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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.
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PART ONE


LOOKING BACK




I


Morning. Sunrise. Sunup!


The sun had risen up fifteen times since the battle for The Dweller’s garden; risen up over the southwestern horizon, travelled a predestined path according to its cycle, sunk down again into the southeast. Fifteen times that low, warm, oh so lazy golden arc across the sky, making for a like number of sundowns.


Sundown: night, darkness, peril!


Sundown. A time of terror since time immemorial: when the last yellow glints would slip silently from the high crags of the great barrier range, until its topmost peaks turned a pale ochre, then ashen, finally wolf-grey and silver under the stars of Starside. A time of terror, yes … but no longer. For the battle in The Dweller’s garden had been fought and won, and the near-immortal masters of Starside’s aeries, the Wamphyri, were immortal no longer. Indeed, they were either dead or flown into the Icelands. Of the latter, only a few had survived to flee.


Sundown, and nothing to fear from it. Not any more. It was strange …


On the one side of the mountains, that closest to the sun (Sunside, with its forests and rivers, and, to the south, its pitiless furnace lands), daylight would persist for a further twenty-five hours; but on Starside the barrier mountains shut out the sun’s life-giving warmth, leaving only the stars and the aurora over the Icelands to light the rugged land. So it had always been, so it would always be.


Except upon a time there had also been the Wamphyri! … But now there was none. Not in Starside, anyway. No vampires here but one, and he was different. He was The Dweller.


And at the beginning of that new night, that fifteenth sundown in the New Age of Starside,. The Dweller had called for Lardis Lidesci to attend him at his house in the garden high over Starside’s boulder plains.


Lardis was a Traveller king, leader of one of Sunside’s Szgany tribes. He was short, barrel-bodied, apelike in the length of his arms; his lank black hair framed a wrinkled, weather-beaten face, with a flattened nose and a wide mouth full of strong, uneven teeth. Under wild eyebrows, Lardis’s brown eyes glittered his mind’s agility, even as he himself was agile despite his stumpy shape. Yes, he was Szgany, and it showed.


“Szgany”: in fact the word had two meanings. Starside’s trogs, cavern-dwelling neanderthals, likewise called themselves Szgany. To them it meant “The Obedient Ones”—obedient to the Wamphyri! As for the genesis of Traveller usage, that was lost in time. Now when the Gypsies used the word to define other than a trog, it best described themselves, their way of life: tinkers, music-makers, seekers after refuge (often in deep caverns, like the dwelling places of the trogs), wandering metalworkers, fey people: Szgany.


Travellers. Ah, but upon a time—an oh so recent time—there had been reasons aplenty for the nomadic existence of the Gypsies! And each and every one of those reasons monstrous, and all of them inhabiting the stone- and bone-built aeries of the Wamphyri! But the Wamphyri were no more.


It was strange; Lardis was not yet accustomed to it; the sun was setting for the fifteenth time and still he shivered, longing for the misted valleys, wooded slopes and forests of Sunside. Across the mountains it was still twilight and true dark many hours away. Plenty of time to find sanctuary in one or another of the many labyrinthine systems of caverns, there to wait out the night until … But no, all of that was yesterday. Yet again Lardis must remind himself: Fool! The yoke is lifted. The Szgany are free!


Pausing where he made his way through the garden, Lardis looked back and up at the topmost crags. They were ashen now: charcoal dusted a pale blue-grey from the brightening stars, the colour of a wolf at twilight. Soon the hurtling moon would be up, half golden in the sun’s reflected light, half blue as Icelands sheen. Then the wolves of Sunside would sing up from the dark forests and down from the pine-clad mountains, and those of Starside would hear them, yawn and stretch, emerge from their treeline dens and answer with songs of their own. For the moon was mistress to all the grey brothers.


Shivering (from the chill of twilight?) Lardis glanced all about in the dusk. At trog workers, leathery, shuffling, nocturnal, already up and about and seeing to their various duties; at the dim but reassuring yellow lights of Traveller dwellings huddled to the gently sloping walls of the saddle; at the misty silhouettes of greenhouses, the glitter of starlight in a shimmering geothermal pool, a creaking wind-vane atop its skeletal tower, turning in the breeze off Starside. And then he shivered again, and started out more urgently for The Dweller’s house—


—Only to slow his pace in the very next moment. No need for haste. It was sundown, yes, but there was nothing hurtful here. Not anymore: So,… why should he feel that something was wrong?


Lardis trusted his instincts. His mother used to read palms, and his father had seen far things; all of the Lidescis had been fey. And tonight Lardis was jumpy without knowing the reason. Could this be why The Dweller had called him, because something was wrong? Well, he would know soon enough. But one thing Lardis already knew: that he had heard the call of Sunside, its rivers, forests and open spaces, and come what may his stay would not be long in The Dweller’s garden.


Three acres in a row front to rear, the garden was—it had been—a marvellous place. It was a small valley in a gently hollowed mountain saddle. In this region Nature had flattened the barrier range somewhat; thus when the sun stood at its low southerly apex, it somehow managed to shine between even the highest peaks and down the long slopes, glancing off the crags to light here. From twilight to twilight, the aching light of Sunside struck through the pass in a great warm misty wedge.


A long, curved dry-stone wall defined the garden’s forward boundary, beyond which the ground dipped sharply towards frowning cliffs, weathered shelves, more declivities, gentling foothills, and finally Starside’s barren plains. Encompassed by the wall, the slopes of the saddle, and a narrow pass at the rear, were small fields or allotments, greenhouses, wind-vanes, sheds and storehouses, and clearwater ponds. A number of pools were astir with trout; others bubbled with thermal activity. Lush with vegetation, much of it crushed and ravaged in the battle but already sprung up and growing again, a surprising number of the garden’s vegetable species would have been at home in The Dweller’s own world. Hardy, improved or developed by The Dweller himself, they had grown accustomed to Starside’s long nights and longer, occasionally dreary, days.


Repairs to the garden were nearing completion. Even stones slimed by exploding gas-beasts or evaporating Lords and lieutenants had been cleaned, or removed to the rim and avalanched down onto Starside. Vampire debris had gone into a crevasse, been drenched with The Dweller’s fuels, burned up with hideous stenches. Eventually the last taint had been expunged. Broken dwellings had been mended, flattened greenhouses re-erected, The Dweller’s generators repaired. Many of the garden’s systems were fragile, requiring frequent attention; tending them was how The Dweller’s people earned their keep, and the work served to instruct them in his ways.


His “people”: trogs sent by the Wamphyri to work mischief against him, only to be converted to his cause; a few Travellers from tribes other than Lardis Lidesci’s, grateful for The Dweller’s sanctuary; and Starside’s grey brotherhood, the wild ones of the mountains, who hunted under the moon. These latest of his volunteers were wolves, but it was as if he were their brother—which indeed he might well be. For The Dweller’s vampire had been passed to him by a wolf …


A vampire, aye—indeed, Wamphyri! For he carried a true egg. And if he were not The Dweller, with his own place here in the garden, what then? On Starside’s boulder plains, east of the shining hemisphere portal to lands unknown, there stood the last great aerie of the Wamphyri. In its prime it had been the property of the Lord Dramal Doombody who, upon his demise, gifted it to his heir the Lady Karen. Might not The Dweller, himself Wamphyri, feel the aerie’s alien lure, make it his own, take his machines there to light that monstrous stack as now they lit the garden?


As for the Lady Karen herself:


In the battle for the garden, Karen had sided with the defenders; moreover, she had brought first warning, and with her hybrid warriors had fought like a wildcat against the vampire Lords! Engaging Lesk the Glut, she’d opened his chest with her gauntlet, cut through the pipes of his heart, torn it smoking from his body while yet Lesk stamped and snorted! The Lady Karen: she had been something! But now …


Some said she lived in her aerie still, though Harry Keogh (called Helllander, and sometimes Dwellersire) would doubtless dispute it; if he were fit and well enough to dispute anything. Harry Keogh: The Dweller’s father, his bloodsire.


After the battle, Harry had sojourned a while with Karen in her aerie; who but a magician out of the hell-lands would dare? She was after all Wamphyri! But upon his return to the garden he’d reported Karen’s demise: how, in order to avoid some dark, unspoken fate, she had killed herself. Perhaps it was so, but mention her name to The Dweller and he would only smile. Except … these days he wasn’t much given to smiling.


Lardis arrived at his destination: a white stone bungalow with round windows and a chalet-style roof, situated close to a hot spring. An exterior staircase of yellow-varnished pine zigzagged up to a small balcony under projecting eaves, which fronted The Dweller’s bedroom in the hollow of the red-tiled roof. After the battle in the garden, when the house suffered exploding gas-beast blasts, only its shell had been left standing. Trogs and Travellers, working together under the direction of The Dwellers, had soon put it back to rights. Now it seemed The Dweller no longer took pride in it. Nor in any of his previous works.


The Dweller waited in his doorway. He wore his golden mask, of course, and a voluminous yellow robe which covered his entire body down to his feet. Lardis paused before him, raised a clenched fist and uttered a customary greeting: “Tear down the mountains!” Customary, habitual, indeed instinctive, the ancient Szgany imprecation no longer had meaning. In return The Dweller nodded, took Lardis’s elbow and escorted him to the long room which was his study. A circular window in an end wall looked out over Starside to the distant, shimmering horizon and the auroras of the far north. A second window in the opposing wall viewed the garden, the narrowing funnel of the saddle, the gaunt crags rising on both sides and merging into peaks. In the cleft of the pass the sky was a banded blue, where the sapphire in the well of the V shaded upwards into indigo to accommodate the first glitter of Sunside’s stars.


Seated on simple stools in soft yellow electric lamplight, the two men faced each other across a small pine table. Despite the fact that Lardis was The Dweller’s senior by a good six or seven years, and a leader in his own right, he was ill at ease in the other’s presence. He had felt this way, indeed increasingly so, almost from first arrival here. His discomfort might have its source in The Dweller’s alien origins—the fact that he was a being from an unknown world, commanding awesome weapons and powers—but that was only part of it. Rather Lardis sensed in him something of the ancient powers of this world (or more properly, of Starside), and for the most part his disquiet lay in knowing what stared back at him through the orbits of The Dweller’s expressionless golden mask—scarlet Wamphyri eyes! Well, no secret there. For much to his credit The Dweller had disclosed all: the fact that he was the recipient of a vampire egg—from the bite of a wolf!


Lardis, however, suspected that there was even more than this to his persistent disquiet. Gazing somewhat obliquely on his host, he felt that The Dweller’s unseen eyes saw more than was their right, that they might even peer into a man’s soul. Lardis’s soul, like his conscience, was crystal clear, but his thoughts were never less than searching. He didn’t much like the idea that perhaps The Dweller was also a thought-thief, a mentalist. Certainly the majority of the Old Wamphyri had had the power, in one degree or another.


Finally The Dweller spoke. “You are silent.” His voice was young, yet old with knowledge, with strangeness. It had a rough edge, a rasp of physical pain. Beneath his robe, The Dweller’s burns were not yet healed. Not entirely.


Lardis shrugged awkwardly, felt lost for an answer. “You sent for me. I came to discover your needs.”


“My needs?” The Dweller answered Lardis’s shrug with one of his own. “I myself don’t know what they are! But for the moment they are the needs of my people. Later … we shall see.”


—Lardis waited, and eventually:


“I fear there are changes in the offing,” said The Dweller, sighing. “There are several subjects to discuss. My mother, my father, myself. Yourself, and your people. The garden, and its future. If it has one.”


Still Lardis waited.


“The garden served a purpose, in its time,” The Dweller continued. “It was a home, a refuge, even a fortress against the Wamphyri. Against their arrogance, anyway: their ‘invincibility.’ Well, they were not invincible. Nor am I. Nothing is. Also, the garden proved a point: that while a fixed, permanent home may be vulnerable, still it may be defended, and successfully. One of several things which made the Wamphyri strong was their territoriality. They would not suffer rivals within their spheres. Once they laid claim to a place—or to anything, for that matter—it was theirs forever, or as long as they could hold it. This was no weird idiosyncrasy; most creatures, once they have found their place, will not move lightly aside. And men are much the same. Which is how and why we held the garden and brought the Wamphyri down.” He paused.


“In my father’s country,” The Dweller continued in a while, “in his world, they have this saying: ‘An Englishman’s home is his castle.’ It may be translated as a warning: ‘Make no threat against me on my own land, for here I am strong. Here, I am the master!” Again The Dweller paused, then asked, “Do you understand what I’m saying?”


Lardis wasn’t sure he did understand, but certainly he was worried. The Dweller’s mode of expression sounded like nothing so much as a Wamphyri word game! And suddenly Lardis wondered: In the battle for the garden, was it his purpose to simply defend himself against the Wamphyri … or to usurp them? If the latter, what did that make Lardis Lidesci and his people? Free men … or thralls? Now that The Dweller alone held sway on Starside, how would he use his power?


