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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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Edmonton, Canada


Eventually, the thought which she been fighting so hard not to acknowledge became too strong to ignore: he had met someone else, another woman. He had plenty of opportunity to do so during their two-week stay at the Norfolk farm. A girl from the town, or another tourist, and over the months since that holiday in England, last summer, he had slowly been going out of his mind: with distraction, with love, with loneliness.


As she trudged home from work, through the deep, crisp snow that still swathed Edmonton, Karen Seymour tried not to cry. It may have been Spring elsewhere in the world, but this far north the snows were as deep and as cold as ever; her breath frosted before her face, and any tear would turn instantly to ice on her cheeks. She was swathed in winter clothing, carrying a bag full of shopping.


Karen was a handsome woman in her early thirties, pregnant for the second time, and suffering deepening bouts of depression as well as sickness. It was a time during which she needed comfort, and the sympathetic presence of husband Jack and their four-year old urchin of a son, Chris. Instead, Chris locked himself away with his toys and books, as depressed by the seemingly endless winter as any adult. And Jack …


Jack was going out of his mind over something. He was a haunted, disturbed man, increasingly given to bouts of melancholy silence. For the last month they had hardly talked. And all Karen could think of by way of explanation was that he had found another woman.


Her car was out of action at the moment, and since she only worked locally she had decided that making the difficult walk to the office was all right. Jack worked miles away and needed his car for business. This afternoon she had left early, mainly because she was feeling ill, and she had picked up the shopping on the way back. She was anticipating a couple of hours with her feet up and the TV on before Jack came home, and Chris came back from the infants’ school.


So when she saw Jack’s car, half in, half out of the garage, she felt a sudden shock, stopped in the street and stared at her house.


He was home from work already!


But he had an important business meeting this afternoon, and even if that had been cancelled, Jack never left work before six o’clock. There were times when she wished that Jack would take a few hours’ unofficial leave, but the man was a workaholic, and to be home in mid-afternoon was totally untypical.


Her feelings of gloom deepened as she hastened her step, praying that no neighbours would emerge to hold her up with inane conversation about the endless snow and the possibility of yet another power cut that evening. Once inside the house she dumped her bag of shopping in the kitchen, shrugged off her bulky anorak, and walked slowly into the lounge.


Jack was there, dressed in a casual shirt and slacks, a can of beer held in one hand. He had covered the coffee table with photographs and was leaning forward in one of the deep armchairs, poring over the prints. He looked up quickly and smiled as Karen entered the room. ‘Karen! Hi! You’re home early.’


She couldn’t bring herself to smile back. ‘I’m home early. I’m often home in the mid afternoon. But what are you doing here? What happened to the business meeting?’


But Jack paid no more attention to her, nor to her sombre face, nor the way she stood just inside the door, arms folded. He picked up a photograph and stared at it. Karen could see that they were the holiday snaps from Wansham, the village in Norfolk, England, which they had visited this last summer.


‘D’you remember that old church? St. Magnus’s? What a place. What history …’ he settled back in his chair, looked up at Karen. He was in his mid-thirties, receding slightly, but still dark-haired and lean of features. A handsome man, she thought. Strong. And a good father to Chris. They had done well to wait for some years before starting their family, to get settled, to know themselves more completely before accepting the responsibilities for a new life.


But what had gone wrong? What was going wrong? Karen could hardly bear to think, to ask the question. She had not realized the extent to which she needed Jack’s strength until now. With Jack behaving so peculiarly, so out of character, she was beginning to feel increasingly lost.


‘Why are you home so early?’ Karen repeated, and Jack just shrugged.


‘I took the whole week off …’


The words were like a blow to her. She walked into the room quickly. ‘You’ve taken the whole week off! What the hell for?’


Calmly he said, ‘Holiday. We’re going back to Norfolk and I need to prepare things …’


‘We’re what?’


‘Going back to Norfolk.’


For a second she just stood and stared at him, hardly believing she had heard his words correctly. And yet it should not have been such a shock to her. His increasing obsession with last summer’s holiday had made her think that it was there that he had met another woman; it was only natural that he should propose returning to England.


