. Smelling it, her eyes went wide with knowledge; she knew his intention, what he would do! Her coat was open; his hand raked down the front of her blouse, caught at her bra, popped buttons and ripped material. Her breasts lolled out, hot and quivering.


“For you!” He waved his swollen, throbbing penis at her.


“Ur-ur-urgh!” She gurgled and choked, trying to rise up on her elbows. He backhanded her—not too hard, just a slap to let her know who was boss here, which rocked her head back and stretched her prone—then reached down, snatched up her short skirt and groped between her legs for her panties. God! He’d be into her in a minute … biting her tits … shooting his spunk! A whole year’s worth into her hot, slimy little—


—His obscene giggling and mouthings were cut short in a moment. For holding her neck, looking down between her legs, looking back at the burrow entrance … someone was there!


He recognized the scene immediately, the prescience of it falling like a hammer blow on his mind, so that he jerked back from it as if shot. His dream, but no longer a dream! The dark tunnel and yellow headlights; except, as he now saw, the headlights were eyes! Great yellow eyes, triangular, unblinking, hypnotic, and oh so intelligent! And the voice when it came—that soft burr of a Scottish brogue, more growled than spoken, but hinting of a monstrous strength—no longer the suppressed memory of a conversation but real, immediate, now!


“You were warned, were ye no? I warned ye!”


“Wha—? Wha—? Wha—?”


“I warned ye: this one was no for ye. To pursue her would place ye in jeopardy most extreme! Aye, but ye ignored mah warning! So be it …”


“Wha—? Wha—? Wha—?” He groped for his knife, found it; the blade gleamed red in red torchlight. But the Thing inching forward in the tunnel wasn’t in the least afraid.


And suddenly: it was as if the predator were really there, back in his dream! Once again he stood on a black road gazing into the yawning black throat of a tunnel, and as before he was frozen, unable to move a muscle, as something awesome bore down on him in a dreadful, inexorable slow-motion. Its yellow eyes shone on him, freezing him rigid, while the darkness surrounding those eyes grew darker yet …


It had never been a dream (he knew that now), but it was a nightmare! The headlight eyes expanding to envelop him. The darkness opening to swallow him whole. The rumbling growl that wasn’t the roar of an engine. But the eyes—those awful eyes—no longer feral yellow!


The face emerging from the darkness wasn’t human. It was triangular. Ears pointing forward, pointing at the man; bottom jaw yawning open; great yellow headlight eyes … turning luminous red. As red as blood!


“Eh?!” said the man; simply that. It scarcely qualified as a question, and wasn’t even close to a scream—no more than a squeak or a whimper—as a hand, a paw, something, reached out of the tunnel, arched for a moment like a great grey furry spider over his leg, and drove home inches deep through track-suit trousers and flesh to scrape the bone of his thigh.


Then he screamed, dropped the knife, tried to hang on to the girl where she had finally managed to sit up … and where she sat there smiling at him! But there are smiles and there are smiles.


And her eyes were as yellow as the Thing’s had been just a moment ago, rapt on him, watching him being dragged into the tunnel; and her ears seemed to reach tremblingly forward, like the Thing’s ears, eager for his panting, bubbling screams and the terrible rrrip! of his clothing and flesh, as talons sharp as razors opened him up the middle like a steaming, screaming joint of meat.


After that, amid all the slobbering, snarling and panting, it was as much as the girl could do to cram herself in a corner and so avoid the hot red splashes.


Knowing the Thing the way she did, she knew how dangerous it would be to try to take her share.


Well, not for a little while, at least …




Part 1


The Sleeping and the Undead




I


Inspector Ianson Investigates


IT WAS TEN IN THE MORNING, BUT AT THIS TIME OF year, in this place, it might just as easily be four in the evening. Under a heavy blanket of lowering snow clouds and in the shadow of the hills the time made little or no difference: everything looked grey … except that which now lay exposed, with the snow shovelled back from it, under the canopy of a scenes-of-crime canvas rigged up by the local police. That—what was left of it—was not grey but red. Very red. And torn …


“Animal,” said old Angus McGowan, giving a curt, knowing nod. “A creature did it, an’ a big yin at that!”


“Aye, that’s what we thought,” Inspector Ianson returned the old man’s nod. “A beast for sure. That’s why we called you in, Angus. But now the big question: what sort of a beast? And how a beast … I mean, up here in the snow and all?”


“Eh?” Angus McGowan looked at the Police Inspector curiously, even scathingly. “Up here in the snow and a’? Why … where else, man?”


Ianson shrugged, and shivered, but not entirely from the cold. “Where else?” He frowned as he pondered his old friend and rival’s meaning, then shrugged again. “Just about anywhere else, I should think! The African veldt, maybe? The Australian outback? India? But Scotland? What, and Auld Windy, Edinburgh herself, little more than seven or eight miles away? No lions or tigers or bears up here, Angus—not unless they escaped from a zoo! Which is the other reason I called you in on it, as well you know.”


Angus glanced at him through rheumy, watering eyes. The cold—and, just as the Inspector himself had felt it, maybe something other than the cold—had seeped through to the old vet’s bones. But then, the sight of bloody, violent, unnatural death will have a similar effect on most men.


Inspector Ianson was tall, well over six feet, and thin as a pole. But for all that he was getting on a bit in years, George Ianson remained spry and alert, mentally and physically active. Homicide was his job (he might often be heard complaining, in his dry, emotionless brogue, “Man, how I hate mah work! It’s sheer murrrder!”), and this was his beat, his area of responsibility: a roughly kite-shaped region falling between Edinburgh and Glasgow east to west, Stirling and Dumfries north to south. Outside that kite a man could get himself killed however he might or might not choose, and his body never have to suffer the cold, calculating gaze of George Ianson. But inside it …


“Africa? India?” Angus echoed the gangling Inspector, then squinted at the tossed and tangled corpse before shaking his head in denial. “No, no, George. She was no big cat, this yin. Nor a dog … but like a dog, aye!”


It was Ianson’s turn to study the other: dour old Angus McGowan, whom he’d known for years. A living caricature! Typically a “canny old Scotsman,” hugging his knowledge as close to his chest as a gambler with his cards, or a rich man with his wealth. His rheumy grey eyes—the eyes of a hawk for all that they were misted—missed nothing; his blue-veined nose seemed sensitive as a bloodhound’s; his knowledge (he’d been a recognized authority in zoology for all of thirty years) brimmed in the library of his brain like an encyclopaedia of feral lore. Quite simply, as the Inspector was gifted to know men—their ways and minds and, in his case especially, their criminal minds—so Angus was gifted to know animals.


Between the two of them, on those rare occasions when the one might call upon the other for his expert knowledge, it had become a game, a competition, no less than the chess game they played once a week in the Inspector’s study at his home in Dalkeith. For here, too, however serious the case, they vied one with the other, trying each other’s minds to see which would come closest to the truth. The beauty of it was this: in chess there’s only one winner, but here they could both win.


“Like a dog?” Ianson looked again, deeply into McGowan’s watery eyes, his wrinkled face. Old Angus: all five foot four or five of him, shrivelled as last year’s walnuts, but standing tall now with some sure knowledge, some inner secret that loaned him stature. Nodding, and careful to avoid the bloodied snow, he went to one knee. Not that it mattered greatly—no need to worry about the destruction of evidence now; the scenes-of-crime men had been and gone all of an hour ago—but Angus didn’t want this poor devil’s blood on his good overcoat.


Looking up at Ianson from where he kneeled—and had the situation been other than it was—the slighter man might well have grinned. Instead he grimaced, tapped the side of his dripping nose with his index finger, and answered, “Shall we say—oh, Ah dinnae ken—a dog o’ sorts? Shall we say, a dog, or a bitch, o’ a different colour? Like maybe, grey?”


A great grey dog. Angus could mean only one sort of beast. Ridiculous! Except he wasn’t given to making ridiculous statements. Wherefore:


“From a zoo?” Ianson gripped McGowan’s shoulder as he made to straighten up. “Or maybe a circus? Have you heard of an escape, then? Has one got out?”