Finally Lardis found his voice. “Are these things applicable to me?”


“To you and yours, yes,” The Dweller replied. “The Szgany fought for me and my garden. What they paid in blood has been returned in skill and knowledge; and in future, should the need arise, your people will know how to defend themselves. But for now … what is there for you on Starside? What was there ever, but a threat? Well, the threat is no more. So go back to Sunside, quit your travelling, build settlements and live in peace—for as long as you may. You’ve earned yourselves a breathing space, time of your own in which to grow strong. Only remember: the vampire swamps are still there. If ever the Wamphyri should return, whether bred in the swamps or … other places, next time be ready for them.”


Lardis had been holding his breath. He let it out in a sigh which was almost a gasp. For while still puzzled, he was also relieved. He need no longer feel guilty about his intentions; his mind had been made up to leave, which coincided with The Dweller’s advice. As for certain other fears in respect of The Dweller’s purpose, he saw now that they had been unworthy.


“Before the next sunup,” he finally replied, “I’ll take my people out of here. Until then, if you’ll help us, we’ll learn all we can from you. As for fighting the Wamphyri, in that we are of one mind. I have always fought them. And if they return I’ll fight them again.”


Under the rim of The Dweller’s mask where it enclosed his cheekbones and housed his nose in a prow, his lips twitched into a smile. He nodded and said, “Yes, I know—but in the past you have fought with muscle, blood, bone. The next time will be with ‘science.’ Ah, you think you don’t know the word, but you do! You’ve seen it at work, here, all about you! In your permanent settlements, the towns you’ll build, there will be time for it. Time for all manner of things, now that your endless trekking is at an end! ‘Science,’ yes: it means to learn and to understand … everything! What? And is everything too much for you? Well, perhaps it is. But you Szgany are a crafty people; metalworkers, weapon-makers, skills left over from a time before the Wamphyri. Just a little learning, even a little science … Why, there’s nothing in this garden you couldn’t make! Nothing of my technology which you can’t discover and duplicate for yourselves, given time.”


Lardis felt a great excitement, but at the same time he was frowning again. For now he detected something else in The Dweller’s tone, words between his words. There was a sense of—finality?—in the things he said. But if the Szgany were at a beginning, who then was at an end? Or … who suspected that his end was upon him?


“Other matters,” The Dweller painfully rasped, his urgency cutting into the Gypsy’s thoughts; so that again Lardis wondered, Mentalist? Thought-thief? While out loud he said:


“You, yourself, Dweller?”


The Dweller gave a smart start, and now it was his turn to wonder. The Gypsy was shrewd. Had Lardis been anticipating his host or simply answering some question of his own? Had he seen the pain in The Dweller’s scorched face, heard it in his voice? Had he perhaps guessed that The Dweller’s sun-poisoned flesh was dying? Well, possibly, but even a shrewd man could scarcely guess the whole truth, the final truth—that even now The Dweller’s vampire was reshaping what untainted flesh remained. But into what?


“Myself.”


Lardis nodded. “If we Travellers—we Szgany, since it appears we’ll journey no more—if we leave the garden, then what of you, your trogs, your people? What of those Travellers who were here before me and mine? What of your mother … aye, and your father? What of Harry Hell-lander? This is the second sundown he’s tossed and babbled in his strange fever. Who knows how long before he’ll recover? Last but not least, what of the garden?”


The Dweller nodded. “We’ll deal with all of these things in their turn. My mother … is failing. I have watched her grow old while in fact she’s still young. In the world where she was born, women of her age are still in their prime, but that was never her destiny.” Now his rasping voice turned a little sour. “From the day she met my father the shape of her life was preordained, with never a chance that it might run a straight course. She wasn’t weak, but neither was she strong … enough. She was ordinary, and Harry is—he was—extraordinary. And yet her life has not been miserable; indeed she has been happy, here in the garden. The nature of her affliction is that it shuts out all manner of horrid things from her mind, until almost everything has been shut out. And now she dwells alone, within.”


“Not alone, Dweller!” Lardis protested.


The Dweller held up a slender hand. “I know, I know: my people look after her well, and are rewarded with her smiles. But such responses are automatic; she merely obeys her instincts; she is mainly alone—but not for long. Soon she’ll join that throng who went before, going on from this place like a vine growing over the wall. Well, and it’s true there are worlds beyond and I mustn’t be greedy. So let it be: let her simple smile brighten some other’s garden a while. Until then I’ll stay with her, along with a few others of my people who won’t leave her …” He paused a moment. And in a little while:


“As for you and your people, Lardis: you’ll prosper on Sunside, I’m sure. And myself? Well, I looked after myself, my mother, the garden, long before the first of you Szgany joined me here; and now … I have friends other than trogs and Travellers. What’s more, I no longer have any enemies.” He stood up, seeming to flow to his feet in the weird way of the Wamphyri, and paced the floor to the window that looked out on the garden. Lardis followed him, watching as he opened the window, leaned out a little way, and inclined his head upwards to the misted mountain peaks. The ghost of a howl came ululating down, thin and eery, echoing in flooding moonlight. And behind his golden mask The Dweller smiled.


“No harm will come to me or mine,” he eventually continued, when the howling stopped. “Shortly, even my most faithful will leave me; I shall ask them to leave, by which time they’ll be ready.”


“But … why do you isolate yourself?” Lardis was at pains to understand his motives. “Will you stay on here, alone?”


“Stay here? Ah, no. But I shall return from time to time, to talk to her, in my way …”


“To your mother? When she is—”


“When she’s dead, yes.”


For a moment Lardis believed he saw red fires reflected on the rims of the eye sockets in the golden mask, and he was hard put to contain a sudden shudder. Wamphyri, The Dweller, aye—and much more than that: For like his father before him he had … ah, powers!


The Dweller looked at Lardis, clasped his broad shoulders in pale thin hands, and thought: He’s brave, this man. Brave and loyal. He should fear me, even run from me, but he stands his ground. Whatever comes to pass—however it shall be—I’ll not hurt him or his. Never!


It was as if Lardis heard him. All of the fear went out of him; a great deal of fear which, until the moment it left him, he’d scarcely realized was there at all. At least he’d never admitted it, not even to himself. Finally he straightened up and nodded. “Then it seems we have no more to talk about,” he said. “Ah—except your father, of course.”


The Dweller’s answering nod was thoughtful, deliberate. “How goes it with him?”


Now Lardis gave a grunt and offered a frustrated shrug. “We care for him, feed him, watch over him in his fever,” he answered. “Everything as you instructed—but we’ve no knowledge of his sickness. You say that both of you were burned by your own weapons, those brilliant beams of sunlight with which you destroyed the Wamphyri. Well, and your burns were plainly visible, Dweller, their effect immediate—it’s a miracle you survived! But Harry Hell-lander was not burned, not that I ever saw.”


The Dweller had his answer ready. “I was burned on the outside,” he said. “My flesh was physically scorched by the sun’s fire. But my father’s sickness is in his blood, a slow poison, like silver or kneblasch to the Wamphyri. It causes this fever in him. But when the fever has burned itself out, he will be cured. Then I’ll take him back to his own place. And then at last I’ll be alone here.”


“And that’s what you want?”


“It’s how it has to be.” The Dweller’s voice was now a low growl. He began to turn away—then swiftly turned back, face to face with the Gypsy. And urgently, perhaps pleadingly, he said: “Lardis, listen. I am Wamphyri! When I fought for this place, the fighting roused something up in me, in my blood. You trust me, I know. Likewise your people, and mine. But I don’t know how long I may trust myself! Now do you understand?”


Lardis believed he did, and a little of his escaped fear crept back in. “But how … how will you survive?” Unintentionally, he placed some small emphasis on the word will.


Before the other could answer, an echoing chorus of howls floated down out of the hills. With long, loping strides, The Dweller took himself back to the window, again inclining his head to the heights. And to Lardis he said; “How do they survive, the grey brotherhood?”


“They are hunters,” the Gypsy answered, quietly. “And will you also … hunt?”


“I know what you are thinking,” The Dweller said. “And I don’t blame you. Your times have been hard. The Wamphyri have made them so. But this I vow: I shall never hunt men.”


Lardis shivered again, but he believed The Dweller’s words. “You are … a changeling creature,” he said. “I can’t pretend to understand you.”


“A changeling, it’s true,” The Dweller agreed. “I had two fathers, only one of which was a man! My human flesh is dying now, but I can feel my vampire at work in me. He remembers his former host, and has other clay to mold.”


There was that in his voice … Lardis was not afraid … but there was weirdness in the air … the moon had turned the garden yellow, with black mountains beyond, split by the deep blue V of the pass. “I should be going,” the Gypsy said, his normal rumble of a voice little more than a whisper.


“See my hands,” said The Dweller, “how thin they are, like paws?” He stretched out his arms, until his hands and wrists stood free of the wide cuffs. “These I shall retain, as best I can—the hands of a man—to remind me of what I was.” And cocking his head curiously on one side, he glanced at Lardis. “Also that you and your people shall know me, when I am … other than I am now.”


Lardis looked; The Dweller’s hands were pale and slim as a girl’s; but his wrists and forearms, what could be seen of them, were grey-furred! Backing towards the door, the Gypsy hissed, “You, Dweller? A grey one?”


“When they call down from the peaks under the moon like that,” the other sighed, “ah!—I hear them! And I know they call for me.” He opened the door for Lardis, and the Gypsy tremblingly stepped out into the night.


“I … I knew they were your friends, of course,” he told The Dweller, where now that one stood framed in the doorway. “But—”


“My friends?” Again that quick tilt of The Dweller’s head; his eyes, gleaming now in the eye-holes of his mask, no longer red but feral in moonlight. “That and more than that. My kin!”


And as he turned more fully into the garden: “Lardis,” The Dweller called after him. “Remember—we shall not hunt you. Be sure that you never hunt me or mine …”


Harry Keogh tossed and turned in tortured dreams. He had been tortured, a little. What his son, The Dweller, had done to him could not have been accomplished by any other means: the Necroscope’s metaphysical mind had been entered like a house in the night, its innermost vaults penetrated, its owner deprived of his treasures. The intruder had been none other than Harry Jr. himself, called The Dweller, soon to be Harry Wolfson. Except he had stolen nothing, merely changed the combination on certain locks and booby-trapped certain passageways. During the course of work such as this, inevitably there had been some “structural” damage which, while he had kept it to a minimum, was the real cause of his father’s “fever.” It was not so much that Harry Keogh’s blood was poisoned, rather that his mentality had been depleted.


Harry dreamed of the forbidden Möbius Continuum. Trapped in its flux, he drifted useless as a ship with neither sail nor rudder, a waterlogged hulk rocked and slowly twirled by mathematical tides and algebraic whirlpools, through straits of Pure Number where he was now innumerate. And in the primal darkness of that place beyond or between such places as men are allowed to know, he was aware of a thousand locked doors, all of them drifting with him, around him, even through him, each one of them a mystery to him, closed to him forever. For he was no longer empowered to conjure the Möbius equations which were their keys.


They were doors, yes, to other places, even other times, but without their keys the immensity of the Möbius Continuum might as well be the narrow confines of a dungeon … or the innermost chamber of some sunken Pharaonic tomb, lost forever in the Valley of the Kings.


Such imaginative associations were cyclic and mutative as the stuff of dreams has ever been. Ideas evoked fresh visions as the focus of Harry’s dream now shaped itself to this Egyptian motif. So that in the next moment he wondered: Doors? But if these myriad eerily drifting shapes are doors, then why do they look so much like sarcophagi?


Sarcophagi, coffins, caskets: now they were made of glass, allowing him to see into them. And within, all of those teeming dead thousands, the Great Majority, could see out! They could see Harry drifting helplessly by, and soon commenced to shout at him. He saw their mouths working, death’s-head jaws grimacing and snapping, the leather of mummied faces cracking where unnatural stress was applied to otherwise inanimate, exanimate tissues. They rapped on their glass lids with ivory-knuckles, ogled him through empty sockets, waved X-ray hands as he went floating by.


His countless dead friends: they talked to him as of old, questioned him, begged news, items of information, this, that or the other favour. But the ex-Necroscope couldn’t hear them and in any case daren’t listen, and he knew that he must never ever again try to answer them. Oh, Harry wasn’t afraid of the dead and never had been, but he feared, indeed dreaded, their attempted communication with him! For his deadspeak talent had been forbidden to him, even as the most basic numbers were now unknowable. Worse, there would be a penalty to pay: such agony as might easily win him a box of his own!