She turned from him angrily, walking to the window to stare out at the garden. ‘What the hell’s the matter with you, Jack?’ she said grimly, coldly. ‘What the hell’s the matter?’


Tell me. Get it over with. Crush me now. End the agony.


‘Nothing’s the matter, Kay. Nothing. I’ve taken a week off so that we can have a quick Spring holiday. I don’t understand why you seem so hostile to the idea.’


She turned on him sharply. He was leaning back in the chair, his face pleasant, smiling, reassuring.


She said, ‘Why, Jack?’


‘Why what?’


‘Why d’you want to go back? To England.’


He shrugged, as if the answer should have been obvious. ‘It was a good holiday, Kay. You enjoyed it. I enjoyed it …’


She stared at him, wanting to cry. ‘We had a good two weeks. It was pleasant. Yes. I agree. But Jack, it wasn’t that pleasant. It wasn’t “go again eight months later” pleasant. It wasn’t another-two-thousand-dollars-of-air-fare pleasant!’


Jack stood up and crossed the room to her. His dark eyes shone with an intensity that Karen read as pure, hard determination. ‘I’ve made up my mind, Karen. We’re going back. Look, you’ll enjoy it. We can afford a couple of thousand dollars …’


‘And the farm house rent? We don’t even know if they’ll take us off-season …’


‘They can and they will. I already rang. And we’ll get a third off the weekly rate just because it is off-season.’


‘For Christ’s sake …’ she turned back to the window, shaking with confusion, and frustration. She wanted to tell him loudly, defiantly, that he should go on his own, then, and leave her here. But she couldn’t say it. She didn’t want it. She didn’t want him alone in England … she might lose him for good.


Jack placed his hands on her shoulders reassuringly. ‘What’s the matter, Kay?’


‘I don’t want to go back there. What’s the point?’


‘The point is,’ he said, an edge of anger in his voice, ‘the point is a holiday, a break from this godforsaken winter.’


She swung round, angry. ‘Okay. I agree. Let’s go to Hawaii. If we’re going to have an extra holiday, let’s go somewhere warm. Let’s go to Hawaii.’


‘I don’t want to go to Hawaii,’ he said, almost petulantly.


‘And I don’t want to go back to England! Cold, bleak, miserable bloody country!’


‘I thought you’d enjoyed our stay there.’


‘Not that much!’ Her voice was almost hysterical. There was a brief, glaring silence between them, broken by Karen, who said, ‘And what about Chris?’


‘Your sister will look after him. You know she will. A week, Kay. Just a brief return visit. I’ve got to go back.’ He frowned even as he said it, puzzled by the intensity of his words. He repeated, ‘I’ve just got to see the place again. I can’t get it off my mind, Kay. I need to go back.’


She found the courage to speak her mind, to say the thing that had begun to haunt her. ‘You met someone there. You met another woman. Tell me, Jack, for Christ’s sake …’


‘Don’t keep swearing,’ he told her sternly. Then shook his head, smiling almost patronizingly. ‘Is that what you’ve been thinking? That I met a girl in Norfolk and am obsessed with seeing her again?’


She let him put his arms around her, hugging her to his breast. She said, ‘What else am I supposed to think? You’ve been driving me mad these last few days. Distracted, not sleeping, restless. This obsession to go back to Kett’s farm, to Wansham … what else am I supposed to think?’


‘But I want you to come with me, Kay. There’s no other woman. I swear it. Not even Agnes Hadlee …’ He grinned. Even Karen smiled at the thought of the plump, jolly farmer’s wife with whom they had stayed last summer.


She said, ‘Then why in God’s name do you want to go to that bleak, miserable little town again?’