“One what?” The other was all wide-eyed innocence.


“Come now, Angus!” The Inspector tut-tutted. “A wild creature of the snows, like a great, grey, handsome dog? You can only be hinting at a wolf, surely?”


“Hintin’, is it!” the other chuckled, however drily, and was serious in a moment. “Ah’m no hintin’, George. Ye want mah opinion? This was a wolf, aye! An’ one hell of a wolf at that! But escaped frae a zoo …?” He shook his head; not in denial, more out of puzzlement. “Ah’ve never come across a beast this size—no in any zoo in England, Scotland or Wales, at least. And as for yere circuses—what, at this time of year? Certainly no up here! An’ so, well, Ah really canna say; Ah mean, Ah wouldnae care to commit mahsel’.”


“But you’ve done exactly that,” the Inspector pointed out. “The piece is moved, Angus. You can’t put it back.”


“Wolf, aye!” the other snapped, more decisively now. “But as for how she got here, her origin …” He offered a twitch of his thin shoulders, stamped numb feet, blew into cupped hands. “It’s your move, George. It’s your move.”


“Me … I say we move in out of the cold!” Ianson shook himself, both mentally and physically, breathed deeply of the wintry air, deliberately forced himself to draw back from the morbid spell, the dreadful fascination of the case—for the moment, anyway. For if McGowan was right, which in all likelihood he was (or there again not, for after all, the Inspector did have information to the contrary), then it was out of his hands. Murder by a man is one thing … but by a dog, a wolf, or some other wild creature, then it becomes something else: a savaging, a misadventure, simply a killing. (And what of a man and a dog?) But if McGowan was right, then they’d need to call in a different kind of hunter with a very different brief: to kill on sight!


Old Angus guessed what he was thinking—the latter part of it, anyway—and was quick to say, “But first we must try to prove it, or narrow down the suspects, at least.”


“Back to the house?” Ianson ducked out into the open with his small friend close behind. The house he referred to was one of a picturesque cluster standing some three hundred yards away across the footbridge. Once a great farm with outbuildings, now Sma’ Auchterbecky housed a small community, scarcely a hamlet, in the very lee of the mountains.


“Ah can make a few calls frae there, aye,” Angus nodded. “D’ye see the telephone wires?”


“And I’ve a few more questions for the girl,” the Inspector replied, turning up the collar of his coat. He scanned the land all about, noted that it had started to snow again: great fat flakes that fell straight out of a leaden sky. In the lowering atmosphere there was little or no wind.


“A pretty enough place in the summer,” McGowan commented. “But in the winter? A hell o’ a place for a man tae die. Huh! An’ a hell o’ a way for one tae die, too!” They stood side by side a while, scanning the valley between the hills. Nearby, a police Land Rover hunched on the verge at the side of the road, also a squad car fitted with snow chains, and an ambulance with its rear doors open, waiting. The blue lights of the vehicles, silently revolving, loaned eerie, intermittent illumination to the handful of stamping, arm-flapping uniformed policemen and paramedics in attendance. Exhaust fumes from the Land Rover went up in a blue-grey spiral, mimicking the smoke from the cluster of near-distant cottage chimneys.


Ianson signalled the paramedics forward; now they could take the body—its remains—out of here. The forensic lab in Edinburgh would be its next port of call, then the morgue. But there wouldn’t be much gutting of this one. He’d had more than his fair share of that already.


“A hell of a way to die?” The Inspector echoed his companion curiously, enigmatically. “Or maybe a weird sort of … I don’t know, justice, maybe?” There was that in his voice which caused old McGowan to glance at him sharply. Something he’d not been informed of, then? Oh, the vet would stand by his claim to the bitter end, that this was the work of a wolf. For he’d seen (indeed he had sensed, felt) evidence which to him was indisputable. But Ianson was the policeman after all, and a damned good one! Anyway, it wouldn’t do to press the point; a man can’t be seen to know too much, or he might have too much explaining to do. A hunch is one thing, but an assertion needs proving.


“Justice?” Angus let his sharp tone reveal his own suspicions. “Somethin’ ye’ve nae told me, George?” It was hardly surprising; this was the way their game usually went.


Ianson’s smile was grim. “Oh, a lot to come from this yet, Angus … not least from you! Nothing’s solved until everything is known.” And before the other could question further: “Let’s get on over to the house now. We can talk as we go …”


“I know him,” Ianson admitted, as they crossed the footbridge.


“The victim?”


“Victim, villain, whatever,” the Inspector shrugged. “John Moffat’s his name. I wouldn’t have known his body—who would? But I recognized his face. Moffat, aye: prime suspect in a murder case in Glasgow just a year ago. Then, too, he’d done it in the snow; a park on the outskirts of the city, in the wee small hours of the morning. The same modus operandi: he dug a hole in a snowdrift, chose a prostitute on her way home and dragged her in. He raped and murdered her. Slit her throat ear to ear. He’d been seen in the park earlier. There were one or two other bits of inconclusive evidence … not enough to pin it on him.”


“He walked away frae it.” McGowan nodded.


“But not away from this one,” Ianson’s voice was grim. “So it’s one down … but it’s still one to go.”


“Ye’re saying that this was … what, revenge? Which means ye believe it was a man. A man and his bloody big dog, maybe?”


Ianson glanced at him out the corner of his eye. “Maybe,” he answered. “Which would put the whammy on your wolf theory.”


The other made no reply. It suited him either way. He knew that Ianson wouldn’t have asked him along if he hadn’t at least suspected a large canine or some other animal. The Inspector had admitted as much.


“I only know that someone protected the girl,” Ianson went on. “Except he did too damn thorough a job of it!”


“Someone close to the Glasgow prostitute, maybe?”


“Eh? Aye, possibly. Close to that one, anyway.”


“Oh? Has there been more than one, then? Unfair, George!” McGowan tut-tutted. “A man cannae play if the lights are out! Ah have tae know all yere moves.”


“One more at least,” Ianson said. “Gleneagles, two winters ago.”


“In the snow again! And no too far away, at that. A prostitute, was she?”


“Aye. We didn’t find that one until the first of the warm weather when the snow melted. She’d been there a month or more. Any evidence had been washed away. Our wee man back there could have done it, though. Again, same modus operandi. But of course we didn’t know him then. He didn’t come into the picture until the Glasgow thing.”


“And that’s it?”


“That’s it for the prostitute murders … well, as far as I’m aware. Of course there could be others we don’t know about. People disappear and are never found—as well you know.” And again he gave that sideways glance.


“But if our man John Moffat wasnae linked to the Gleneagles murder, and if who or whatever killed him was somebody out for revenge, then this new killer can only be someone who knew the Glasgow girl, surely?”


‘Ianson frowned. “Or someone who knew John Moffat, what he was doing—someone close to him, maybe?—who thought it was time he was stopped.”


“No just someone protectin’ this girl especially, then?”


“Eh?” Ianson paused and stared hard at the other. “When I said she’d been protected, I meant by accident; by someone just happening on the scene, as it were.”


“Ye hadnae thought o’ the other sort o’ protection, then? That this one’s pimp might have been lookin’ out for her?”


“Pimp?”


“Well, it follows that if yere man only kills whores, the girl must be one. And if so, she probably has a pimp. Someone—and his dog?—who was waiting for her when she got dropped off last night!”


The Inspector started, then grinned and took the other’s arm above the elbow. Frail as old Angus seemed, the resilience of his flesh never failed to surprise Ianson; he felt the muscles move under the man’s clothing, bunching at his unexpected grip as if resenting it. “Now see!” Ianson said. “What a grand team we make! Why, it’s possible ye’ve just hit the nail right on the head!”


McGowan freed himself and said, “Maybe. But it’s like ye said: nothing’s solved until everything is known.” And now it was time to change direction again: “Personally, well, Ah still opine tae a big animal. On its own. A wild thing come down out o’ the hills tae hunt.”


“I thought we had discounted the wolf theory?” The Inspector was making for the houses again.