He could only offer them a negative shake of his head (and even then believed he took a risk) as he bobbed heavily along where once he’d skimmed, no longer master but captive of the Möbius Continuum. I shouldn’t even be here, he told himself. How did I get in here? How will I get out?


As if some One had answered, he saw that the coffins were doors again, one of which opened directly in his path. Offering no resistance (he had none to offer), he was drawn through into another place, another time. Drawn into time itself, but time in reverse! And so Harry began to fall into his own past.


Gathering speed, he was drawn backwards in time like a thread rewinding itself onto its bobbin. Indeed, he watched his own blue life-thread—nothing less than the course and continuity of his fourth-dimensional existence from birth to the grave—streaming back into him as he backtracked years already lived. And the thought occurred: I am going back to my beginnings. I will have it all to live—all to do, all to suffer—all over again!


That was too much. It was the difference between a dream and a nightmare. And Harry Keogh woke up—


—Drenched in his own sweat, and gasping: “No!”


“Don’t!” she told him at once, her voice almost as startled and frightened as his own, but less hoarse. “You’re hurting me.”


“Brenda!” Harry croaked, almost sobbed her name, while at the same time doubting that it was her name, but hoping anyway. Praying that it had all been a dream—and not just this part but all of it, everything—and a moment later knowing that it had not. No, for her fierce breasts, where now on impulse she suddenly hugged his face against them, weren’t Brenda’s; she didn’t smell like Brenda; and anyway he remembered now that the Brenda he’d called out to had been many long years and an entirely different world ago.


“Brenda?” she repeated, her accent husky, Szgany, as he relaxed his grip on her arms and flopped back into his damp bed. “Were you dreaming, Harry Dwellersire?” She leaned over him, supported his head with a cool hand, stroked his brow.


“Dreaming?” He looked up at her, tried to focus on her. It wasn’t easy; he felt weak as a kitten, drained. And that last word—coupled with what she’d called him, Dwellersire—was a trigger which released more memories. No, not drained, merely depleted. Robbed. By his own son, The Dweller. And none of it had been a dream, or only the last part. And even that had been so close to reality as to make no difference.


He turned his head, looked around the small, stone-built, whitewashed, electric-lamplit room. A crude dwelling, little more than a cave. But luxury to some. Certainly to Travellers, who hadn’t known what a permanent home was before The Dweller and his garden. And Harry’s voice turned as sour as the fur lining his clammy mouth as he mumbled, “Starside?”


She nodded. “Yes, Starside, the garden. And your fever has broken.” She smiled at him. “You’re going to be well again.”


“My … fever?” His eyes went back to her face. It looked very lovely in the soft, uneven yellow flow of the lamplight; most of the electricity from The Dweller’s generators went to the greenhouses. “Yes, my ‘fever,’” Harry said again, nodding wryly. No fever, he knew. Just his shattered mind, gradually pulling its bits together again. “How long have I been lying here?”


“This is the second sundown,” she told him. She withdrew her hand from under his head, replaced it with a bundled fur for a pillow. Then she stood up from her stool and said, “I’ll prepare soup for you. After you have eaten, The Dweller will want to know that—”


“No!” he cut her short, his anxiety very tangible. “Not … yet, a while. He doesn’t need to know yet. I want a little time to myself, to get my thoughts in order.”


And she wondered: Is he afraid of his own son?- Then perhaps we all should be.


Harry looked at her standing there, a frown on her attractive if careworn face. She was small, amply proportioned, with dark eyes slightly aslant, a small nose for a Gypsy, and hair glossy black where it fell to her shoulders. Passionate as all her race—dressed in soft, supple leather—even motionless there was something animal, sinuous, sensual about her.


Still frowning, she crossed to a fireplace built into the virgin rock of the innermost wall and hung a prepared pot from a tripod. Prodding the fire’s embers to glowing life, and aware that Harry’s eyes followed her every movement, she finally told him, “But The Dweller’s instructions were very clear: Lardis’s people are to tend your needs as best possible until such time as you recover, upon which—and immediately—he is to be informed.”


“My needs are that I’m not to be disturbed.” Harry’s wits were a little sharper now. “I’m not to be excited. You mustn’t … mustn’t argue with me.” All of this thinking, all of these words, were a big effort. Wearied, he lay back and wondered why he felt only half here. No, he knew why: it was because he was only half here. He had lost, been deprived of, several of his senses—like losing touch and taste. Which left him feeling numb, and life flavourless.


The Gypsy woman smiled and slowly nodded, as if the sharpness of Harry’s words had confirmed some unspoken thing. “You are wilful.” She said what was on her mind. “All of you hell-landers are alike, wild and wilful. Zekintha, called Zek, and Jazz Simmons: they were the same. If only they had stayed here. Their hot blood—their children—would be welcome among the Travellers. We would be the stronger for it.” It was a Szgany compliment.


“Szgany blood is hot enough,” Harry answered, also a compliment. “So … will you report my awakening? What’s your name, anyway?”


“I am Nana Kiklu,” she answered, coming back to sit beside him as before. “And no, I will not report your awakening. Not for a little while.”


“Not until morning? Sunup?”


She cocked her head on one side. “That’s a long time. We’re only halfway into the night. There will be others looking after you before sunup, who will surely see that you are recovered.”


“Not if I’m asleep,” Harry answered.


“Perhaps not …” But now she could see how important this was to him, and so made up her mind. “Mine is the last shift,” she said, thoughtfully. “If your recovery is still undiscovered when I return, then it can wait till daylight.”


Harry held back a sigh of relief, settled down more easily into his bed. He did actually need the time, didn’t want to be transported back to his own world while he was still in … in a state of shock? And so, “Fair enough,” he said. And in open admiration: “Your man is fortunate, Nana Kiklu. At one and the same time, his woman is accommodating and charming.”


“I thank you,” she answered at once, “but as for my man—alas, no.” And now a certain longing, an emptiness, crept into her voice, and a sadness onto her face. For like Harry, Nana, too, had been deprived. “My man was … less than fortunate,” she explained. “In the battle for the garden, the Lord Belath’s gauntlet, dipped in poison, sliced Hzak’s shoulder to the bone. I prayed he would survive. He did survive—for six sunups.”


Now Harry Keogh sighed, more a groan than a sigh proper, and turned his face away; but not before she saw the sympathy living in it, and the regret. The time had been—but now was gone—when he might have contacted Hzak Kiklu to comfort him, tell him that the Wamphyri were no more. But exNecroscope, the dead were beyond Harry now.


“All things pass,” she said, bravely. “Now—can you sit up? I have soup for you, with chunks of soft meat. Your blood has grown thin as water through all the hours you’ve lain here. This will thicken it up.” She brought soup and bread. Harry was suddenly very tired, but he was hungry too. While he ate, Nana Kiklu looked on in silent approval. She approved of him wolfing the food she’d prepared, and she approved … of him.


Under his bedclothes lay the body of a hunter, a fighting man; hard-muscled as Hzak’s had been, yet pale and different. Well, of course he was different, for he came out of the hell-lands of legend! But … not that different. She’d washed him tip to toe and so knew he wasn’t that different. But handsome, aye! Tall, and lean in the hip. Strong too, before his sickbed, and would be again. Nana had no concept of the word “athlete,” but she could picture Harry chasing a wild pig and casting his spear: the ripple of his muscles, the narrowing of his strange honey-brown eyes. She could picture him doing … many things.


As for the waving grey streaks in the russet of his hair: it seemed unlikely that age could have put them there. Harry Dwellersire was—what, ageless? When she’d listened to him rambling in his fever, he had sounded like nothing so much as an innocent boy; for a fact his body seemed older than his mind! Nana couldn’t know it, but in that last thought she had struck upon the absolute truth.


So, why was he greying? Did it result from great learning, the wisdom that came from it, the weight of mighty knowledge? But knowledge of what strange things? In her reasoning, too, she came closer to the truth than she knew. But as things were she could only offer a small, unself-conscious shrug which went unnoticed. Why strive to understand anything? He was after all a hell-lander. It was probably as well that she neither knew nor understood.


Harry was asleep almost before the last spoonful of soup was down, and a half hour later Nana Kiklu handed over her duties to another, much older woman. Good as her word, she said nothing about their charge’s partial recovery …


Harry woke up at the end of the six-hour shift, saw the old Gypsy woman nodding on her stool, closed his eyes and moaned until she started awake. Then he kicked his limbs, but feebly, convincing her that he was feverish still. When he calmed down she spooned soup into him, crooned to him until he slept again. Six hours later he employed the same subterfuge with a third Szgany woman, but this time there could be no hiding his rapid improvement. He was only saved by the prompt arrival of Nana Kiklu.


“He looks well,” his unknown Gypsy nurse told Nana as she came in from Starside’s long night, shrugging herself out of a heavy coat of fur. “His fever is in abeyance; all the clamminess has gone out of him; he took enough soup for two men! I think he’ll wake soon. We should tell The Dweller.”


And feigning sleep, Harry heard Nana’s answer:


“Let’s not be too hasty. The Dweller is resting. Sunup is five hours away and the dawn will be time enough. Don’t worry, I will see to it.”


“As you will,” the other answered, and left.


Harry had done most of his thinking in his sleep, which in the main had been restful; also in his dreams, which were less so. He was aware that his son would soon take him out of this world into his own and leave him there, and that he would be a free man again. But only a man, no more Necroscope, and no way round it. He wasn’t reconciled to it but had no choice. For the time being, however, his frustration seemed all burned out of him; except … he supposed it must return. Yes, as long as there were locked rooms in the mansion of his mind—while he remembered the Möbius Continuum, and the myriad dead friends who were lost to him now—it would always return.


But looking at Nana Kiklu where she came to stand over him, looking at her through three-quarters-shuttered eyes, which yet feigned sleep, he found himself remembering other, more mundane things. Earthly, even earthy things; yet not of the earth, and certainly not of the grave. For Nana Kiklu was far from that. On the contrary, she was full of life. And he remembered how her breasts had felt against his face when she’d hugged him.


And then he knew why he continued to feign sleep: so that he could watch her watching him. He wanted to consider her expression, and see if he could sense that in her which he felt in himself. It had been a long, long time since he’d known a woman.


When Nana sat beside him he merged into her shadow, felt drawn to her. The top buttons of her soft leather blouse were open; leaning over him to straighten his pillow, the curves of her elastic breasts were partly exposed. Only lift his hands a little and he could test their weight. It was a struggle not to. And to control his breathing.


She cocked her head a little on one side, half shuttered her own eyes, frowned at him. But her eyes, like her thoughts, were very deep. She had noticed the rise and fall of his chest: a trifle … irregular? Both Harry and the Gypsy, each wondered what were the other’s thoughts.


In the same moment that he felt he must touch her, finally she moved, got up, went to the door—and barred it. And Harry knew, in the way people do, what was going to happen; also that he wanted it to happen.


She came back, her Gypsy hips swaying hypnotically, and sat down again. But as she adjusted his blanket, so her hand crept beneath it onto his naked thigh. Harry stopped breathing, stiffened with the shock of her touch, and her suspicions were at once confirmed. Her laugh was low and husky. “I thought your fever had cooled a little. But look, here you are hot as ever! Hot—and hard …”


Already erect, his manhood grew more yet into her tightening, deliciously mobile fist, to hammer like a heart against her palm. Until he groaned, “No! Wait! Nana, don’t waste me!” His trembling hands found the buttons of her blouse and her breasts tumbled free. While he fondled and kissed their softness, teasing her brown nipples to life, she struggled to be rid of her clothes and into bed with him.


“Fill me, Harry Dwellersire,” she moaned, “for we’ve both been empty and aching for far too long. I’m not sure why you ache, but this may be part of the cure.”


He made no answer, found the sucking gate to her sex and drove into it. In the next moment, for a moment, he held himself back, then panted: “I can’t—daren’t—damn it, I’ll get you pregnant!”


“No,” she shook her head, rolled over on top and came down slow and heavy on him, trapping his flesh deep in her lava core and his face in the silky curtain of her hair. And slowly working her body, with her breasts lolling in his face, she gasped, “I’m … barren.” It was a lie; Hzak’s seed had been at fault, she knew. But as for Nana, she wanted a child—so why not Harry’s?


Harry felt himself swelling, shook his head wildly. “Nana, I can’t hold it!”


“Don’t try,” she told him, and instantly felt him jerking, geysering into her. His long bursts seemed unending, lubrication for the hot engine of her womanhood.


“Too quick,” he moaned, angry with himself. “Too damn quick!”


“Yes,” she murmured, smothering him in her breasts, her kisses. “Too quick. But that one was for you. This one will be for me, and it will be slower.”