His hug grew stronger. Karen pulled back a little and she could see the uncertainty in his eyes. He shrugged, smiled thinly. ‘I don’t know. I just … I just have to. It’s something that’s eating at me, Kay. I swear to God that there’s no-one there, no woman, no man. Perhaps it’s my past, something I recognized when I was there. But I’ve got to go, and you too. I want you there with me. For a week, Kay. Just one week. Just to see the place. Please …’


She broke away from him and crossed the room. She sat on the edge of an armchair and picked up two or three of the pictures: the farmhouse had been charming, she supposed, if cramped, cold and distinctly damp; it had at least been well run. It looked across flat fields towards a gentle rise, topped by sinister trees, and in the opposite direction towards the grey, unwelcoming sea. The town itself was a typical fenland village, its small supermarket the only concession to modern living. Karen could still feel the biting summer winds, the awful autumnal weather that had accompanied their trip to Jack’s parental homeland. If she were honest with herself, she had hated the holiday, and thought that Jack had disliked it too.


But at least she felt reassured about her naïve and almost childish worry over another woman.


Which left, however, another puzzle: where on earth did Jack’s irrational desire come from? He was dead set on returning to England. She watched him as he stood above her, gaze half on her, half on the display of summer photographs. She could remember nothing that had occurred during the holiday which could account for his strange behaviour now – nothing, that is, except that one day, towards the end of their stay there …


He had walked off alone, cheerful, and returned dishevelled and upset, frozen stiff from having fallen into a boggy pond, but unable to recall exactly what had caused him to slip.


It hadn’t spoiled the vacation, and she had thought no more of it. Now she remembered that odd day, and equated it with his even odder behaviour, his restless obsession with the Norfolk town.


There was no answer to be found in her scattered, confused thoughts. Reluctantly, hating herself as she said the words, she murmured, ‘Okay. Let’s go back to Wansham. Let’s get it over with.’


*


Southampton


The more he thought about the idea, the more he liked it. A few days off, or rather – since he was retired – a few days away.


A week, say, seven days away from the busy-body neighbours, away from the Working Men’s Club, away from Monday evening bingo. A few days’ break from the tedium of life in Chisholm Road.


Quite when the idea had occurred to him was hard to remember now, but the exact reason for his sudden interests and equally sudden changes of mind was not something that concerned Martin Shackleford. All he knew was that one morning, perhaps it was yesterday, he had woken up at six in the morning thinking about Wansham, and that little hotel with the kindly landlady, Mrs Quinn, and the excellent English breakfasts. He had lain in bed for several hours, just reliving those few days of holiday, last summer, when his youngest daughter Sharon had taken him on a tour of the fens and Norfolk.


Sharon was unmarried, and seemed a lonely sort of girl; she didn’t get on well with her two sisters, but always enjoyed visiting Southampton for long weekends. Father and daughter were good friends, closer now that Margaret was gone, and that holiday had been a wonderful break for them both, and a chance to forge a new and very pleasant relationship. Sharon would probably never get married; it wasn’t that she didn’t have looks, or talent. She just seemed so wrapped up in her teaching job, and her friends, and her hobbies.


Shackleford had called the girl at her Nottinghamshire flat, but Sharon was away with friends. He had been about to suggest that they meet up at the Royal Oak hotel, in Wansham, and have a couple of days together at his expense, but it suddenly seemed like a good idea to go alone.


He had rung the hotel and confirmed his booking. He had spent the day packing his small suitcase, and arranging for his two cats to be fed by the only neighbour in the road that he actually liked. As the day had worn on so his excitement had grown. He couldn’t get the town, and the countryside around the town, out of his mind. Those long walks along the windy embankment – the sea bluff, the locals called it – which separated farmland from the surging, unswimmable sea. The still days, the sun bright and hot, when they had walked across the farmland, following winding brooks through gnarled and wind blasted copses of beech and oak trees. The long drive through some of the most beautiful and remote fenland imaginable.


He was up early the next day. It was cloudy, cool. An April shower threatened, and he could see by the grey, sombre sky that it would be more than the usual April downpour.


So he quickly loaded up his old Morris Traveller and scuttled back into the house to make breakfast. It was not yet seven in the morning, but soon the road would be lively with people heading off to work, and he particularly wanted to avoid the Starkeys at number 46, who would question him thoroughly, and irritate him no end.