“No, you had,” McGowan told him. “But me, Ah have several theories. See, if ye’d no told me about they other murders, or that this John Moffat was a suspect, ah’d still be thinkin’ in terms o’ a wild yin. And deep down inside, Ah still am.”


“A wild one? How long ago since there was a wild wolf in Scotland, Angus?”


“Two hundred and fifty years, that we know of,” the other answered. “But Scotland’s a big place, and plenty of wild country still. All over the world the wolves are stealin’ back down frae the north, so why not here?”


“Because we’re an island, Angus, that’s why!”


“Is that so? Then explain the big cats on Bodmin Moor, and Dartmoor, and other places. Sheep killers, them—and real!”


“Not proven,” Ianson said.


“Proven for mah money!” McGowan snorted. “Ah was down in Devon and Cornwall, remember? They called me in on it. No, Ah didnae see the beasts in question, but Ah saw their handiwork! Big cats, George. Take mah word for it!”


“My God, you’ll be swearing an oath on Nessie yet!” Ianson grinned. “They called you in on that one, too, didn’t they?”


“That American team? Three months’ work there, George. It was the easiest money Ah ever made in mah life! What? A summer holiday on the banks o’ Loch Ness, with all found and money in the bank?” McGowan chuckled and smacked his lips, and then was serious again. “Anyway, Ah was only a ‘technical adviser.’ Ah didnae have tae believe … no as long as they thought Ah did! But a wolf is no a plesiosaur, George. They big yins have been gone a long time, but there are still wolves in the world.”


“Not in Scotland,” the other was stubborn.


“Ah, but there could be soon enough!”


“Eh?”


“There’s talk o’ stocking a sanctuary somewhere up north. They’d have tae cull them, o’ course, or shoot any that strayed too far. But there’s a study on it.”


“Really?”


“Well why not? The wolves have been here just as long as we have. And there are still foxes, after all. Even the cities have foxes! Ah mean, is it no ridiculous? The Irish have their Irish wolfhounds—and never a wolf to be found!”


“Except here?”


But Angus only shrugged. From now on he would take a back seat and only do or say what was expected of him. He had talked of men and he had talked of wolves, but he’d not once mentioned the creature in between. Nor would he. Unlike the Loch Ness Monster, who really didn’t exist, that would be just too close for comfort. But in the final analysis—if and when it should come to it—it would be no bad thing for Inspector George Ianson to have a wolf on his mind … or even a werewolf. For as a legend the creature was far enough removed from certain other myths to make it unique in its own right. No one in his right mind would confuse an isolated case (or even an outbreak) of strictly medical or pathological lycanthropy with vampirism. It might alert humanity to the one type of monster in its midst, but the other would remain obscure as ever …


While the Inspector talked to the girl, Margaret Macdowell, old Angus spent the time on the telephone. When both were done they thanked the girl for coffee and sandwiches, then walked back to Ianson’s car. It was snowing again and the path was white under foot.


On their way into Edinburgh, they talked:


“No whore, that lady,” Ianson said. “She sells booze, not her body. Works at a wine bar in Edinburgh. That’s why she was late home: late opening hours. It might easily have been later still, but her boss lets her off early if the forecast is bad. As you probably overheard, Moffat had been frequenting the bar, chatting up the other girls, too, but paying particular attention to Margaret Macdowell. She knew his first name, that’s all. She did recognize him, however—barely, or briefly—during the attack, after he’d dragged her into his … what, his den? And she knew that he would kill her. Before she passed out she sensed that someone was there. And she woke up to … all that mess! She thinks she remembers snarling and savage motion, and something of Moffat’s gibbering. And that’s about it.”


“Ye spoke to her before the police drove me up here,” old Angus was thinking out loud. “Didnae ye get any o’ this then?”


“She was tired, shaken, shocked,” Ianson shrugged. “Still is, but refuses treatment. Can’t say I blame her. She has a few bruises, that’s all. She’s young and the shock won’t last. Yes, I got something of it, but the stuff about the snarling is new. She may remember more as she settles down.”


“So, no whore,” McGowan mused.


“But easily mistaken for one,” the other returned. “A bar girl—all long legs, a backside like an apple, and a half-bare bosom—decked out in a short dress, black stockings and garters, serving drinks to a mainly male clientele. Oh, our Mr. Moffat could easily get the wrong idea, I’m sure.”


“A modern Jack the Ripper,” McGowan grunted.


“Except this one got ripped,” Ianson reminded him, grimly. “And no surgical instruments did that to him, be sure.”


“A man and his dog,” old Angus mused. “But no tracks …”


“The snow,” the Inspector grunted.


“So, what’s next?”


“For you? I expect you’ll carry on contacting and checking out all the zoos and wild-life parks in the area,” Ianson glanced at the smaller man. “So that we can be absolutely sure that there’s been no escape. I’d certainly appreciate it, Angus, for they’ll talk more easily to you than to me. As for me … I’ll need to be talking to the other girls at Margaret Macdowell’s place of work: B.J.’s Wine Bar, in town. But I’ve little doubt they’ll corroborate all she’s said.”


“So why bother?”


“Oh, routine,” Ianson shrugged. “Who knows, maybe they can tell me more about John Moffat? Did he have any enemies or such that they might know of? That sort of thing.”


“Like a man and his dog?”


“Just so …”


Or, the Inspector wondered, maybe a woman and her dog? On that point, there’d been several occasions when the old vet had mentioned a “she” in connection with his wolf. Like “she” was a big yin, and so forth. And anyway, why had Angus strayed so far from his argument, his original conclusion? Had he or hadn’t he given up on his wolf theory? What about his telephone calls?


“Who did you speak to, Angus?” Ianson glanced at him. “The zoo people in Edinburgh?”


“They’re on mah list. Ah have tae do it, ye understand, if only tae settle it in mah own mind.”


“But in fact you’ve given up on it now?”


Old Angus merely shrugged.


“Well?”


“Murder by dog. It seems more and more feasible …”


The Inspector was mildly concerned. McGowan was saying so very little now; probably because he was … what, hiding something? This was usually how he was before making some surprise move on the chess board. Maybe Ianson should look more closely at the case from old Angus’s point of view—wherever that was coming from! Since he now seemed to be making light of his wolf theory, perhaps the Inspector should pay more attention to it.


Except, if Angus was onto something, Ianson felt certain he wouldn’t get much more out of him just yet. Wherefore a second opinion might be in order. And if his memory served him, he knew just where he might find a lead to that second opinion: in the unsolved files at Police HQ in Edinburgh …


After dropping McGowan off at his place in a sagging, decaying district east of the city, the Inspector called in at Police HQ and made a request to Records: for a list of attacks, savagings by animals, of people and livestock, occurring in the last five years. Then a quick call to New Scotland Yard for more information, and by the time he was through Records had run off some stuff for him. Too much stuff: the incidence of animal attacks, usually by “pet” dogs, was surprisingly high.


He spoke to the clerk in charge and asked him about older cases: “Some thirty years ago? I was new on the force, but seem to remember a case somewhere up north that made a big splash at the time. A sighting? A savaging, at one of the wildlife parks, followed by the resignation of a local policeman. He quit after his report was rubbished and he was ridiculed. Do you think you could dig it out for me?”


The clerk, a man thin and tall as Ianson himself, wearing spectacles, squinted at him and said, “Thirty years ago? That’s a hell of a memory you’ve got, Inspector! But I’m afraid those old files aren’t on microfiche. It could take a while. However, I’ll make a search if that’s what you’d like.”


Ianson nodded. “Yes, go ahead. If you find the file, you can contact me at home.”


He took the sheaf of papers home with him to his spacious garret flat in Dalkeith, made himself a light lunch, then took his food and work both into his study and sat with them at his desk under a huge sloping skylight. Ianson liked natural light best, even when it was the dim grey light of winter. His chess board stood on a small table to one side of the room, with the pieces in position just as he and old Angus had left them some nights earlier. They would get to finish the game eventually, but now there was bigger “game afoot.”