It was. And so was the next …


In the grey twilight, just before sunup, Nana crept from Harry’s bed and dressed, went to The Dweller and told him that his father’s fever had broken. When she left her lover of a few brief hours, he was sleeping a dreamless, exhausted sleep, and somehow she knew it was the last she would see of him.


But warm inside, she also knew it was not the last of his works.




II


Four years later:


Lardis Lidesci’s house stood on a rise a little above Settlement, where the grassy, temperate but abrupt foothills of Sunside climbed towards rocky outcrops and steep, forested heights. He liked sitting in front of the house at sundown, to catch the last rays of the sun; likewise before sunup, to watch it rise. Unthinkable four short years ago (two hundred “days,” or sunup-sundown cycles), and even now nerve-tingling: to be up and about, safe and sound, and the parent star itself not yet risen. Strange, too, to live in one place, in a house; though almost all of the Szgany did these days—certainly the majority of Lardis’s prosperous, ever-increasing band.


The Szgany Lidesci: Lardis’s people.


Oh, there were still a few families who preferred their hide-covered caravans along the valley trails, and those who dragged their scant belongings on travois from place to place, unwilling to rest, relax, rejoice in the fact that the scourge of the Wamphyri was a thing of the past. But in the main they were settled or settling now, while other tribes, clans, bands of Travellers were following suit, building their own places along the forest’s rim, east to west down the spine of the barrier range.


Lardis’s cabin was styled after The Dweller’s house on Starside. Providing shelter for Lardis, his young wife Lissa, and not least their small son Jason—who had been named by his father after someone he very much admired—it stood a mile east of Sanctuary Rock. Lardis had chosen the spot himself, built the house, finally taken a wife and settled here, all in that period of twenty-four solar rotations following immediately upon The Dweller (whom some saw fit to call “the changeling” now, and others Harry Wolfson) sending the Szgany out of his garden on Starside. And while Lardis had toiled to construct his home here in the lower foothills, so his people had followed his example, felled trees and built Settlement.


Since the place was the first community of its kind in more than two thousand years of wandering, Lardis found its simple name in keeping—if not the high, stout fence which the Gypsies had seen fit to throw up around it. With its catwalks, turret watchtowers and various defensive systems … perhaps after all “Fortress” would have been a more suitable name! But memories of hard times die hard, and Szgany dread of Wamphyri terror and domination was instinctive and immemorial.


The Wamphyri, aye!


Sitting here in the faint, false dawn light of Sunside, looking down on Settlement—with its tiny gardens and allotments, blue smoke spiralling from its stone chimneys, the first antlike movements in its cramped streets—Lardis wondered if the Wamphyri would ever return. Well, possibly, for they were like a recurrent nightmare which fades but not entirely from inner memory, bloating anew when least expected, resurgent in the night. But not, he prayed, in his time. Let it not be in his or little Jason’s time.


It wouldn’t be, not if he could help it.


And yet … it was reported that the vampire swamps were acrawl again. Creatures and ignorant, lonely men went there to drink, and came away more than creatures and less than men. Or more than men, depending on one’s point of view: that of someone entirely human, or that of something other. Impossible and therefore pointless—and not least very, very dangerous—to attempt to quarantine, patrol or monitor those great boggy tracts sprawling west of the barrier range, those morasses of bubbling, festering evil. Their extent was unknown, unmapped; no one fully understood the nature of vampire contamination, infestation, mutation.


How then to keep the threat at bay? The Szgany Lidesci could only do their best. Lardis’s plan had been simple and so far had seemed to work:


West of the jagged barrier mountains, where the crags fell to earth, petered into stacks, knolls and jumbles, became foothills which eventually flattened into quaggy hollows, that was where the swamps began. Fed by streams out of the heights, the marshes brewed their horrors through the long, steamy sunups, released them into the gurgling, mist-wreathed nights. At least one tribe of Starside trogs, inhabitants of deep caverns far to the west of what was once The Dweller’s garden, knew the danger well enough: they kept a constant watch for any doubtful creature emerging from that region. And since all such were dubious, they destroyed them whenever they could. Wolf, goat, man—it made no difference—if he, it, whatever, came stumbling or stalking out of reeking, moisture-laden darkness into trog territory, then he was doomed.


Lardis had taken his cue from the trogs. One hundred and forty miles west of Settlement, where the mountains were less rugged and the green belt of Sunside narrowed down to something of a thinly forested bottleneck, that was where the Szgany had always drawn their line of demarcation. In all Lardis’s travelling days, he’d never taken the tribe across that line, neither him nor any other leader that he knew of. Apart from a handful of solitary types—lone wanderers who always kept themselves apart, perhaps for safety of body and soul—apart from these and the rare, nomadic family group, the territory beyond the line of demarcation was unknown to men, unexplored. But as for the line itself: now at least it was manned. And constantly.


There were two well-established Gypsy communities west of Settlement: Mirlu Township only twenty miles away, and Tireni Scarp, three times as far again. Volunteers from all three of these “towns” took turns guarding the brooding vampire frontier. Even now two dozen men of the Szgany Lidesci were away from home, an entire sunup’s march to the west. There they’d stay for four long days—and four fraught, eerie sundowns—until—relieved of their duties by the Szgany Mirlu. Eventually it would be the turn of a band from Tireni Scarp, and so forth. This way, just as Starside’s trogs kept a lookout for incursions into their territories, so the Szgany protected Sunside.


It was as much as could be done; Lardis had agreed all of the procedures with Anton Mirlu and Yanni Tireni; the Lidescis—because they were situated farthest from the boundary and so had farther to trek in pursuance of their duties—would seem to have got the worst of the deal. At the same time, however, they were the farthest away … but never to the extent that Lardis was out of touch. No, for he must always maintain his intelligence, keep up to date where and whenever vampiric outbreaks or manifestations were concerned …


Hunched in his chair in his small garden over Settlement, Lardis chewed over all of these things, considering what had been and wondering what was still to be; until suddenly, feeling a chill, he turned up the collar of his jacket. Not that this would warm him, for his was a chill of the soul—maybe. He snorted and gave an agitated shrug. At times he cursed the seer’s blood in him; it told him things and gave warning, true, but never told enough and sometimes warned too late.


A thin mist was gradually (and quite naturally) rising out of the earth, up from the streams and rivers, advancing through the forests and gathering in the hollows. Already Settlement’s walls were fading into the grey of it. Lardis didn’t much care for mists; he’d seen too many which were other than natural; he remembered their clammy feel against his skin, what had issued them, what all too often issued out of them. But this one—


—He narrowed dark Szgany eyes and merely scowled at this one. Knowing its source he could afford to, for it was simply the dawn. In just a little while now the glorious, laborious sun would lift its rim up over the far furnace deserts, pour its light on fringes of scrub, crabgrass, savanna where they gradually merged into forest, until finally its golden rays would light upon Settlement and the barrier range itself.


Sunup, soon! The land knew it, stirred, breathed a moist breath of mist to wake birds and beasts alike, and cover the shimmer of trout in the brightening rivers.


Sunup, aye … And with the thought, all manner of morbid omens and imaginings slipped quietly from Lardis’s mind. For a little while, anyway …


“Halloo!” The cry broke into Lardis’s solitude, brought him to his feet.


Going to the front of the garden and looking down the zigzagging, rudimentary stairway of stones which he’d wedged into the steepest part of the descent, Lardis saw two disparate figures climbing towards him, their feet swathed in a milky weave of ground mist. One of them, whose familiar voice had hailed him, was Nana Kiklu. The other—male, gnarled, and somewhat bent—was the mentalist Jasef Karis; or the “thought-thief,” as most people knew him, except that was an unkind expression. Oh, the old Gypsy could get into your head right enough, and steal your thoughts if he wanted to! But that wasn’t his way. Usually he kept his talent to himself, or else used it to the tribe’s advantage as a whole.


As for Nana: her man had died following the battle for The Dweller’s garden, which itself had followed fast on the hell of the bloodbath at Sanctuary Rock. And Lardis remembered that only too well …


Then: the Wamphyri Lord Shaithis had come into Sunside looking for Zekintha Föener and the hell-lander Jazz Simmons. In fact Zek and Jazz were both hell-landers, but while Lardis had admired them individually, his memories of Zek were that much fonder. Though it would have been impossible to mistake her for a Gypsy (what, with her colouring, like a burst of sunlight?), still there had been something of the Gypsy about her. While she’d never once encouraged Lardis, nevertheless he’d entertained hopes. Perhaps if things had worked out differently … but they hadn’t. Zek was gone now, returned to her own world. Anyway, Lardis had Lissa and Jason, and loved both of them. He channelled his thoughts afresh:


After the slaughter at Sanctuary Rock and the period of sojourn in The Dweller’s garden, when the tribe had returned to Sunside to build Settlement, then Nana had been given the task of caring for old Jasef; for there were no drones among the Szgany. Indeed, if circumstances had been as of old, then Nana would have been obliged to find herself another husband. And as for the old man: surely the day had long since dawned when the mentalist was no more. His rapidly shrivelling brain, desiccated bones and knotted ligaments must certainly have done for him by now, when during some nightmare raid from Starside—with neither wit to hide himself away, nor agility to flee—Jasef would have ended his days as fodder in the belly of a hybrid Wamphyri warrior creature. Except … that had been then and this was now, and things were very different.


Lardis continued to follow the progress of the pair as they climbed towards him, and his thoughts in respect of the aged Szgany telepath were neither callous nor calculating, merely honest:


Old Jasef, with his mind-reading abilities and what all: what he ate didn’t amount to much, nor was he troublesome. In his lean-to adjacent to Nana’s cabin, he lived out his time in what small comfort was available and was grateful. For he knew that in certain Szgany tribes he might not be so fortunate; he might even be put down, like his father before him, because there was something of the Wamphyri in him. It was very little and showed itself only in his mentalism, but in Lardis’s eyes that made him valuable. Especially now that things were starting to happen again, albeit things which the Szgany could well do without.


Now Lardis looked back some thirteen sunups to the last time Nana brought Jasef Karis to see him—and to what had resulted from the visit:


“Karen’s in her aerie and worried!” The old man’s hands had fluttered like brown-spotted birds. “Likewise Harry Wolfson where he prowls with the pack on Starside’s flank, howling under the racing moon. Their thoughts are strange and ominous. I have seen with their eyes how the auroras writhe and pulse over the Icelands, and smelled with their nostrils the weird winds that blow from that cold realm!”


Lardis had nodded, and asked: “What are their thoughts?”


“Karen is uneasy—very! She makes monsters!”


“Out of men?” Not wanting to believe it, Lardis had held his breath. It had been hard enough, that time four years ago, to believe she still lived! What, Karen alive? And Harry Dwellersire so sure that she was dead? But when The Dweller returned to Starside after delivering his father back to the hell-lands, then the truth of it had been seen: the Lady Karen herself had come visiting! She and The Dweller (two of a kind?), walking, talking together on the silvered slopes, in the heights over Starside’s boulder plains. But why not? She had been his ally against the Wamphyri Lords, hadn’t she? She had been the one to bring first warning.


And now this: she practiced the arts of the Wamphyri and made monsters! But from what? Perhaps it was as well after all that The Dweller had become a changeling, whose powers waned like his waning man-flesh. Aye, for he was the leader of the grey brotherhood now—a wolf!—albeit a wolf with the pale slender hands of a human youth. Had it been otherwise … ah, what unthinkable nightmares he and Karen might have bred together! And what blood-lusting progeny, to come raiding again out of Starside!


Jasef, however, had given a shake of his palsied head. “No, Karen took no men to make her creatures. Neither flesh of Travellers nor even trog flesh, but … stuff, which she discovered alive in the workshops of the Lords Menor Maimbite and Lesk the Glut, buried beneath the ruins of their toppled aeries.” Then with a shrug he’d added: “But what odds? For it, too, had been the stuff of men … upon a time.”


While word of Karen’s weird industry and Harry Wolfson’s fretful prowling was bad enough news in itself, still Lardis had wanted to know why they’d been driven to these extremes; had Jasef gleaned the reason for it? Had The Dweller’s metamorphosis driven him mad? What did Karen fear that she made guardian creatures, when she herself was the last of the Wamphyri? There had been rumours: some said she’d taken men for lovers and never harmed a one of them. What had Jasef divined of these things? Anything at all? Or was he merely groping in the dark?


“Awful winds whistling out of the Icelands,” the ancient had moaned, rolling his eyes. “The changeling and Karen, they have watched the auroras weaving, and listened to voices out of the living ice!”


At which Lardis’s eyes had narrowed. Twice now the old man had mentioned the Icelands, those far northern regions beyond Starside, into which the Wamphyri had banished malefactors of their own kind since time immemorial. After the battle at the garden, several surviving Lords were known to have fled there: the gigantic, acromegalic Ferenc, the entirely loathsome Volse Pinescu, the squat and vindictive Arkis Leperson—even the great Lord Shaithis himself, plus an unknown number of lieutenants and thralls. Well, and they were only the last of many gone before them. But none had ever returned. Not yet …


And Lardis had shivered and husked: “Are you telling me that they fear the return of …?”