He tried calling Sharon once more, but the phone didn’t answer at all. He called her work and was told that the girl was somewhere in the Derby area, on a two-day teachers’ conference.


Ah well, it had only been a passing idea, anyway.


The important thing was to get on the road and back to Wansham before the rain became too heavy. He had a good day’s drive ahead of him, and he tired easily behind the wheel.


He wanted to make the town before late afternoon.


Wansham


‘I must have been out of my mind to let you drag me all the way back here. Out of my mind! D’you hear me, John?’


‘I hear you! And I wish I didn’t have to!’


‘Well, that does it! I’m going back to the hotel. And I’m taking the car.’


John Keeton sighed with irritation and turned round to watch as his wife, Kath, walked angrily back along the pathway to where they had parked their estate car, now just visible at the side of the distant road. ‘Kath!’ he shouted after her. ‘Just a few minutes more. Just a little way more!’


‘Not one step!’ she called back. She slipped slightly on the wet mud of the pathway and her voice was a shrill cry of fury. It was a bloody miserable day by anybody’s standards. The wind was fairly whipping in off the sea, blowing reeds, trees and clothing before it. Katherine Keeton felt the cold very badly. She was nearly fifty, and liked her comforts. She was huddled inside her raincoat, now, hair held down by a green headscarf, body hunched and frozen as she worked her way back across the evil, bleak landscape.


John Keeton swore silently, then shook his head, glancing back along the bluff, out across the flatter farmland that they had been approaching, the area known locally as ‘the styke’. He could see some sort of tented enclosure in the distance, on a ridge of land, maybe half a mile from the farmhouse. There were more sheltering trees over there, and he had been walking steadily towards them, not really knowing why, just more and more comfortable with each step he took.


The wind didn’t bother him, nor the rain. Nor the cold. Which was strange, since normally they did. But since returning to Wansham, just the day before, he had felt relaxed, almost ecstatically happy at times. At dinner last night he had been more cheerful and jokey than he could remember in a long time, and Kath’s grumpiness, her sense of being a partner to his mad whim, had not succeeded in getting him down. Even at breakfast he had been excited. He hadn’t been able to wait to get out and walk across the desolate countryside.


Kath, it was clear, could have found a hundred things she would prefer to have done: washing, ironing, running their small company single-handedly, raising badgers … anything rather than tramp through the freezing April weather, towards a sea that heaved and shimmered with grey contempt for the sand-flats of a beach, and the unappealing coastal landscape which it might so easily swamp one day soon. All day she had complained and bickered, and become more and more tiresome.


‘Why here? For the Lord’s sake, John, why back here? Bad food, surly service, one of the most miserable holidays we’ve had in a long time and you want to come back. Even Alan thought it was a disaster. The boy didn’t speak to me for a month …’


‘Bloody hippy,’ snarled John Keeton at thought of his idle eldest son.


‘I must have been mad to let you bring me. I must have been mad to come …’


‘I told you, Kath. This place appeals to me. I feel a sense of belonging. I had to come back.’


‘You’re going senile, more like.’


He followed her, now, back along the edge of the land, kicking sullenly through the wind-whipped rye grass. Wherever he looked, across the low farmland, he could see the sombre greys and greens, the lowering sky bringing dusk that much closer. Somewhere a bird piped merrily, a curlew, he thought, and he saw its dark shape bobbing up and down on the wind.


He was not so old that he was going senile, and the words had stung him. He had had a mild stroke, and his left hand was still numbed and slightly hard to flex. But that had been a year ago, and he was quite fit now. He was only fifty-six. No age at all. Damn the woman. She was ageing faster than him, her face sagging, her legs becoming ropey with hardened veins.


Sometimes he doubted their reasons for staying together, but he supposed it was something to do with mutual security. She was never afraid to speak her mind, and had strong opinions on most subjects. She was intelligent, and she helped him run his small hardware business, and was the brains behind the finance. Their two sons were long since gone from home, and rarely visited, rarely seemed at ease with their parents, although Alan had been induced to come on holiday with them the summer before, when they had stayed at the Royal Oak. He got on better with Kath than with John. Keeton felt irritable about that and could not disguise his sense of frustration.