Munching on chicken salad sandwiches, the Inspector began scanning the pages of information printed out for him from Police HQ’s microfiche files. But after a minute or two, realizing that it would take a while to separate out the stuff that interested him, and because tonight he intended to visit B.J.’s Wine Bar in the city, he paused to make a telephone call and reserve a little time with the boss of the bar now.


Margaret Macdowell had given him the number; using it, he found his call answered by a female voice with a soft Scottish burr. He asked for the proprietor, and was told:


“That’ll be mahsel’—Bonnie Jean Mirlu.”


“Miss Mirlu—or is it Missus?—perhaps you’re already aware of the attack on one of your girls last night?” And following that up quickly, in case she hadn’t heard: “I’m talking about Margaret Macdowell—but I’d like to reassure you that she came to no harm. I’m the Inspector on the case.”


“It’s Miss,” the voice told him. “Just call me B.J. And Ah’ve heard, yes—Margaret called and told me. Is there somethin’ ah can do for ye, Inspector, er …?”


“Ianson. George Ianson. I’ve a question or two you could perhaps help me with, routine stuff. Perhaps tonight, opening hours? I’ll make it brief as possible and try not to keep you from your business.”


“But what could Ah possibly know? It was miles frae here, and he wasnae even a regular customer. Just a pest to the lassies, that’s all.”


“You knew him, then? I really must come to see you, B.J.”


She sighed and answered, “Well if ye must ye must, but Ah cannae see what ye’re hopin’ tae learn frae me.”


“How many of you are there … in the bar, I mean?”


“Four, all girls, and mahsel’. But ye’ll surely no be wanting to question us all, now will ye?”


“Probably. But only a few minutes each, I promise.”


“Verra well, then,” she agreed, grudgingly. “Say, eightish?”


“That’ll do nicely,” he told her. “Until tonight, then.”


But after putting the phone down, the Inspector sat frowning to himself before returning to his papers. Something about her accent, he thought. Oh, it was a very good imitation, but it wasn’t the real thing, wasn’t the genuine article. Or maybe it was too genuine.


He pondered it a while longer, then snapped his fingers. That was it! B. J. Mirlu’s accent wasn’t phony at all; it was simply out of date, not quite the modern vernacular he was used to hearing in the city. She sounded more like something out of the last century—out of the Highlands, maybe—like Granny Ianson, God bless her, when George was a lad. Maybe this B. J. Mirlu was from up north, then, and the high-faultin’ accents of Edinburgh still alien to her tongue. It was something he would have to ask her, if only to satisfy his own curiosity …


It took the Inspector some two hours to sort through the photocopy files. Closed cases (prosecutions mainly, brought by individual complainants on their own behalf, or by the parents of children savaged by “pet” or domesticated dogs, and a number of cases where enraged farmers had shot dead strays found worrying their flocks) went into one sheaf, and open cases into another. Then this second sheaf was sub-divided into attacks on animals, on people, and sightings; the latter because there was no lack of reports of large, generally unspecified creatures wandering in the wild. Just such cases as interested Angus McGowan.


But the Inspector would have nothing to do with the likes of Bodmin Moor wildcats, great hounds of Dartmoor or Nessie o’ the Loch. His monsters—the monsters of his calling—were invariably human. Or in this case, maybe a bit of both. A man and his dog, aye. Or maybe a woman and her dog …


Before Ianson could look at the relevant parts of the subdivided paperwork, his phone rang: a call from a friend at New Scotland Yard, in Criminal Records. “George, we got your request,” Peter Yanner told him. Yanner was an ex-Inspector seeing out his time to retirement behind a desk. “And I saw the morning’s sitreps. You’ll be working on that case at, er, Auchterbecky?”


“Sma’ Auchterbecky,” Ianson corrected him. “Nasty stuff, Peter. One case closed, and another opened.”


“Indeed,” said the other. “And I suppose you’ll be torn two ways: glad to see the one go down, but unhappy that a new one’s come up. Like the gang wars down here. We’re never too unhappy about it when a bad lad gets hit, but there’s always the question of who did it. A pity they can’t all kill themselves off, eh?”


“Murder is murder,” Ianson replied. “John Moffat’s paid his dues, but who to?” He shrugged, if only to himself, then asked: “So what have you got for me?”


“I’m just trying to clarify things,” the other answered. “Big dog attacks, you said: animals. But what about lycanthropy?”


“Eh?”


“We had this bloke who thought he was a werewolf. A cop-killer, too! That was three, maybe three and a half years ago. We got him … but the whole case was weird. There were a lot of threads left dangling, you know? But when the Home Office puts the cap on something, that’s it, case closed.”


“So?” The Inspector’s mind had begun to switch elsewhere as soon as lycanthropy was mentioned. He couldn’t see any connection with the current case; he had taken in very little of what he’d been told. “No big savage dog, then? No genuine big dog, anyway.”


“Well that’s why I phoned you,” the other explained. “I mean, you can’t get much bigger than a werewolf, now can you?”


Finally Ianson’s mind focused. He knew that this wasn’t for him, yet his instincts told him to follow it up. “You say the case is closed? You got him? So what makes you think that I’d be interested? I mean, lycanthropy, Peter? What’s on your mind?”


“It’s just funny, that’s all …”


“Funny?”


“Not ha-ha, just funny. OK, you’re probably not in the picture, so let me explain. This thing with the werewolf: the guy was killed with a crossbow, with silvered arrowheads.”


“What? The police used a crossbow?” Ianson was lost again.


“No, whoever killed him did.”


“We had outside help, then. The SAS?”


“No.”


“Secret service?”


“Not that I know of. Just someone out to get him, as far as I know.” And before Ianson could question further: “Then, a couple of months ago, we had this other case up in your neck of the woods.”


“What case was that?” (His neck of the woods? The Inspector’s attention was suddenly riveted.)


“Murder, up on the Spey not far from Kincraig? You surely remember those Tibetans who got killed, George? Sectarian warfare or some such? Two dead up there in a wrecked car, and a whole bunch of them got tossed out of the country.”


Ianson frowned. “I remember the headlines but I wasn’t on the case. It was outside my jurisdiction. Anyway, what does it have to do with attacks by big dogs—or lycanthropy, for that matter?”


“A possible connection, that’s all,” Yanner told him. “It was the same kind of murder weapon: a crossbow. The same silvered arrowheads, too …”


“Boltheads,” Ianson growled, more to himself than to the other.


“What’s that?”


“A crossbow doesn’t shoot arrows but bolts.”


“Whatever,” Yanner answered. “But a silver bolt killed our werewolf nut, and likewise one of these Hari Krishna types. The other one fried in the wrecked car. It might not mean anything, I don’t know. I just sort of connected it up, that’s all. A so-called werewolf, and a crossbow with silvered arrowheads—er, bolt-heads! And your request for stuff on dog or big animal attacks: Scotland, murder, and silver boltheads again. A bit of a tangle, I know, but that’s how my mind works.”


Ianson licked his lips, then shook his head despite that Yanner couldn’t see him. “But what is there to connect the murder last night and these killings on the Spey? I mean, how does our John Moffat fit in? I don’t see it, Peter.”


“Me neither, but that’s not what I’m paid for. I only keep the books. You’re the man on the ground. Anyway, maybe I should have kept my nose out. I’m sorry if I’ve confused the issue.”


“No, no, not at all. In fact you’ve interested me greatly. Let me have all you’ve got on this lycanthropy thing, will you? I mean, as well as the routine stuff?”


“Sure.”


“And the case is closed, you say?”


“Yep.”


“Without a murderer? A second murderer, I mean?”


(An invisible shrug.) “The guy was a cop-killer, George.”


“And everyone involved was satisfied with the conclusion?”


“Apparently.”


“Weird!”


“That’s what I told you …”


“Peter, thanks for calling.”


“You’re welcome. And this stuff will be on its way ASAP.”


“Cheers …” And slowly, Ianson put the phone down.


After that the paperwork was boring … for a while. Until the Inspector began glancing through the “sightings” list. At first he would read, shake his head and muttering disbelievingly to himself put the report aside. These so-called “sightings” covered just about every eventuality.