“Wait! Wait!” Old Jasef had fluttered his hands. “In the hour before dawn I dreamed of The Dweller, the changeling, the wolf with a man’s hands. Except it was more than just a dream, and he asked for you, Lardis. If you would know more, then go and speak to him who runs with the pack.”


“Oh?” Lardis had grunted, shrugging in that jerky way of his, to indicate his irritation. “Just like that? And should I, too, run with the wolves? And will they also respect my life, like the tame wolves of Settlement? Now tell me: even if I wanted to see The Dweller, how would’ I seek him out and where find him?” But he’d known the answer even before the question was out.


“Where else?” said Jasef, cocking his head on one side.


At the grave of his mother, of course …


Nana and Jasef had reached the topmost flight. Puffing and panting where the going was steep, the old man leaned heavily on Nana. Their errand must be important. Lardis called down, “You should have sent a runner. I would have come to you.”


“A runner”—even those simple words conjured images:


Of a racing moon in the skies over Starside, and lean grey shapes, running like quicksilver, whose silhouettes seemed part of the night. Never fully seen—a grey blur on the periphery of sight—they melted into the ridges, the crags, the shadows of black and stirless trees. Their triangle eyes had been luminous in the garden’s preternatural gloom.


For of course Lardis had known his duty, and despite his fear had gone there; climbed up to the high pass and through it to the garden, to meet with Harry Wolfson at the grave of the Gentle One Under the Stones. Oh, he’d not gone alone or unarmed; five of his best men had accompanied him, and he’d carried his shotgun and a box of silver shot cartridges from The Dweller’s armoury. It wasn’t that Lardis didn’t trust Harry Wolfson: he had trusted, almost worshipped him in his time and would do so even now—to a point. But there had been word of him. Hunters on the evening slopes of Sunside, returning late to Settlement, Mirlu, Tireni Scarp, had seen him running with the pack. And he howled with the best of them!


They had their pact, however, and not a man of the western Szgany townships would ever shoot at a mountain wolf. Still, to be absolutely sure they’d not be tempted, Lardis had left his men to wait for him at the back of the garden, where the pass led down to Sunside. And then he’d gone on alone to the rendezvous, at the grave of The Dweller’s mother. Except it had not been the changeling whom Lardis met in the now ruined garden. Not him but his father, the Necroscope Harry Keogh, returned at last out of another world.


Lardis could remember the first moments of that meeting in detail: how first the garden had been empty, then the tall figure of the hell-lander, standing there at the wall, alone, shoulders slumped, forlorn, where a moment ago there had been an empty space. And Lardis had known at once who this must be, for no other could come and go like that; and he’d wondered: Is this what The Dweller wanted me to know, that his father is back in the barrier mountains?


But then, at Lardis’s approach, so Harry had straightened, turned, seen him there. And in that selfsame instant Lardis had known that The Dweller wasn’t the only changeling in Starside. Grey and gaunt, Harry’s flesh, and crimson his eyes. Wamphyri!


As for the rest of that meeting—their actions, the substance of their conversation—it was all but forgotten. Lardis had wanted nothing so much as to be out of there. Perhaps he’d mentioned The Dweller’s fate, and something of his fears of a threat out of the Icelands; perhaps they’d spoken of the Lady Brenda, and the cairn where she lay buried; perhaps at that there had been something other than blood in the Necroscope’s eyes. One of the few things Lardis did remember, and clearly—one action of which he would always be ashamed—was that he’d discharged his weapon, uselessly, and that the hell-lander could so easily have killed him … but hadn’t.


Later: they had stood together in silence at Brenda’s grave. But when Harry inquired after the Travellers, then Lardis had been instantly suspicious. Worried about the other’s intentions, he’d asked: “And will you hunt on Sunside, Harry—hunt men, women and children—when the nights are dark?”


“Does my son hunt the Szgany?” was Harry’s answer. “Did he ever?”


But by then the atmosphere had been sour as Lardis’s mood. And as he’d headed for the pass where his men were hidden, his parting shot had been: “Oh, you’ll come a-hunting soon enough, for a woman to warm your bed, or a sweet Traveller child when you’re weary of rabbit meat!” And the howling of the wolves had followed him and his men all the way down to Sunside …


Nana and Jasef had reached the top of the steps; Lardis took the old man, led him stumbling to his own chair and seated him there; Nana said:


“I could have come on my own but Jasef said no, he wanted to speak to you in person. Also, you have privacy here. Such things as Jasef would tell you are best said in private. He doesn’t wish to panic the people.”


“And you?” Lardis looked at her, giving the mentalist time to compose himself, catch his breath. “Has he told these things to you?”


She shrugged. “I look after him; he mumbles in his sleep; from time to time I overhear things.”


“I mumble, aye,” the old man agreed, showing his gums in a wry grin. “But ah, the substance of my mumbling!”


“Let’s have it.” Lardis nodded grimly. “What is it now, old man?”


Jasef made no bones of it: “The Wamphyri are back on Starside!”


Even though Lardis had feared as much, still he was aghast. He shook his head, grasped Jasef’s arm. “But how can it be? Is it possible? We destroyed the Wamphyri!”


“Not all of them,” said Jasef. “And now they’ve returned, Shaithis and one other, out of the Icelands. They plot against Harry Hell-lander, the Lady Karen, even the changeling. Their voices are in the wind over the barrier mountains, and in my dreams I hear them talking.”


“Of what?”


“Of sweet Traveller flesh, of the blood which is the life, of bairns to roast like suckling pigs, and women to rend with their lust! All of these things, which they’ve missed in exile in the Icelands. Even now they inhabit Karen’s aerie, flying out from it with their warriors invincible to raid on eastern tribes.”


“Just two of them?”


“What?” Jasef’s rheumy eyes peered at Lardis in wonder. “‘Just’ two of them, did you say? ‘Just’ two Wamphyri Lords?” And of course Lardis knew that he was right. It might as well be an army. Except … armies weren’t always victorious.


Jasef read his mind. “Aye,” he nodded, “the Szgany Lidesci are protected: we have The Dweller’s weapons! Those weapons in which he instructed us, at least. But what of the other tribes and towns? ‘Just’ two of them—for now! But do you think the Wamphyri won’t take lieutenants? Do you think they won’t breed, make monsters? Lardis, I’m only an old man whose days are numbered, and so I have very little weight in the world. But I’ll tell you what I fear the most: that this is the beginning of the end for all of the Szgany.”


Suddenly Lardis was desperate. He grasped Jasef’s arm that much tighter. “How can we be certain that you’ve read aright? You aren’t always so sure of yourself. Even your dreams are sometimes … only dreams.”


“Not this time, Lardis.” The old man shook his head. “Alas, not this time. Do you think I enjoy playing harbinger, bringer of ill omen, like a man whose very breath carries the plague? Believe me, I do not. But I know the Wamphyri, and especially Shaithis, who was ever the clever one …” He paused to issue an involuntary, uncontrollable shudder. “Aye, that one’s thoughts are strong; they carry on the aether like cries across an echoing valley, and my mind the valley wall, which traps them for me to read.”


Lardis turned this way and that in search of some unseen solution, but in the next moment hope lifted his voice. “What of Karen?” he demanded. “What of Harry Dwellersire? That one has powers, which he put to work in the battle for The Dweller’s garden. And the pair of them—forgive me for saying it, for even thinking it—they are Wamphyri in their own right! I can’t see them sitting still, doing nothing, while Shaithis regains his old influence, recoups his old territories. What? Unthinkable! We were allies before, we’ll be allies again.”


Jasef nodded, however tremulously. “Better the devils you know, eh, Lardis? But weren’t you listening? Karen has already fled her stack! She’s with the hell-lander at this very moment, in his son’s garden. As for the changeling: almost certainly he’ll side with them against Shaithis and the others. But tell me, what can a wolf do? Ah, he isn’t The Dweller which once we knew!”


Lardis paced back and forth, to and fro. “Well, at least I know what I must do!” he said, finally. And turning to Nana: “Go back down into Settlement, speak with Peder Szekarly, Kirk Lisescu, Andrei Romani and his brothers. Tell them to report to me, and at once—with their guns! We go again to the garden on Starside. If Harry Dwellersire and Karen are in need of soldiers … I’ll wait here and ready myself, until the five join me. We go to parley with them who defend the Starside garden, as they defended it once before. We go to offer our alliance, and to talk of war!”


Nana nodded. Silent all of this time, now words tumbled from her lips in a breathless gush. “Lardis, do you think that I …? Could you possibly …? I mean to say … only that I should like very much to go with you!”


Astonished, he looked at her, frowned, tucked his chin in. “You? Starside? Are your wits suddenly addled, Nana? You, with two small sons to care for, and them only a year older than my own Jason? How could I allow such a thing—and why would you want it? Don’t you know the danger?”


“I … of course I do.” She looked away. “It was just … it was nothing but a whim.” And then, in another burst: “But I … I nursed Harry Dwellersire that time, and I wondered how he fares now that he is—”


“—Changed!” Lardis finished it for her. “For he was only a man then, Nana—albeit a strange one—and now is other than a man. You may not go with me. What, to Starside? Of course you may not! Stay in Settlement and care for Hzak Kiklu’s children, while you may. A whim, you say? A damned foolish one, I say! And should I let a vampire Lord, even one such as Harry Dwellersire, lay crimson eyes on one of my own Szgany women? Such a fate could be yours … I would not wish it on a dog!”


But: Ah! she thought. You don’t know, you don’t know!


It was Lardis’s last word on the subject, however, and Nana was left silently cursing her own tongue, which had so nearly betrayed her …


Returning downhill to Settlement was easier. As Nana and Jasef approached the last flight, where she would run on ahead with Lardis’s message to his men, the old man panted, “Nana, that was a mistake back there.”


While she, too, was short of breath, still she held it for a moment. “What was a mistake?”


“Forty sunups, thereabouts, a woman swells with her child,” the old mentalist played at being thoughtful. “But four years ago,” (he did not say “years” but continued to use terms suited to Sunside and Szgany time scales), “there were events of great moment, when no one was keeping count.”


“What are you saying?” But she knew very well what he was saying, even before he answered.


“Hzak Kiklu died after the battle in the garden,” Jasef mused at length (a completely unnecessary reminder, which proved what Nana had always known anyway: that old as he was, still Jasef wasn’t the old fool which others believed). “But before he died he was still very much the man. Obviously so, for you have your sons! Ah, but a long, slow pregnancy that, Nana,” he went on, “which lasted … what? Almost ten months?”


“Ten and a half,” she muttered low. “But as you yourself have observed, no one was counting. Get to the point, Jasef.”


“I was given into your care,” he said, “since when you’ve been good to me. There are some who wouldn’t have cared much one way or the other. What, an old thought-thief like Jasef Karis? As well forget to feed him, let him lie on his pallet, fade away and die. But with you, I’ve wanted for nothing … well, maybe a new set of pumps in this old chest, a couple of decent teeth, new knees! But of comforts I’ve all I can use. So, I have my own reasons for being fond of you, Nana.”


“It works both ways,” she answered. “You’re not such a bad one. So?”


He was silent a moment, while they negotiated the final bend. But at last: “I saw you start,” he said, “when I told Lardis that Harry and Karen were together in the garden. Those black eyes of yours turned hot as coals, Nana.”


“Hot for a moment.” She turned her face away. “But only a moment. His blood is in my children, after all.”


He nodded, thought it over, and said, “What prompted you to keep it secret?”


“Common sense,” she answered, “and maybe something other than that. There-are a couple of women in Settlement who might have made much of it, and several who would have made too much! But at the time, when Harry lay ill in The Dweller’s garden, I didn’t think about him being a hell-lander. To me he was just a lonely man in a strange land, even as I myself was lonely. But you’re right; a lot was happening; by the time the twins were showing, events were crowding fast. Everything became a blur in the mind’s eye.”


They were down onto the level. Nana released her charge’s arm, handed him his stick. “And now, even if I would tell, I can’t. Harry Hell-lander is Wamphyri! What would I gain from the truth? The best that could happen, my boys and I would be watched—always, and very, very closely—even in the best of times. And right now, with the Wamphyri back on Starside?” She shook her head. “When men are panicked, they are wont to stampede, Jasef. And then the innocent get trampled underfoot.”


He nodded and watched her start away from him. “The innocent, aye,” he agreed. And a little louder, as she put distance between: “My father paid the price in full! Impaled, beheaded, burned. But then, he was no longer innocent. Indeed, and as the vampire change took hold on him, he was no longer a man!”