He trudged down the bluff, slipping and sliding on the wet grass. Kath was already at the car, standing there impatiently, lips pursed, arms folded across her chest for warmth. ‘Hurry up, if you’re coming. Let’s get back to the hotel at least.’


For a second, staring at the pinched face, her grey eyes cold and unloving, he realized that he hated her. He hated her for interfering in everything he wanted to do, for frustrating the free spirit in him. She brought him down. She drained him of all vitality, like some horrible vampire …


And even as these violent and cruel thoughts passed through his mind he recognized that they were somehow alien to him, they were not him at all, not his real feelings.


But something had snared him. He was caught in a trap of anger and irritation, and the sight of the woman standing there before him was the epitome of everything that he hated in his life, the blocking, the preventing, the depressing of desire …


I love you Kath, he thought as best he could, but the words were twisted away from him, some inner demon not allowing him to recognize his true feelings for her.


She was in the way. He had to do something about that. He hated her.


But I love you, Kath. I love you …


He reached into his pockets and drew out the car keys, flinging them in her face. ‘Bloody go back, then. Sod off! I’m going for a walk on my own.’


And he turned his back on her and began to climb back up the bluff, to the pathway above the sea. Behind him, Kath screeched her anger, noisily opened the door of the car and a moment later was driving furiously back towards the town.


Keeton never looked over his shoulder, not until the sound of the car had vanished against the gusting wind, the moaning of the air across the Norfolk landscape. He pulled the collar of his overcoat up around his neck, and tugged his trilby hat further down across his face, hunched against the wet cold but peering intently into the distance.


He had no idea where he was walking, but he increased the pace of his step, moving almost excitedly along the bluff towards a tightly packed copse of trees, where some ruined fencing told of a hidden pond, or area of bog. There was a red notice there, but he couldn’t see what it said. In the distance up on the rise, he could see a Land Rover moving towards the roadway that led into Wansham.


It was quite dark; late afternoon, and the stormy skies, made it seem like well after dusk. Ahead of him he thought he saw a light, a brief flare against the trees.


He was compelled to drop down from the high path to the soggy ground at the edge of the farmland. His feet sank in the mud and he trudged up towards the trees, and the shelter that they offered. He was vaguely aware that the red sign was painted with the word DANGER. He was also aware that someone was lurking in that dark patch of woodland, watching him.


Keeton stepped across the ramshackle fencing, and leaned against one of the gnarled trunks, peering into the gloom. The wind almost carried away his words: ‘Hello? Someone there?’


A flurry of rain blew coldly and uncomfortably against his back and he shivered and stepped forward a little. There was movement behind him and he turned and glimpsed a human figure slipping out of sight into the copse. Puzzled, Keeton stepped among the trees, holding his coat closed at the neck, using his left hand to keep his balance by leaning against the sloping trunks.


‘I’ve come back …’ he called, and part of him questioned that strange statement; and yet, without really thinking at all, he called again. ‘It’s Keeton. I’m back.’


‘Glad you could make it, Keeton.’ The voice came from the right and Keeton glanced that way.


An old man stood there, watching him. He leaned on a heavy, gnarled stick, his other hand in the pocket of a faded tweed suit. He was smiling broadly. In the half-light his eyes gleamed, almost with amusement.


Keeton took a step towards him. ‘Who are you?’


The old man shrugged, his gaze never leaving Keeton’s face. ‘Who am I?’ He chuckled. ‘Why Mister Keeton, I’m the man who called you.’


‘Called me?’ Keeton frowned.


‘You have something that I want.’


‘What could I possibly … what do I have? I don’t understand.’


‘You have something that belongs to me, Mister Keeton, and it’s time to give it back …’


‘I have nothing …’ an edge of panic in his voice. The old man’s smiling face seemed to swim large before him, the permanent grin an almost evil thing, the twinkling, amused eyes fixing him with an animal stare. Keeton backed away, stumbling slightly as his foot caught the twisted root of a tree. Rain drove into the copse, cold and hard.