“Nessie” was in there, of course (as reported by a drunken gamekeeper to the police station in Drumnadrochit). Also feral cats in an attack on a chicken farm at Aboyne; stray dogs worrying sheep at Braemar near Balmoral, and also at the foot of Arthur’s Seat in Edinburgh itself. And …


… And wolves seen at Newtonmore, Blair Atholl, and in the Pass of Killiecrankie. ‘Also at Crianlarich under Ben More, and at Carrbridge and Nethybridge on the Spey! Great grey wolves, by God! Half a dozen cases. Too many bloody wolves by far!


So, perhaps old McGowan did know something after all. But if so, why wasn’t he saying anything? Or could it be (the Inspector gave his head a worried shake) that he, George Ianson, was simply letting himself get tangled up in this thing—in a load of hogwash, that is? And what the hell, weren’t there always boogy men in these out-of-the-way places? And wouldn’t there always be a Nessie lurking in the loch? Well, yes. Just as long as there were tourists there would be, for sure!


A great grey-dog with eyes like lanterns seen padding the road on a misty night at Newtonmore … a wolf? Not a bit of it, just a big dog. And the pair spied in the Pass of Killiecrankie? Rationalization: a man out walking his Alsatian dogs steps into the bushes for a pee. His dogs stand waiting; they maybe rear up a little, and draw back onto the verge as a car passes. The motorist—with a dram or two under his belt, no doubt—sees their eyes turn to flames in his main beams. As for the valley of the Spey: why, a man could swear to seeing anything on a misty, moonlit night, on those winding wooded lanes and rocky hillsides! Damn, it was only a year ago that they’d been seeing flying saucers! And the same down in Sussex, and crop circles in Devon and Dorset!


So what was it that was bothering him, Ianson wondered? And a moment later believed he had the answer. He hadn’t been able to remember much about it at Police HQ, but now recalled it clearly enough. These damned silly reports had jogged his memory: about that constable who had quit his job some thirty years ago over just such a sighting. But there’d been more to it than that. Not just a sighting … but a killing, too! Not of a man but an animal! And not just any animal but a bison! A creature as big as that, gutted!


As for the location …


… It had taken place at the Highland wildlife park near Kincraig. Then the park had been the merest nucleus of what it was now; indeed, it hadn’t opened properly until sixteen years later. Even so, it had been stocked with a canny complement of “Highland” creatures, many of which had vanished from Scotland centuries ago: brown bears, beaver; reindeer and the like. And bison, yes.


Kincraig. On the River Spey. And these Tibetans had died there, too. And then there’d been those sightings up at Carr-bridge and Nethybridge. But as for wolves—and bloody werewolves, by God!—why, Ianson could almost break out laughing at himself. But he didn’t, and wouldn’t. Not until he checked with the wildlife park that they didn’t have wolves, too!


Was that what old Angus had been hinting at? Had he been laughing up his sleeve at Ianson when he’d told him there was a scheme afoot to re-introduce wolves into some wild place up north? Had he known that they had already introduced them? In which case he was cheating! What, old Angus? Huh! His “A man cannae play if the lights are out!” And, “Ah have tae know a’ yere moves, George.” The canny old devil!


It should be easy enough to check out. A call to the park could settle it right now. Except the Inspector knew that something else was bothering him, something out of myth and legend. He snapped his fingers as suddenly it came to him: silver! Silvered crossbow bolts! And you’d need a silver weapon to kill a werewolf, wouldn’t you?


So, just what sort of outside help had the Metropolitan Police called in that time to deal with their lycanthrope; or rather, their lunatic? And whoever the hunter was, why had he used a silvered crossbow bolt? Not for the “obvious” reason, surely? Or was he some kind of lunatic, too …?


The Inspector sat there a long time, just thinking … or not thinking very much at all. Sometimes things worked themselves out better that way.


The light was fading. Short days, long nights, and a full moon rising. Ianson remembered it from a night or two ago when he’d sat in here with some case or other: the moon nearing its full, hanging low over the horizon. So last night … would it have been full?


Now what was he thinking? What the hell was he thinking?


He stood up, stretched, glanced at his watch. God, it was 4:45 already! The afternoon had flown. And going to the window he looked out across the rooftops of Dalkeith, to where a full moon was three-quarters free of the grey evening haze …


He turned on the lights, headed back towards his desk, and jumped like a shot rabbit when the phone rang. It was the records clerk at Central HQ. “I’ll be shutting up shop in a couple of minutes,” he said. “Just thought you’d like to know, I found your case file—that business at Kincraig nearly thirty years ago? Will you call in for it tomorrow, or what?”


“No,” Ianson told him. “I’ll be in town tonight. Leave it with the information desk, will you? I’ll pick it up there.”


“Very well, as long as you’ll sign for it. And one other thing. That constable you mentioned who resigned? I traced him through the pay office … a disability pension for some small injury he got as a serving officer. He’s Gavin Strachan: a Kingussie man, but he moved down here shortly after quitting.”


“Down here?”


“One of those coincidences. Lives not far from you in Dalkeith. A ten-minute walk along the Penicuik Road.”


The Inspector was grateful and said, “Thanks. That takes a lot of the effort out of it.”


“You’re welcome. And goodnight.”


“Goodnight,” Ianson answered automatically. And glancing at the moon again through his window, he hoped it would be. It had started out good, anyway …


Since it was too early to eat, and much too early to get ready for his appointment at B.J.’s Wine Bar, Ianson checked through the reports again. Now he was looking at cases covering attacks on people. And though five years was a long time, still, in his opinion—based on the number of savagings alone—there were far too many Rottweilers and Dobermanns around! As for the incidence of people bitten in the face … it was horrific! Worse, several of these attacks had been fatals.


What the hell is it in a dog, the Inspector wondered, that will make it bite a child in the face? And what the hell was it that caused them to carry on even after they’d reduced the victim to a bundle of red rags? The wolf in them, he supposed. The only good thing was that in almost every case where a rogue pet dog had savaged someone, the beast had been easily tracked back to its owner. And nine out of ten such animals—the dogs, that is—had been destroyed. Ianson had never been much of a dog-lover, and he didn’t go a lot on their owners, either.


And then there were the unsolved cases …


But the Inspector’s eyes were tired; the rest of the reports could wait; he would take a break from the paperwork and try contacting ex-constable Gavin Strachan instead. He was in the book—several of them were, in fact. Ianson matched addresses with the one he’d got from the records clerk and gave his man a call.


“Eh?” said a rough voice at the other end of the line.


“Good evening, sir,” Ianson answered. “Gavin Strachan?”


“Aye. What is it?”


“Ex-constable Strachan?”


“Eh? No for a long time, it isn’t! Anyway, what of it?”


“Inspector Ianson,” Ianson told him. “We never met, but I would certainly like to.”


“Why?” (Strachan’s voice was rough as sandpaper, and full of suspicion.)


“Oh, routine,” (Ianson’s stock answer). “A case you dealt with up in Kincraig thirty years ago—something that happened at the wildlife park …?”


For a moment there was silence, then: “Some kind o’ joke?” Strachan’s voice was harsher still.


“Joke? Not at all. I’d just like to hear it from you what really happened that night. What you think you saw.”


“Think, is it? But Ah told them what Ah think thirty years ago—told the newspapers, too. Hah! Tellin’ mah story was like pissin’ in the wind. Aye, and it pissed mah career away; too!”


“Mr. Strachan, I—”


“Fuck ye!” the other cut him off, and slammed the phone down …




II


Strachan, Bonnie Jean, and … McGowan?


IF THERE WAS ONE THING GUARANTEED TO GET George Ianson’s back up, it was someone talking to him like that. Very well, maybe the man had cause, or thought he had. He’d better have or, by God, Ianson would see to it that his bad manners brought him a great deal of trouble! Easiest thing in the world to have him called in to the local police station, and there let him cool his heels for an hour before seeing him. Aye, and the law was on Ianson’s side all the way. Judge’s Rule number one: “Whenever a Police Officer is endeavouring to discover the author of a crime, there is no objection to him putting questions in respect thereof to any person or persons whether suspected or not from whom he believes useful information may be obtained.” So fuck ye, too, Gavin Strachan! Ianson thought as he knocked solidly on the door of the man’s ground-floor flat in the Penicuik Road. We can do it the hard way or the easy way, it’s up to you.