She came to a halt, looked back. “But my babies are men,” she said, slowly and dangerously. “And that’s all they are.”


“Of course, of course.” Jasef waved her away. “On you go, Nana Kiklu! Be about Lardis’s errand. Yes, yes, and we shall keep your secret, which no one else knows … Nor shall they ever … Only men, your babies, only men …” But to himself:


What, only men, Nana? Spawn of the Necroscope, the hell-lander Harry Keogh? And only men? Ah, I wonder. I wonder …


Two of the brothers Romani were off hunting in the forests; Kirk Lisescu was fishing; none of them returned to Settlement until midmorning, by which time their movements were slow and tired. By then, too, Lardis had grown disenchanted waiting for them, and had come down from his house to discover for himself what was the delay. His arrival coincided with that of a weary, travel-worn party of terrified Gypsies from the eastern foothills—survivors of a Wamphyri raid!


That last took a little time to sink in, but when finally it did …


… Then the fact of it hit Settlement like a thunderbolt—stunningly! Even Lardis, who had received at least some prior warning, was shocked. And if in the past there had been times when he’d doubted the veracity of old Jasef Karis’s telepathic skills, well, his doubting days were over.


Lardis talked a while with one of the seven survivors, a man of about his own age. Plainly he had been fit and strong, but now was mazed and mumbling. “When did they strike? When?” Lardis shook the other, but gently.


“Two, maybe three hours after sundown,” the man answered, his face hollow and haggard. “Earlier, some of the children had wandered home in the twilight; they’d been chasing goats in the peaks; said they’d seen many lights in Karenstack. Perhaps we should have been warned. But it’s rumoured the Lady Karen is dead, and these were only children. They could be mistaken.”


“Where were you? Where?” Lardis shook him again.


“Beyond the great pass.” The other gave a start, blinked rapidly, “on a plateau under the peaks …” His eyes fastened on Lardis’s, seemed for a moment to gaze into his soul, and in the next glazed over again. But somehow he managed to continue:


“Two years ago, we went into the heights and found a lake there. There was good fishing, goats in the peaks, game on the wooded slopes. We are—or we were—the Szgany Scorpi. Emil Scorpi, my father, was our leader. There were thirty of us … then. And now, only seven. We built homes for ourselves in the woods around the lake. Our boats were on the water. At night, under the first stars, we’d sit round our fires on the shore, cook our fish, eat together. Why not? For there was nothing to fear. All of the great aeries lay broken on Starside: Wenstack, Menorstack, Glutstack—all tumbled and lying in ruins. Only Karenstack remained, and they said Karen was dead. Maybe she is, what odds? It wasn’t the Lady Karen who fell on us …”


Lardis groaned and nodded. “Shaithis, aye.”


The young survivor grabbed his arm. “Yes, Shaithis … and one other! I saw him! He isn’t a man!”


“Not a man?” Lardis frowned. “No, of course not. None of them are. Wamphyri!”


“But even the Wamphyri were once men,” the other insisted. “They are like men. Except this one … was not.”


Now Lardis remembered. Jasef had not been clear on this point. “What was he like?”


The other’s throat bobbed. He shook his head, failed to find words. “A … a slug,” he finally gasped. “Or a leech, upright, big as a man. But ridgy as a lizard, cowled, and his eyes burning like embers under the hood. A weird worm, a snake, a slug …”


“His name?” The hairs had stiffened on the back of Lardis’s neck.


The survivor nodded. “I … I heard what Shaithis called him. It was Shaitan!”


Shaitan! A gasp escaped Lardis before he could check it. Shaitan: first of all the Wamphyri! But how was it possible? Shaitan was a legend, the darkest of all Szgany legends.


“I know what you’re thinking,” said the other. “But I saw what I saw. One was a Lord, but there was also the great slug. I heard them conversing. Shaithis was the manlike one, whom I heard call the other—him, it, whatever—by the terrible name of Shaitan. As for the rest of what I saw, before I fled like a coward with the others, don’t ask me. This much I’ll tell you, and no more: their warrior creatures were lean and hungry, and not just for food! It was a nightmare! My mother! My sisters! The Wamphyri have bred monsters with the parts of men!”


After that: Lardis asked no more questions of these ragtag remnants of the Szgany Scorpi, but went about Settlement seeing to its defences. A guard from now on, on the catwalks and in the towers, and no more sending men west to man the vampire frontier. No, for now the threat was closer to home; and now, too, Lardis thanked whichever lucky stars shined down on him that he’d been outvoted that time during the construction of Settlement, when the other council members had insisted upon huge weapons built into the very walls.


Catapults armed with boulders girdled in spiked chains; great crossbows to fire bolts hewn from entire trees outwards into the cleared area around Settlement; trenches covered over with tentlike frameworks of coarse hide, painted in imitation of small warrior creatures and supported by sharp-pointed pine stanchions. Any enemy warrior, spying one of these grotesque semblances, would attack at once and doubtless impale himself; and men, safe in the trench below, would leap out, hurl their oil, set fire to the monster where he writhed and roared!


While all of these devices were still in place, they nevertheless required attention. Frayed ropes to be seen to, and if necessary replaced; the great crossbows must be loaded, their launching tillers greased; children had played at climbing in the frames of the lures and broken them in places. All to be put back to rights. So that as Settlement recovered from its shock, there was plenty of work for everyone.


It was like slipping from a tranquil dream into a living nightmare, the old horror resurgent after a brief respite. It was the Wamphyri! And sloth fell from the Szgany Lidesci like the shucked-off skin of a snake, so that they emerged startled but fresh, alert, agile. And very, very afraid.


Lardis called a council meeting, revoked the powers of his fellow councillors, declared himself leader as of old. Councils are useful when times are peaceful, but in times of war a tribe needs a leader. None was better qualified than Lardis. In fact, since he’d never relinquished his position, this was simply his quick and efficient way of re-establishing his authority. And no one argued the point.


He made arrangements:


Two thirds of the able-bodied men would stay in Settlement; the remainder and all of the women and children were to disperse into the woods to the west, far beyond Sanctuary Rock and even so far as Mirlu Township. Runners would meanwhile pass on the warning to the Szgany Mirlu, who in turn would relay it to Tireni Scarp. Lardis’s own party of fighting men were to accompany him to the garden overlooking Starside, where he hoped to form an alliance with Karen and Harry Dwellersire.


Most of Sunside’s “morning” of twenty-five-hours’ duration was used up by the time Lardis was satisfied with his arrangements. The “day” of seventy-five hours and “evening” of twenty-five would be consumed during the various phases of the climb and the rest periods between. For the trek into the mountains, along the high trails and through the passes, would be a long one … which was probably just as well.


For such as the three in the garden were, it was unlikely they’d be abroad during sunup …


Lardis called in at his house on the first leg of the trek. He told Lissa what was happening, kissed Jason, sent them off down to Settlement. There they’d join up with Nana Kiklu and her boys, old Jasef, and one younger, more capable man, before heading into the comparative safety of the forest.


Lardis watched wife and child begin their descent, studied for a moment the hivelike hustle and bustle of Settlement, finally turned to his five companions.


“Well,” he said, “and so it’s come to this. But we’ve all been here before, right? And this is nothing new to the Szgany Lidesci. However, if any one of you would rather stay with his family, take care of his own, let’s hear it now. You know that it won’t be held against you. Ours is a job for volunteers.”


They merely looked at him, waiting.


And Lardis nodded his satisfaction. “That’s it, then. Let’s go.”


As the six set out, the great golden ball of the sun was gradually, oh so slowly closing with the highest point in its low southern arc …


They toiled upwards for six hours, through the foothills and into the first scarps, then collapsed with fatigue among cliff-hanging trees which gave them shade from the glaring sun. There they slept; later they ate; the sun seemed to hover, and moved a little to the east. With about sixty solid hours of daylight remaining before the “evening” and twilight, Lardis was not displeased with their progress.


Phase two saw them traversing a series of misted lesser scarps made treacherous by waterfalls, and skirting several boggy, steamy false plateaus of sedge, reeds and tough creepers before the ground dried out and started sharply upwards again. The going was much harder here; taking longer to cover a shorter distance proved frustrating and wearisome. But eventually they made camp, fed themselves from their supplies, took their second sleep period at the foot of steep cliffs where an ancient fault cut a narrow and precarious causeway to the top. When they awakened it was plain that the sun had already commenced its not quite interminable descent.


Climbing the causeway, now they were up into the mountains proper. Sunside’s levels had been left far behind, almost lost in a faintly purple haze of depth and distance where only the glittering snakes of rivers showed through a grey-green canopy of forest. Farther south, at the curving rim of the world, the furnace deserts formed a searing yellow band across the entire east-west horizon; way up ahead, the mountain peaks seemed hidden behind wave upon wave of ridges and false summits.


Already it seemed they had climbed forever, and a like distance yet to go. But Lardis was not dismayed; his directional instinct told him that he was on course; he recognized many mountain features. If all continued to go according to plan, they’d be passing between the ultimate peaks even as twilight darkened towards night.


Which was precisely where all ceased to go according to plan …


Climbing an easy, rocky ridge towards a new summit, Ion Romani was last in line. Where the others had passed without incident, he disturbed a stone which harboured a small, sleeping snake. The creature hissed, emerged from its hiding place and bit him; he reared back from it, missed his footing, went sliding and skittering down a tearing flank of sharp stone to a shallow fall onto a bed of boulders. He landed awkwardly and broke his arm, and so made himself useless for any more trekking.


They dressed the moaning Ion’s wounds as best they could, made a sling for his arm, divided up their provisions. Franci Romani would stay with his younger brother, deal with his snake fever when it came on, eventually discover for them an easier, more gradual descent to Settlement. In all the incident wasted three hours of valuable time, leaving only four men to continue the expedition …


Later:


A spiral of frothy clouds, lured south from the peaks by thermals rising off the distant deserts, afforded intermittent relief from the sun’s glare; a promising goat track ended disappointingly in sheer, unscalable cliffs, so that a new route must be found; for the toiling men, time’s passing became a meaningless blur as hours slipped by in straining, swearing, sweaty procession. Finally, with every muscle in every limb a fiery ache, Lardis called a halt some three hundred feet below the tree line.


In the time frame of another world of men, two and a half days had passed since they set out upon their climb. This was their last chance to sleep, and then cover more ground before the twilight came down. Already the sun was settling towards the southeasterly horizon.


… They set no watch and overslept, and Lardis woke up ill-tempered and creaking in every joint. He feared that four years of easy living had sucked all of the energy out of him, and was angry to discover this weakness now, just when he most needed his great strength. With the sun an orange hemisphere clinging to the rim of the world, and the preternatural hush of twilight already settling, he urged his men to greater efforts as they climbed up through the last trees and into the winding passes and trails between the peaks. Bird song faded into the hooting of owls; the moon raced headlong, tumbling on high; out of the west, the first wolf howled a lone appreciation of his fleet, sky-floating mistress.


But at last the four struck upon a trail recognized of old, and Lardis was able to state with some certainty that from now on the going would be easier. Nine more hours should see them up the last rise, through the final pass to what was once The Dweller’s Starside garden where … where they would see what they would see.


Except that they were to see it, and know the worst, long before then …


Halfway through the peaks and with the twilight fading into night, as the four proceeded cautiously along the dried-out bed of an ancient watercourse, suddenly Lardis felt a leaden weight on his heart and a clammy chill in his soul. He knew the sensation of old: a legacy of talented Gypsy forebears. At the same time, as if at a signal, the distant howling of wolves tapered down into uneasy ululations and ceased, and the small mountain owls where they called to each other across high-walled ravines likewise fell silent.


Scarcely breathing, the four crouched down in the shadows of looming rocks and looked all about. Behind them, wan spokes of pink and yellow light probed the southern sky over Sunside like a fading fan. Sundown, yes … but not just another sundown. Lardis crouched lower still and pulled the others down with him. Fingers to his lips in the darkness, with a breathless hiss, he cautioned them to continued silence. And they waited …


Faint yellow patches turned powdery grey on the reflective flanks of the surrounding peaks; the velvet gloom settled that much deeper; there came a high-pitched, querulous squeaking, a sudden throb of membrane wings—bats! But there are bats and there are bats.


Lardis’s fiery Gypsy blood ran cold. His world had many bat species, not least the insectivores, like tiny winged mice. But these creatures which suddenly appeared out of the night to speed overhead in close groups of three, with, their silhouettes etched blue in starshine, were of no such small, harmless variety. Full-grown adults, they were not unlike the Desmodus or true vampire of a world known to the Szgany only as the hell-lands—but the span of their wings was almost a meter tip to tip.