‘I have nothing that belongs to you. I never saw you before.’


‘Why Mister Keeton, that’s just not true. You took it from me last summer …’ the old man limped uneasily after the retreating figure of John Keeton. Keeton glanced towards the unseen sea, to where the grass on the high path waved in the stormy winds. He wished that Kath had waited. The menace that exuded from this old man was terrifying …


‘I was on holiday …’ Keeton stammered, and his words turned instantly to a scream. The solid ground had vanished from beneath his feet.


Panic-stricken, he yelled, ‘I’m sinking!’ Oozing mud sucked at his legs. He struggled and twisted, but between one step and the next he had trodden in the rain-soaked bog and had sunk above the knees.


A fleeting, shocking image, held down beneath the water, struggling, staring up as he drowned into the leering face of the man who pushed him under …


‘My God,’ he shrieked aloud. ‘I can’t move!’


The old man leaned close and his face rippled and transformed. Keeton watched the hideous transmogrification, his mouth gaping, the breath hardly able to express itself from his body. The old man’s face seemed to grin at him, a leering skull, its mouth opening in a silent scream, a silent cry of triumph. The crippled body shimmered grey, ghostly, the limbs swelling, seemingly clad in ragged furs and clothes; muscles pushed hugely against the tenuous fabric of the robe. Long hair framed the skull that peered at the sinking man in the bog.


‘Help me!’ screamed Keeton, and reached a hand for the fragile broken branch of a tree.


A double-bladed axe flashed before his horror-struck eyes. There was a brief moment’s pain in his wrist and he watched as his severed hand flew out across the bog, sucked below the green surface in an instant.


The darkness of unconsciousness immediately consumed Keeton …


But not before he had glimpsed that blade raised once again and brought down heavily against his skull.


The blow which split him open drove his dead body a yard below the surface of the mud.
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Mid-morning of an overcast day in late April, Andrew Haddingham returned to the house at Brook’s Corner for the first time in a week. He parked his car on the grass verge by the road and switched off the engine. Leaning slightly across his passenger he surveyed the high, redbrick wall, with its wrought-iron gates, that effectively blocked all view of the house itself.


‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘Brook’s Corner. Dan Brady’s castle keep.’


‘I thought you said the place was defended,’ said the woman who sat with him, frowning slightly.


‘It is. Very effectively.’ Haddingham knew she was referring to the fact that the gates were unlocked and swinging free. She was looking for tangible barricades, but it was not against the attack of anything physical, such as a man, that Daniel Brady had fortified his detached residence in the past month. It was not fear of physical attack that dictated the life of the reclusive man who lived within.


Haddingham stepped from the car and held the door for his passenger. Her name was Angela Huxley. She was in her early forties, and quite attractive, Haddingham thought. She was unmarried, and seemed greatly contented to remain that way. She was well-groomed, and carried herself with a stiff, English properness, wearing colourful, but highly functional clothes, reflecting her generation.


It was her face that Haddingham found most remarkable. There was a touch of the Romany about her, her eyes and features dark, her hair, once jet-black, now streaked through with mystic – Haddingham thought beautiful – silver strands.


It was a highly appropriate look, Haddingham had decided, for Angela Huxley was a medium, and a psychic of great reputation. She had worked, over the years, both with the Ennean Institute of Paranormal Research, and for the Ministry of Defence station at nearby Hillingvale, which also was devoted to paranormal studies, and which was where Haddingham himself held a good position.


Haddingham took Angela Huxley’s arm and guided her across the road, a mannerism quite typical of the fifty-year old bachelor. Angela smiled wanly to herself, but allowed him to escort her in this fashion. Everything about Haddingham was courteous, British and fussy, from his three-piece suit, so well pressed and so frayed at the cuffs, to the short briar pipe that poked from his breast pocket. He was a mysterious man, and Angela was intrigued by him as she had been on the first occasion that they had met, a week ago, when he had asked her about her availability for some ‘private research’.