His knock was answered by a tall, surly-looking, stocky man in his mid- to late fifties. He stood straight, but still had to look up a little at Ianson. And he recognized a policeman when he saw one, by which the Inspector knew that this was indeed his man. One copper can spot another a mile away; even an ex copper.


To prove the point, Strachan squinted at him through red-rimmed eyes, and grunted, “Inspector Ianson. Well now, and is it no strange Ah was expectin’ ye.” It wasn’t a question.


“Gavin Strachan,” Ianson replied, “I need to talk to you. What’s more I will talk to you, here or elsewhere, in my time or yours, it’s your choice.”


“And have Ah done somethin’ wrong?”


“Not that I know of. I was hoping you’d want to do something right, that’s all. It could be you can’t help me; if so this won’t take very long and I’ll not bother you again. It’s only on an off-chance that I’m here. But … here I am.”


The other grunted, stood aside and let him in. “Huh!” he said. “Ye may have gathered that ah’m no well pleased tae see ye. Polis? Aye, ah was one, and a good yin—much good it did me! So it’s bad enough tae have tae entertain ye without that ye have tae revive a’ that stuff up at the wildlife park.”


“But I do have to, Strachan, J do,” Ianson answered. And there was that in his voice that made the other turn sharply and peer at him.


“So … what’s happened?”


It could do no harm to tell him. In any case, the story was in the newspapers. “A killing’s what happened, like the one up at the wildlife park. But this time it wasn’t a bison. Murder, Strachan. It could be—it probably is—that the two cases are unconnected. But it’s one of those things I have to check on. That’s why I need your story. I remember some of it from the time—from the newspapers, yes—and I’ll be reading up on the case file tomorrow. Until then the details have sort of faded in my memory. Though not in yours, I suspect.”


While he had talked to the man, the Inspector had looked him over. Gavin Strachan looked gritty, tired and bitter. The bitterness had been there a long time; it was etched into his face like coal dust in the pores of a miner. Behind their red rims, his blue-grey eyes seemed trapped, while the bags under his eyes spoke of sleepless nights. And in his every word and move there was a whole world of suspicion, just as Ianson had detected it during their brief telephone conversation.


On the other hand, the Inspector had always considered himself a judge of character, and it had to be said that he could find little to actively dislike in Strachan—well, apart from the man’s obvious dislike of him! And even that seemed to be on the wane now, as finally Strachan waved him into a chair in his drab sitting-room and said, “Coffee? Might just as well, for as ye say, ye’re here now.”


Indeed Strachan had appraised his visitor, and the Inspector’s open attitude and honesty had stood him in good stead. For a policeman—and a senior one at that, used to at least a modicum of respect—he was a hard man to dislike. “Coffee will be fine,” he answered.


“With a little somethin’ in it, maybe?”


“Just a touch,” Ianson answered. “Thanks.”


“What, on duty?” Strachan had gone into his tiny kitchen. The Inspector couldn’t see him, but he could hear the genuine note of surprise in his voice. “Are ye sure?”


“This isn’t official, Gavin, if I may call you that. I’m here on spec, as I said.”


The other came back out of the kitchen, stood facing him. He had a bottle of good whisky and two glasses that he placed on an occasional table close at hand. “Guid!” he said. “For if ye’re wantin’ me tae go back over a’ that business, Ah for one will pour mahsel’ a dram! Ye can join me or no, as ye will.”


And why not? One shot couldn’t hurt. The kettle whistled as Ianson poured himself a drink, and Strachan went off again to fix their coffees. And by now the atmosphere was much more relaxed. Except … the Inspector could feel a definite tension in Strachan, when finally the man sat himself down facing him. And:


“So,” said Strachan, in a tone that said he was resigned to it. “Now we get tae it.” He picked up his glass and poured a double shot straight into the back of his throat.


Ianson watched his gasping mouth reform, then said, “Is that what it takes?”


“George,” said the other (which surprised the Inspector, that Strachan had remembered), “if ye spend thirty years trying tae forget somethin’, and when it still comes back tae ye in yere dreams, it’s no easy thing tae talk aboot when ye’re conscious.


Ye’ve asked me what happened that nicht up at the wildlife park, and Ah’m goin’ tae tell ye. But ye’d best hang on mah words, man, for Ah won’t be repeatin’ them—ever!”


Then, forcing himself to relax a little in his chair, he lay back and half-closed his eyes. And sipping alternately of whisky and coffee, he unfolded his tale for Ianson’s inspection …


It had been one of those nights.


Ask any policeman anywhere in the world, he’ll be able to tell you about that one night when right out of nowhere everything decided to happen all at once. Just such a night, then, when Constable Gavin Strachan got caught up in the occurrences at the Kincraig wildlife park.


But in the Highlands? And the night not even a Friday or Saturday, when you might expect a bit of trouble from the lads at the various socials and community dancehalls, with a couple of drinks too many in them and their bright young eyes full of the other fellows’ girlfriends?


In fact it was a Wednesday, wintry even for the middle of May, the sort of night when anyone with tuppence worth of sense would be home toasting his feet in front of a warm fire. Anyone but a policemen on duty, that is. And over the past three-month Strachan hadn’t covered anything worse than a bad traffic accident on an icy road. So he certainly hadn’t been on the lookout for anything big going down midweek on a night as wild as this.


So maybe it was the full moon … but whatever, he hadn’t stopped moving from the moment he woke up the day-shift man at the tiny Police Post in Kingussie and relieved him of his duties. That had been about 6:00 P.M., and of course there’d been nothing for the day-shift constable to pass on; the Daily Occurrence Book showed a blank page. Like yesterday, and the day before that, and the nights in between, too.


Ah, but this had been one of those nights.


Strachan had no sooner got settled in, made some coffee, opened a book to the first page of a science fiction thriller, when the phone rang—a break-in at the museum at Newtonmore. A three-mile drive along the Spey road, an hour spent examining a broken window and recording statements, and three miles back again. But before he could enter the details in the book, another call-out to the Aviemore Holiday Centre, where a guest was drunk and wrecking the hotel bar!


Ten miles each way this time, and Strachan righteously annoyed and fully prepared to arrest the man—except he was sleeping it off when he arrived, and the manager of the hotel wouldn’t put him to the trouble. Besides, he was sure he could recoup his damages in the morning. Er, but in the event there should be any problem … well, maybe the constable would like to make a note of the breakages now, while he was here?—And that had taken another hour. But at least Strachan was given a wee dram on the house, just the one, to warm him up a bit.


Which should have been ample for one “quiet” night in the vale of the Badenoch. But no, the phone was ringing when Strachan got back to Kingussie: a traffic accident at a bad bend on the Coylumbridge road. Damn it to hell, but he’d only been a mile or two from the site up at Aviemore! If he’d known, he could have gone out onto the road and waited for it to happen! Except that was a bit of Irish, and he was a Scot, and a policeman’s lot is not a happy one.


But it wasn’t all that bad. Two cars had glanced off each other. One of the drivers, a young woman, had scraped her knees and shaken herself up a bit when she’d run off the road and hit a tree. Strachan had dabbed her pretty knees with an antiseptic swab (no, not bad at all!) and as always when there was an accident, he’d taken along a brandy flask. So he’d given the drivers a tot each, and one for himself, then let the male driver of the other car go off while he and the young lady sat in his police vehicle and waited for the tow-truck. She was a pretty wee thing; far better than sitting there with some grumbly old codger.


By the time he’d set off again to drive back to Kingussie it had been something after eleven-twenty, and a cold mist coming up off the Spey to shroud a full moon hanging low over the valley. Which was when it happened …


Level with the wildlife park, suddenly there was someone on the road! A man with a torch (thank God, else the constable might easily have hit him), wreathed in mist; desperately waving Strachan down. It was old Andrew Bishop, the owner of the site and keeper of the park. His eyes were wild and fearful as Strachan pulled off the road and drew to a halt on the verge.