Despite the size of the creatures, and the fact that campfire legends were full of alleged attacks, Lardis knew that in themselves they were not especially dangerous; it was what they stood for which froze him to a statue. More than four years had passed since he had seen a swarm so intent, so full of purpose, but even as he’d known it then, so in his own instinctive way he knew just exactly what it meant now.


Familiars of the Wamphyri were abroad in the night skies again, winging ahead of their masters on an errand of utmost horror … searching!


But searching for what?




III


In four speeding arrowhead formations, three bats to a group, the nightmare familiars of the Wamphyri set the air throbbing overhead, disappearing without pause in the direction of Starside and The Dweller’s garden. Long moments stretched out, and only the cold stars for company in a sky darkening from amethyst over Sunside to indigo between the peaks. Lardis remained frozen, but Peder Szekarly, the youngest of his men, made as if to stand up. He lacked experience and didn’t share Lardis’s prescience in these matters.


Lardis felt the other shuffling impatiently, stretching a limb beside him; he reached out a hand and his hard fingers dug irresistibly into Peder’s shoulder, holding him down and still. And sensing the way their leader seemed to have shrunk down into himself, Lardis’s three crouched lower still, becoming one with the humped silhouettes of the boulders.


“Wha—?” Peder began to speak, his voice the merest whisper; but Lardis at once cautioned him with hoarse, breathless whispers of his own:


“Say nothing! Do nothing! Neither move, breathe, nor yet think—or if you must, then think of silence, of sleep, of what it must have been like in your mother’s womb, with nothing to fear but being born! Do exactly as I tell you, if you want to live!”


It wasn’t the first time Peder had heard words such as these; they were cautions he’d learned as a child. For like every Traveller child before him, he’d been instructed in the art of silence: of not being heard, not being seen … of not being. And he remembered how his father had breathed just such words in his ear one monstrous night, and how at sunup he had neither father nor mother. It was so long ago, so terrible to remember, that he’d almost forgotten, that was all.


But now Peder Szekarly wanted very much to live; likewise his colleagues, who grew still as stones; and so the seconds lengthened into minutes.


Then, as time itself slowed and contracted down to now, so the night air thickened, turning leaden with an unspoken but tangible dread. It was as if the heartbeats of the four took on the volume of drums sounding against their ribs, so that each man believed the next must surely hear him—and prayed that nothing else would. And all four of them, they turned their heads and looked back the way they’d come. That was where the great bats had come from, and if their masters were with them …


They were, and in the next moment Lardis and the others saw them.


Dark blots, like gigantic kites, or curious leaves whose scalloped rims undulated in the breeze off Starside, they rose menacingly out of the smothering blanket of night. Up from the tree line—up into the lesser peaks, and rising over them—up into the night sky, where they blotted out the clean stars with their foul, nightmare shapes.


A flock of speeding night birds, winging east, sensed them and fragmented, squawking, in a dozen different directions. Mating owls launched themselves in pairs from rocky crevices, to glide and hide in the deep gulleys around. Lardis’s companions, brave men all, closed their eyes and literally stopped breathing, leaving their leader himself to identify and plot the course of the terrible shapes in the star-bright sky. And on they came, those obscene diamond designs whose manta wings pulsed oh so silently, lifting them into the upper heights.


They were flyers, their once-human flesh converted and fashioned into metamorphic airfoils … vast webs of membrane over spongy, arching alveolate bones, forming air-trap wings for lift and support … their flattened, spatulate heads nodding this way and that on long necks, sniffing out the breezes from Starside that came blustering between the peaks to form thermals. Flyers, a pair of them: they were the aerial observation and command posts of their Wamphyri makers and masters; and not only this, they were also their mounts!


For a moment Lardis glimpsed two lesser shapes humped in their saddles at the base of each flyer’s neck. One was manlike, and the other—Lardis couldn’t be sure. But he remembered what a man of the decimated Szgany Scorpi had told him about a sluglike thing called Shaitan …


Still climbing, the flyers passed directly overhead and disappeared into the upper peaks. But Lardis maintained his frozen crouch, his breathless immobility. For where the Wamphyri Lords aboard their flyers had gone silently, the things that followed in their wake were anything but silent! As they came powering into view, with their propulsive orifices rumbling and throbbing, it took every ounce of Lardis’s iron will to keep from closing his eyes and shutting out their total horror.


They were warriors, six of them.


Warriors! Ah, but whatever that single word might convey in other tongues, when the Szgany used it to describe the grotesque fighting beasts of the Wamphyri, then it meant only one thing—shrieking madness! But as for these creatures … in the case of at least one of them, even that description seemed inadequate. Seeing the beast, Lardis flinched uncontrollably; his lips drew back from his teeth in an involuntary grimace.


While the five—lesser?—creatures flew in a tight arrowhead formation, their far more monstrous cousin came on centrally and slightly to the rear. Its pulsing outline against the stars was such that it riveted Lardis’s gaze; he had merely glimpsed the others before this one stamped itself on his disbelieving mind. Longer, bulkier, and carrying more armour than its companions, it seemed impossible that a creature like this could ever lift its bulk an inch from the earth, let alone fly! Yet here it was, squirting like an enormous octopus through the inky, star-spattered sky.


Details burned themselves into Lardis’s brain:


Its grey-mottled flesh, with scales tinged blue in starshine like smoothly hinged plates of some weird flexible metal … clusters of gas bladders like strange wattles, bulking out its throbbing body and detracting from its maneuverability, but necessary to carry the extra weight of dinosaur body armour … its grapples and hooks, cutting appendages in the shape of crab claws … the evil intelligence of its many eyes, some of which peered forwards, while others scanned the peaks all around. And yet none of these various parts seeming additional to the warrior but integral, built-in, like the armour and weaponry of any smaller creature of the wild. Except Nature in her wildest mood and deadliest dreams had never equipped anything like this!


Like the flyers and their riders before them, the warriors passed directly overhead, so that the last and most terrible of these Wamphyri constructs left a lasting impression of its size and power. With its leathery vanes fluttering like the mantle of some vast cuttlefish, its bladders vibrating as they shrank and expanded, balancing the whole, and the exhaust gasses from its propulsors drifting in a cloud of gut-wrenching stench down into the hiding place of the four Szgany, it was awesome. But at last it too was gone.


Lardis’s companions, hearing the roaring and sputtering of the monster fading into distance, opened their eyes in time to get a final glimpse of it spurting for Starside; then its trail of foul fumes drifted lower and enveloped them like a fog, and it was as much as they could do to hold their breath while the hot moist stuff settled all about.


Peder Szekarly wasn’t so fortunate and snatched breath at precisely the wrong moment; inexperience has its price. He had only joined with the Szgany Lidesci in the six-month after the battle at The Dweller’s garden; his knowledge of warriors consisted of a scattered handful of obscure, reluctant memories from childhood, and sightings glimpsed distantly from the fringes of Wamphyri raids, when as a youth he had fled with other refugees from centres of nightmare activity.


To give him credit he was quiet about it, but before he was done he’d emptied both stomach and bowels, and then had to rest for an hour before he was useful for anything else …


Andrei Romani wasn’t really the rebellious sort, merely inquiring. “I see no point,” he argued, “in proceeding to the garden now. If there was to have been a fight it’s already happening, and we’re already out of it! Also, how may we fight such vileness as crossed our trail less than two hours ago? It makes little sense to me.”


The moon was up again, flying, while from eastern peaks and ridges came the inveigled crying of the grey brotherhood, those great wolves who owned the silver moon for mistress and Harry Keogh Jr. for master. But their howling was strange and strained, and Lardis read bad omens in it. To Andrei he said:


“Do you hear that, my friend? And can you read it? Those are The Dweller’s dogs, I fancy, but I can’t decide if they’re whipped or what.” Pausing only slightly in his striding, where he led his party across a long, high saddle of stony ground, he let his querulous companion catch up and grasped his arm. “Now listen, Andrei Romani—you too, Peder Szekarly, Kirk Lisescu—and I’ll tell you again what we’re about and why we’re still about it. This is how I see it:


“The Old Wamphyri, Shaithis and at least one other, are back on Starside; it was them and their creatures passed over us in the gulley back there. They inhabit Karenstack and raid from it among the Szgany as of old. Except now it’s been made much easier for them; we Travellers travel no more; instead we have houses and tend gardens of our own, which makes us sitting targets. All of this is proven …


“Upon a time, however, the Szgany fought the Wamphyri off—fought and won—and when they were at their most powerful, at that! It was the Szgany stood up to the Lords Belath, Volse Pinescu, Lesk the Glut and Menor Maimbite; aye, and even this same wily Shaithis, returned now out of the Icelands.


“But … you and your brothers were actually there in the garden that time, Andrei! Need I tell a Romani how the Szgany fought with The Dweller’s own weapons—these very shotguns we carry now, brought from another world—while he used the sun itself to blast his enemies to stinking shreds? Of course not!


“Well, and now he runs with the wolves, I know, and we’ve only a pact to keep us safe …


“Ah, but now his father, called Dwellersire, has returned to Starside! I’ve seen him, even talked with him—though I’ll admit that my words weren’t so very sweet. Well, now they shall be sweeter. For who could even guess what weapons he might have brought back with him, eh? What, Harry Dwellersire? I tell you, we must go to the garden, if only to seek alliance!” He paused, released his grip on Andrei’s arm, continued in a softer tone. “Or perhaps, in some future time, you’d prefer to fight against Karen, the changeling, and his father, eh?”


“What?” Andrei Romani, a lithe, rangy man, at once frowned and drew a little apart from Lardis. “But you know I would not! Come what may, I have my loyalties. Why, we fought side by side, even as you’ve told it—the Szgany, trogs, and the three together—against our common enemies. Nothing can change that. Nothing of my doing, anyway.”


“Agreed, aye,” Lardis answered with a curt nod. “Nothing of our doing. But wouldn’t you deem it ‘of our doing,’ if we did … nothing? Monsters the three may well prove to be in their own right, though as yet they’ve done us no harm, only good; but tell me, should we let them stand and fight—and possibly die—alone, when it’s more our fight than theirs? And what then, eh, when they’re dead and gone? Simply return to Sunside and wait for sundown, and the one after that, and … however few we have left? Ah, but suppose they win, and having won pause a while and think? And what, pray, will they think? Where were the Szgany in the reek and the roil, eh?”


After a long moment, Andrei shrugged or perhaps shivered in the cooling air. “Let’s get on,” he said gruffly, turning up his collar, and his face to the north. “Six or seven miles to the last pass, and an easy climb to The Dweller’s garden. It’s possible that the Wamphyri merely spied out the land—a reconnaissance flight. If it was more than that, then maybe they’ve missed their prey; there are plenty of hiding places, as we know. Why, just like us, the three could be on their way to the garden even now …”


In a little while, striding out, Lardis spoke to Andrei in a low aside, confidentially. “For a moment there you had me worried, old friend,” he said. “After all these years I’ve known you, I was beginning to think I didn’t know you!”


When the four reached the back of the saddle which formed the hindmost boundary of The Dweller’s garden, they found signs of a ferocious confrontation: the lingering stench of furiously expended gasses, scales of armour plate torn from some huge creature’s underbelly, massive clots of dark red plasma drenching the hardy mountain heather. That was all for the moment—enough to draw their nerves taut as the wire on a loaded crossbow.


But keeping low and moving silent as shadows between the garden’s derelict outbuildings and untended plots, they soon came to the forward boundary wall where Lardis had talked to Harry Dwellersire that time three months ago. And there they discovered the first victim of whatever battle had occurred: a warrior, dead on the ground, despatched like a pheasant by a fox! Its squat neck had been bitten through armoured scales, leathery hide, flesh and gristly cartilage, down to the spine and through it. Almost decapitated, the thing lay there in a pool of its own steaming liquids: fifteen tons of savagery, itself savaged! No need to inquire what living engine of destruction had done this.


Awed, Lardis Lidesci moved cautiously around the giant corpse. He pointed out dislocated main eyes in the crimson-rimmed, empty sockets of the grotesque skull. And, “See!” he whispered. “No fight this, but a slaughter! And the butcher, he thrust his claws in through those eyes, to nip the tiny brain and get it done with. And these fluids, still warm and reeking … Why, this creature of Karen’s, it was alive no more than fifteen minutes ago!”


“Lardis!” Kirk Lisescu’s call came husking from crags which he’d scaled at the eastern extreme of the wall. “Quickly! Come see!”


Keeping low, Lardis and the others ran, loped to the foot of the crags, climbed them to Kirk crouching on a ledge in the scoop of a fallen boulder. “Do you see?” the small, wiry man whispered. “Do you hear?”


He pointed out over Starside. The others could see well enough, and eventually even hear, though not at first.