And as he got out of the police car, Bishop was on him in a frenzy. “Is it Gavin Strachan?” he panted, as he glanced back over his shoulder at the misted park outbuildings and wire-mesh enclosures. “Gavin, lad! Thank goodness ye’re up and aboot!”


“Eh? What’s up?”


“Up? My God, up? I’ll tell ye what’s up. Somethin’s in wi’ the animals!”


Strachan caught at Andrew’s arms, tried to hold him still. “Where are the boys?” (Old Bishop’s sons.)


“No back frae the dance in Dalwhinnie. And Liz is locked in the bedroom, at the hoose.”


“Locked in? Yere wife?”


“Ah locked her in mahsel’! Have ye no a weapon, Gavin?”


“A weapon? Now Andrew, what would Ah be doing wi’ a weapon?”


Bishop was fairly dancing in his anxiety. “Ah have a shotgun in the hoose,” he cried, “but Ah’m out o’ shells. Oh, hell! Oh, damnation!”


Now Strachan held him tighter still. “Andrew, now come to yere senses, man! What on earth’s wrong wi’ ye? Somethin’s in wi’ the animals, ye said.”


“Aye, Ah did,” the other wrenched himself loose. “And more than one somethin’, Ah fancy! Mah deer are oot and runnin’ wild frae whatever it’s that tore its way in tae the pens!”


“Come on,” Strachan said, making for the track to the outbuildings, barns and pens. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.” But old man Bishop at once dragged on his arm.


“What? And will ye go in there wi’oot a gun?”


Which stopped Strachan in his tracks. The quaver in Bishop’s voice, where the constable never before heard a tremor in all his life. The fact that he’d locked his wife safely away in a bedroom—but safe from what? And in that same moment, Gavin Strachan knew there was something terrible here …


Then, distracting him, even unnerving him, there came the furious, frenzied squawking of terrified chickens.


“Mah hens!” Bishop gasped. “They’re in wi’ mah poor chickens!”


“Let me get mah licht,” Strachan quietly growled, taking a heavy-duty torch from the back of the car.


“And yere truncheon,” Bishop whined. “But by God—a gun would be a sight better …!” Already the mad fluttering, squawking and screeching was dying down.


They were on the track, approaching the outbuildings, when a different sound brought them to a halt. But there are sounds and there are sounds. This one was a cry: eerie, ululant, electrifying—and unmistakable.


“Dog,” Strachan breathed, hurrying forward again. “Out in the woods back o’ the house. A big yin, probably, returned tae the wild.” Even as he spoke the howl was answered, from closer at hand. And when the sound had died away, Strachan added, “Or dogs. There’s been some sheep worrying south o’ here.”


“Ye say?” Old Bishop seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. “Dogs? Ye think?”


“Why, what else?” Strachan moved forward again. “Yere animals must o’ smelled ’em.”


“Smelled ’em, heared ’em, seen ’em, probably,” the old man seemed steadier now. “God, they’ve been howlin’ this last half-hour! Put the wind up me and Liz, Ah can tell ye! We saw one o’ they frae the upstairs window. But Gavin,” again he clutched at the constable’s arm, “… ye can damn mah eyes for liars if they didnae see him stand up on his hind legs! And big … man, he was one big yin!”


There came a rustling from the nearest enclosure—and a moment later a squawk. “Mah hens!” Old Bishop aimed his torch, sprang forward, skidded to a halt in swirling ground mist where a hole had been torn in the high wire-mesh boundary. And Strachan saw that the wire was of a heavy gauge. Then:


“Dogs,” Strachan whispered again, his own beam flickering this way and that, but nervously now. “Big yins, aye.”


Old Andrew turned to him and his mouth was slack. “God—they chewed through this wire like it was cheese!”


And again it was the old man’s voice that did it to Strachan, got through to him like nothing else could have. And yet again he asked himself, just exactly what had Bishop seen that caused him to lock up his wife and run dancing down the road? An old stoic like Andrew Bishop? Why, there wasn’t a more down-to-earth man in all the Highlands! And so far (Strachan suspected) old Bishop had been entirely too reticent, like he hadn’t wanted to destroy his salt-of-the-earth image.


Strachan checked himself; he was now as nervous as the old man. It wasn’t good enough. “Two of us,” he said. “Which should be more than enough for a couple of rogue dogs. And anyway, the birds are quiet now. In we go.” He climbed in through the large hole in the wire, with old man Bishop right behind him.


The enclosure was a big one, free range, with hen-houses on both sides and a boardwalk up the centre. But as the beams of their torches sliced deeper into the swirling mist they saw that the houses had been wrecked, wrenched apart. And the carcasses of dead birds were everywhere. Old Bishop picked one up in a trembling hand; not a mark on it. It was as if the creature had died of fright. But others were bloody, and some were without heads.


Various alternatives passed uselessly through Strachan’s mind. Uselessly because they didn’t work. This could have been done by foxes—indeed the wanton destruction of so many birds was precisely the fox’s modus operandi—but foxes would have dug under the wire, not through it; they couldn’t have chopped through it. As for wildcats: they would never come this close, and certainly not at this time of year, when there was plenty of food in the wild.


“Well, whatever he was, he’s out o’ here now,” the constable croaked, and cleared his throat. “The birds would tell us if he was still here.”


Old Bishop was wandering among the shattered hen-houses, gathering up corpses. “What birds?” he said, his face a fearful mask in Strachan’s torch beam. “There’s no a one o’ they left!” And he went stumbling to the far side of the enclosure.


”What about the deer pens?” Strachan was acutely aware of the eerie silence, and he didn’t like it. “Ye told me the deer had been scared off?”


“Stampeded, aye. Me and the wife saw them scattering away intae the woods. Ye’d think the place was on fire, by God! But Gavin, it’s time ye knew. Ah don’t think the things Ah saw oot here were dogs. Ah’m no sure, Ah cannae say what they were … but no dogs, they yins.”


Before he could continue, there came an uproar of chattering and screeching from a large cage set well apart from the other enclosures. “The pine martens!” old Bishop gasped.


“Quick! Back out through the hole,” Strachan husked.


But: “No!” came Bishop’s answer. “This way’ll be better.”


Strachan stumbled to him across the shattered boards of a wrecked hen-house, and found him shaking like a man in a fever beside a second hole in the wire-mesh. His eyes stared fixedly at a trail of bloodied feathers, wings, and bird debris in general that led off into the night and the mist.


“Enough o’ this!” Strachan was furious with himself, disgusted at the fear that the situation and the old man’s obvious terror had inspired in him. “Let’s see what the fuck this thing is!”


They went through the hole in the perimeter and ran stumblingly towards the pine marten cage, where it was at once seen that the animals had only been complaining about—or warning of—the presence of outsiders and possible danger. But despite the fact that the cage wasn’t damaged, certainly something had been here. The pine martens’ fear was manifest in the way they clung close together, spread-eagled on the wire-mesh ceiling of their cage.


The mist was thicker now, swirling knee-deep and sending tendrils up into the trees bordering the park. “This mist,” old Bishop complained, and shivered uncontrollably, “man, it clings tae ye!”


It was true: the mist seemed alive, like the thick breath of a beast. They moved through it, torch beams stabbing ahead, towards the next enclosure: a small corral containing Bishop’s five prized bison of a species long absent from the Highlands proper. Which was when things livened up again, and in a single moment the night became a nightmare.


First the agonized bellowing of a beast from beyond the corral’s four-bar fencing; then the fence itself splintering outwards as a pair of stampeding bison smashed into it, hurling boards and then themselves in Bishop’s and Strachan’s direction; and a moment later the sound of breaking glass, and a cry—a scream—from the dimly visible, dark silhouette of the old man’s house:


“Andrew! Andrew! Andrew! Let me out … oh, let me out!”