Far out over the boulder plains, drifting east like a small cloud of midges, black specks darted, glided, spurted under the dome of a glittering sky. Midges at this distance, yes, but up close they’d be monsters. Likewise in the lee of the barrier mountains sprawling eastwards: shapes in flight, and others in pursuit. It was the Wamphyri, friends and foe alike; though impossible to tell one from the other.


“Who’s who?” gasped Peder, jaw slack, eyes peering first this way, then that.


Lardis shook his head, slitted his eyes against the blue glitter of starblaze, tried to count those shapes which spurted. “How many fighting beasts do you see?” he grunted. “We know Shaithis had six.”


“Karen and Harry Hell-lander had two at least,” Andrei muttered, however sourly. “We found signs of the one and the carcass of the other!”


“Better pray they had more than that,” Lardis growled. “Better pray they had a lot more!”


Carried on changing winds, sounds of the aerial skirmish ebbed and flowed: the hissing and roaring of warriors, the low rumble of their bio-propulsive systems, the clatter of scales on armoured scales as huge bodies collided in midair. But as the commotion faded into distance, Kirk Lisescu had finished counting. There hadn’t been much to it, after all.


“Two flyers and six warriors out over the boulder wastes,” he reported, “all heading east, towards the sphere Gate and the tumbled stacks of the Wamphyri. Two more flyers in the lee of the mountains, pursued by a warrior.”


Lardis’s tally agreed. “And the big one’s with the main party,” he added. “Seven warriors in all, and Shaithis hasn’t suffered any losses—unless I’m wrong and that huge corpse beside the wall was one of his. But even at best, it’s still two against five …”


Andrei Romani shook his head in dismay and stated, quite simply, “They’re done for, finished!”


Lardis scowled at him. “If they are, then be sure we won’t last much longer—or fare any better!”


He looked out again over Starside, scanning the horizon from the eastern boulder plains inwards to the mountains. The larger cluster of airborne specks was beginning to descend, elongating into a straggling line; the smaller party, consisting of two flyers with a lone warrior in pursuit, was also losing altitude where it skirted the lower peaks. Even as he continued to watch, this secondary group of three disappeared behind a distant jut of crags.


Lardis clambered back down to the garden. “Come on!” he growled.


Recognizing the urgency in his voice but failing to see the point of it, the others followed him down. “Come on where?” Peder Szekarly wanted to know. He was somewhat recovered from his poisoning now but still felt he could sleep right through sundown.


At the foot of the crags Lardis turned to him. “East along the high ridges, where else? However far is necessary to fathom the outcome of that fight. Guesswork isn’t good enough—we’ve got to know which way it went! The future of the Szgany, every man, woman and child of us, hangs in the balance.”


He turned abruptly and made as if to head for the garden’s upward-sloping eastern flank … and just as suddenly the shadows came alive with a massed, furtive creeping motion! Lardis and his three froze. They’d heard nothing, yet found themselves surrounded. But by what? Had Shaithis and the slug-being out of the Icelands left something behind to act as a rearguard? How many things had they left here?


“My father would be … it would please him,” came a low, faltering voice from the darkness, one which coughed, growled, and was scarcely human at all. “Please him to know … to know that he still has … has friends among the Szgany.”


Legend had it that in the long ago the olden Travellers had owned to a benevolent God. More recently, however, they had only recognized demons … called Wamphyri! Not that anyone ever prayed to them, nor yet used their name as a curse; let it suffice that they were a curse! So that when it came to praying, the Szgany usually held to the sun; not as a form of true deity, but as a symbol of good fortune. Or, if a man had been born during sundown, he might give thanks to whichever star had been overhead at the hour of his birth. Lardis Lidesci was hardly superstitious; at the moment of the voice out of darkness he couldn’t have said if his star was in the sky or not—but he hoped it was!


Flanking Lardis on the left, Peder Szekarly nocked his crossbow; on the other side, Andrei Romani snapped shut his shotgun; both aimed into the shadows. A little apart, Kirk Lisescu frantically shoved shells into his double breech.


But: “Don’t!” Lardis warned them. “The grey brothers are all about us, and that was their leader speaking.” The others must give Lardis his due: if anyone would recognize that awful voice, it was surely him. Similarly, he who had been The Dweller knew Lardis. He came padding forward out of the shadows—a great grey wolf!


Eyes aslant, yellow, feral—and crimson in their cores—Harry Wolfson paused half in darkness. But his hands were visible in the starlight …


He looked at Lardis and cocked his head a little on one side, inquiringly. And the look on his face was never seen on the face of a dog as he half said, half snarled, “I … know you. Come talk to me, where my gentle mother sleeps under the stones.” He began to turn away, paused and looked back. “But only you. Your men … they will wait here.”


“Lardis!” Kirk Lisescu snapped shut his weapon, began to crouch down.


“I said don’t!” Lardis barked, as fifty pairs of yellow eyes blinked and moved nervously in the shadows. “Only let a man of you shoot one of these, I swear I’ll kill him with my bare hands!”


“No,” Harry Wolfson coughed at once, “you wouldn’t have to. The grey brotherhood takes care of its own. So put down your … your weapon, yes … and come talk.”


At the cairn, the great wolf was silent for long moments. He nuzzled in turn each of the larger burial stones, marking them, whined a little, gazed burningly on Lardis. And eventually he said, “She, too, remembers you. It was a while ago. After the battle, you joined us here. You were kind. Despite your own privations, your people … were kind. To me, to my mother, my father. And you and I, we talked together, when I was … was a man. I remember it.”


“All of this is true,” Lardis nodded, discovering a lump in his throat which had little or nothing to do with fear. “We talked on several occasions. At the last, you seemed to know what was coming.”


The other looked at him in that curious, alert way of his, and Lardis found it weird that a wolf should understand his words and answer them with a nod and snarled words of its own: “And now … now it has come. Strange, even sad in a way. Sometimes I feel I’ve lost so much; at others I take pleasure in what I’ve gained. Except … my man memory is fading, and all the time more swiftly. I forget the man-times and remember only the wolf-times, and it has made … made a traitor out of me. For I swore I would be … be here, when the Wamphyri came a-visiting Karen and my father. But I … forgot, and so was late.”


“You couldn’t have helped them.” Lardis shook his head. “This time the Wamphyri have made invincible creatures, monsters of unbelievable ferocity and power! You and all your grey brothers together, what could you have done?”


The other loped this way and that. “Still, I should have been here.”


“There was nothing you could do,” Lardis insisted.


Harry Wolfson came closer, stood still. “Did you see it?”


“We saw them fly away eastwards,” Lardis answered. “They were still fighting. I think that Harry and Karen … I think they got the worst of it.”


The great wolf blinked his slanted eyes, and their cores burned yet more scarlet. “No, not yet—but soon! The worst is what Shaithis has in store for them!”


And suddenly, so suddenly that Lardis gave a great start, the wolf that had been a man pointed his muzzle straight at the stars and howled, and from the derelict garden’s shadows came the answering howls of his brothers. Then, he sprang up onto the cairn, glanced once more at Lardis and growled, “I go.”


As he made to leap away, Lardis called after: “But where will you go? And what do you intend? Perhaps we’d do better to go there together.”


“The Gate,” the other paused again, however momentarily, and sniffed the night air. “I sense them there. I don’t know what the grey brothers can do, but you and yours would only slow us down.”


Again he turned away—only to collide with a sleek she-wolf who came loping from the shadows. Her eyebrows were bushy, white as the snows of the higher peaks. They faced each other; perhaps some message passed between them; she whined a little, and Harry Wolfson snapped at her, deliberately clicking his teeth on thin air. Plainly the bitch was his. And to Lardis he said, “She’ll stay here, where there’s no more danger.”


Lardis tried one last time. “My men and I, we’re going, too. We need to see. I have to know.”


The changeling thought about it for the briefest moment, then snarled his throaty answer: “Then I’ll leave you a guide. Follow him closely, for he knows the easiest route …”


Lardis returned to his men and found them on their own; the wolf pack had melted away into the shadows, leaving only one of the grey brothers behind. Lardis marked him: a flame-eyed silhouette, nervous and impatient, atop the garden’s eastern flank. Kirk Lisescu nodded and remarked, “That one’s stayed back, apparently to keep watch over us!”


Lardis shook his head. “No,” he corrected his colleague, “he’s our guide. We’re to follow him to the hell-lands Gate. Or, at least, we’ll try to get close enough to see what goes on there.”


They struggled up the sloping eastern flank, gazed down on Starside laid out in weird, blue-tinged monochrome beneath them. The boulder plains, reaching out to a curved and shimmering, aurora-lit horizon; the jagged spines of mountains on their right, sprawling eastwards; seemingly endless miles of crags to cover before they would arrive at their destination, where the peaks looked gauntly down on the pockmarked crater which housed the hell-lands Gate.


Lardis had been there only once before, in his youth (and then at the height of sunup, of course, when the Wamphyri slept and dreamed their scarlet dreams behind the draped windows of their aeries), but even then he’d found the place ominous, unquiet, unknowable. That great ball of white light, glaring up and out of the earth like the eye of some buried giant from its socket, unblinking, malevolent, lending all the region around a leprous white and grey-blue aspect as of rotting flesh. And the stony crater itself, which formed the Gate’s rim: pocked like rotten wood when the borers have been at work, shot through and through with alien wormholes. Even the solid rock …


While Lardis was there, a flock of bats had come to hunt midges, moths, other insects hatched or awakened by the sun’s natural light blazing through a pass in the barrier range. One small creature, perhaps dazzled, had flitted too close to the Gate; its membrane wing touched the solid-seeming surface of white light; it disappeared without trace, apparently sucked right into the glare! For some little time Lardis had continued to watch, but the bat hadn’t returned.


It had been a lesson in caution: don’t approach the Gate too closely. Ah, but that time it had been sunup, while now it was a fresh sundown. And Lardis definitely did not intend to approach too closely. What, with the Wamphyri there? Madness! But he did have a plan, which as always was simple.


“See the grey one go?” he said. “Heading down towards the timberline? He’ll know every tree like an old friend, and all the winding trails between. We’ll make time if we follow in his tracks.”


“Lardis,” said Andrei Romani, conversationally, “you’re a madman, I’m sure! Indeed, we all are, each and every mother’s son! Made crazy by the blue-glittering stars!”


“Oh?” Lardis scarcely glanced at him, picked his way down between scree-littered spurs. “Tell me more.”


“It’s sundown on Starside,” the other continued, “and all sensible folk hidden away. But us? We’re following a mountain dog to see what the Wamphyri are up to! We should be in a hole somewhere on Sunside, waiting for the sun to rise and praying we’ll still be around to see it!”


“But it’s because we hate hiding in holes on Sunside that we’re here!” Lardis reminded him. “Me, I prefer the comforts of my house on the knoll, believe me—except I know I can’t find peace there so long as the Wamphyri are wont to come a-hunting in the night. And right now … why, I’ve a chance to see with my own eyes how many they are and what are our chances. So that when we go back to Sunside, we’ll know to do one of two things: either advise the Szgany of Settlement and the other townships of the precautions they must take, or tell them definitely that the Wamphyri are no more! And let me tell you something else, Andrei …” But here he paused.


For at the last moment Lardis had recognized a certain dangerous passion blazing up within himself. It was in the heat of his blood, the way he spat out his words, so that he knew he’d been on the point of uttering a vow. He was Szgany and proud of it, and a leader of men at that. Once spoken, a vow like that couldn’t be broken. Not and live with it, anyway.


“Oh?” Andrei prompted him. “You were about to tell me …?”


Lardis bit his tongue, changed the subject:


“Do you know how far it is to the Gate?”


“Too far,” said Kirk Lisescu, clambering behind. “Even on Sunside’s levels it would take us an entire sunup to get from Settlement to the great pass. But up here, through all these crags and peaks …” He let it tail off, but Peder Szekarly at once took it up:


“Eighty-five miles from Settlement to the pass. But weaving through these high crags … a hundred, at least. And hard going at that.”


“Something less than forty hours to sunup,” Lardis mused. “Which is when we want to be there. For if by then the Wamphyri are still alive, still abroad, that’s when they’ll head for Karenstack—to be out of the light when the sun blazes between the peaks!” He made rapid calculations and continued:


“A generous ten hours for sleep, leaves almost thirty for travelling. Why, at something a little more than three miles to the hour, we’ll be there in time aplenty!”


“But to see what?” Andrei gloomed. “To discover … what? Hah! The worst, perhaps.”


Lardis gave a grunt and for a little while was silent.


The boles of tall, straight pines loomed out of the darkness below; along a track dappled with starlight, feral eyes gleamed silver and sentient; the grey brother waited patient and passionless while the four gained on him, then turned and headed east. They followed as close as possible in his tracks where he chose the least cluttered, most direct route through the straggling trees.
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