Sent flying as the wild-eyed, fearful bison went thundering off into darkness, the two men picked themselves up—only to stumble aside as two more animals came snorting and kicking through the break. Then old Bishop was off at a run, heedless of life and limb, towards the house. “Liz!” he shouted. “Ah’m comin’, lass, Ah’m comin’!”


And Strachan was on his own, fairly certain that whatever was plaguing the beasts was in the corral. But all he could see through the break was a lake of mist, with milky tendrils lapping outwards from some central disturbance. Then—


—The black and crimson hump of a thrashing animal’s back heaved up into view, breaking the surface … and other things reached up to pull it under again!


Strachan wasn’t sure what he’d seen; it had happened too quickly. But an afterimage, of thick white ropes—or arms?—fitted with grapples or claws—or taloned hands?—burned on his riveted retinae. He stood there as if nailed in position, smelling hot blood and listening to tearing sounds … and the bison’s panting and bellowing, quickly dying away.


And then the snarling, and slobbering of frenzied—what, gluttony?—as the ripples of mist continued to swirl outwards from that deadly central area …


How long? Difficult to say. Minutes that felt like hours, before Strachan could think again. Or before he was galvanized to activity, as the knee-deep mist began swirling and rippling in his direction, and vague outlines were seen within the mist, with eyes like lamps that burned on him!


He had no weapon but a torch. Glancing this way and that, he saw pieces of shattered fence at his feet and snatched up a two-foot length of inch-by-four sharpened to a splintery point where it had broken along the grain. There were three pairs of luminous eyes in the mist. Three—whatever they were—were in there; they spread out as they moved towards Strachan.


But seen out of the corner of Strachan’s eye, coming from the direction of the house and heading for the woods, a figure. Not Bishop but … a figure that leaned oddly forward, upright like a badly formed man—or woman—loping through the mist. And its eyes were luminous, too …


… Then old Bishop was back, and a double-barrelled shotgun in his trembling hands. “Ah found a couple’ay shells,” he found time to pant … before the scene at the corral impacted on his mind. And cursing as he pointed his gun—without even bothering to aim—he let fly with both barrels. There came a flash and a roar both dazzling and deafening, which for a single second blew apart the menacing dark and stunned silence.


Half-blinded by the flash, Strachan threw up an arm before him as the mist erupted! He was bowled over—something bowled him over, and raked at the sleeve of his jacket in its passing. Then there was a blur of sinuous motion, an angry snarling receding rapidly into the woods behind the animal park, and an urgent howling ringing down from the foothills beyond the trees. Almost as if … as if they were being called off.


And there was a gasping and sobbing from old Andrew Bishop, stretched prone on the earth. “It’s mah damn leg!” the old man groaned. “Mah bleddy leg! It has tae be broken. But did ye see, Gavin? Did ye see?”


“No.” White as a ghost, the constable went to him. “Nothing that makes sense, anyway.”


“But … dogs?” the old man pressed.


And as their eyes met Strachan was obliged to admit: “No, Ah cannae say they were dogs.”


“What, then?” Bishop’s voice was a whisper.


Strachan could only shake his head. The sleeve of his uniform and shirt had been sliced as by razors down to the skin, but by some miracle his skin was unmarked. And no matter what he might think he had seen, what he thought he’d seen couldn’t possibly have done that. Not unless it—or she?—had a handful of razor blades …


At the house Liz Bishop was in a bad state of hysteria. Shuddering and almost incoherent, she told a story that night that she could never repeat to any court, nor ever commit to paper. Her husband wouldn’t let her, and he himself would later deny all knowledge of anything but “an attack by wild or rogue animals, probably dogs, on the creatures of the park.” Perhaps he feared ridicule, but Strachan thought not. Knowing Andrew Bishop’s character, it seemed more likely he believed that in denying what he truly believed, he might make it go away—like a man whistling in the dark. And later, the constable might have wished that he had taken a similar course.


As for Mrs. Bishop’s story:


Alarmed by the squawking of the chickens and the frenzy of the pine martens, she’d gone to the window of her upstairs bedroom and looked out. Immediately beyond the window, a balcony overlooked the park; and down below, there was the mist, of course: a milky lake lapping between the trees and various enclosures. But also down there, crouching by the wall of the house and staring up at her …


… Something wild and naked and awful, and human! Or perhaps not human.


For as its yellow triangular eyes met hers, the creature had snarled, sprung upright, bounded all of fifteen feet into the air to grasp the balcony rail and vault over it. And its face had stared at her through the window, as its lips became a muzzle that drew back from teeth like bone daggers! At which she had picked up a chair and smashed it at the thing through the window, then screamed for her husband, and for her life.


But when next she had dared look the thing had gone, and all Mrs. Bishop could remember of it was that, “It looked like … Ah could swear … Ah mean, it washae all animal, Andrew! Am Ah mad, or what? It looked something like … Ah mean, it reminded me o’ … a lassie? But what sort o’ lassie, Andrew? What sort?” And her last few words had been spoken in little more than an awed and frightened whisper.


That was what she’d said that night, but the next day she was in too bad a way to record a statement, and old man Bishop too busy looking after her. Meanwhile:


“Mah report had gone in,” Strachan finished. “Ah was young and eager; Ah would hae made a good cop; Ah tol’ it the way Ah saw it. Big mistake. When finally they Bishops did speak about it, huh, it was animals did the job. No specific creature, ye ken, but most likely dogs. Me? Ah was left holdin’ the bleddy baby! And it came out how Ah’d had a couple’ay wee drams that night! So that was that. As for the rest …


“… Ah got no peace frae then on in—until Ah got out! What an idiot, eh? For like Ah said, Ah tol’ it the way Ah saw it, and Ah tol’ what Ah saw. That was mah error.”


“But what did you see?” Inspector Ianson pressed, fascinated by the sweat on Strachan’s brow, despite that his flat was cool.


The other nodded. “Hear me well,” he said, “for it’s the last time, Ah swear. Ah had seen wolves, George! White wolves, or things that moved, crept and snarled like wolves. Certainly Ah had seen one wolf—the one that came frae the house, after scarin’ Liz Bishop half tae death. But the hell o’ it is that as the thing made for the trees, just before old Bishop let go wi’ that double blast, it looked more like a lassie! Aye, just like the old lady had said. But wolf, bitch, girl or some sort o’ weird mixture—whatever it was—it stood on its hind feet, George, upright! Now how can ye explain that?”


The Inspector believed he had evidence that might explain it. “What if she wasn’t a dog?” he queried. “Or a she-wolf, if you insist. Could it be that what you saw was a mad woman running with rogue dogs? How about it, Gavin? Could I be right?”


“Eh?” Strachan licked his lips, frowned, and finally said: “There’s more tae yere visit than meets the eye. Now how about you tell me a story for a change? Like, how it is wi’ this case ye’re workin’ on?”


“There are—might be—similarities,” Ianson admitted. Then, sighing, he said: “OK, it’s a deal. I’ll tell you something of it, on the understanding it’s for your ears only.”


“Done! But let’s go through intae mah study … Well, Ah call it a study. As for what Ah’m studyin’—what Ah’ve been readin’ intae for years—Ah’ve learned better than tae put it on open display.”


He got up, crossed the floor and opened a door to a room scarcely bigger than a closet. There was space for a desk, two chairs, and bookshelves built into the walls; and there was one small, high window to let in a little light in daylight hours. That was all.


As Strachan saw Ianson seated, and went off to fetch his bottle and glasses, the Inspector stared at the shelved books, so close at hand, and read off some of their titles to himself. And because of recent events and conversations, it didn’t take him long to recognize the nature of Strachan’s obsession. Lycanthropy: werewolves. Anything and everything in literature to do with them. But there were also a good many books on predators—real-life predators—in general, but mainly wolves …


“Even comic books, aye,” Strachan said grimly, as he entered, sat opposite his guest and poured a drink. “If it’s tae do wi’ the beast, Ah probably have it. An obsession?—maybe.” He offered the Inspector the bottle but Ianson turned it down.


“Thanks, no. I’ve other people to see tonight. But Gavin, are you telling me that all of this springs from that night up in the wildlife park?”
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