‘What sort of research?’ she had asked him, and had instantly noticed the way Haddingham had become cagey.


‘Spirit contact,’ he had told her. ‘Quite straightforward, except that the spirits are – or might be – quite unusual. I’ll explain in greater detail when you’ve met Dan Brady himself.’


She had frowned; the name had been familiar to her, and she had said as much to Andrew Haddingham. Haddingham’s eyebrows rose slightly. Seated in one of the plush armchairs that filled the dark, richly furnished lounge of her house, he drew easily on his pipe.


‘I wondered if it might be,’ he said. ‘Familiar, I mean.’


‘Who is he? Who is Daniel Brady?’


‘He’s a …’ Haddingham paused and smiled thinly. ‘Well, he calls himself the Night Hunter. He worked with me, once, at Hillingvale. Standard paranormal research. Very dull. But something happened a few months ago that made him leave work and become just that. A hunter. A tracker. He’s hunting, now, away in the north, but I think he’ll be back soon …’


‘Mister Haddingham … Andrew …’ Angela Huxley smiled easily. ‘You’re not making very much sense.’


Haddingham acknowledged that. ‘I’m sorry.’ He peered at her narrowly, as if deciding how much to tell her, then abruptly came to a decision, leaned forward in his chair and said, ‘A few months back Dan Brady was viciously attacked. Savagely attacked. It happened one evening, two or three days before Christmas. It was a cold-blooded, brutal assault on him and on his wife and two young children. Dan Brady himself was left for dead. He recovered only quite recently. But his wife, Alison, and the children – a girl called Marianna, and an older boy called Dominick – had vanished. Whoever attacked them on that night stole the three of them. Took them away. Dan has no idea where. I’m sure you can imagine that he is both frantic and utterly determined to find them again.’


For a second Angela Huxley said nothing, merely stared at her guest, the frown on her face deepening as she intuited the horror and fear of the events that Haddingham had so briefly described. ‘Poor man,’ she whispered finally, then added, ‘And in case they are dead, he wishes me to try and contact them. Do I understand that?’


‘That’s part of it,’ agreed Haddingham. ‘But Brady is convinced that they are alive. It’s not just that he refuses to accept their deaths. He has had hints, messages, clues, if you like. He believes them to be alive; but time is running out. Basically, Angela, he doesn’t know where to look for them, where to start looking, where to go. But you may be able to help. You may be able to put him in touch with someone who can help …’


She rose from her chair and crossed to her desk, where she leafed through her diary thoughtfully. Closing the book, she said, ‘I shall make myself available at your call, Andrew. There is nothing here that can’t be rescheduled. I’ll do everything I can to assist.’


Thus it was that a few days later she arrived at the open gates of Brook’s Corner, and walked slowly through into the fortified grounds.


She could not have been aware of the nature of the defences that Brady had built; Haddingham had given her no clue beyond the simple fact that the house was ‘defended’. But as she reached a point, some ten yards beyond the high wall, she suddenly stopped, gasping aloud and turning quickly round, staring at Haddingham through wide eyes.


‘It’s gone!’ was all she said, and the look on her face was fleetingly of panic, then of puzzlement.


‘What’s gone?’ asked Haddingham as he watched her. She touched a hand to her face, then her head, her brow creasing with anxiety. And suddenly she grasped the point. ‘Defences! Psychic defences! Of course …’


‘Can you detect them?’


Angela shook her head. ‘Only by the absence of noise. That’s what I call the sensation in my head, the presence of spiritual matter in the atmosphere. It’s like a rushing sound, very distant. It just suddenly went. Just as I reached this spot here.’ She stared down at the pathway, noticing that the gravel had sunk slightly, as if an object was buried there.


Haddingham said, ‘You’ve just entered the zona magnetica. It’s the third line of defence around the house, a series of clay and iron gargoyles buried about twelve inches down …’


‘It’s powerful,’ she said, looking around the garden. The bare branches of the trees cut dark patterns against the grey sky. The grounds were deserted and quiet, and most unnerving of all was the sudden silence in her mind. She shivered. ‘But I shan’t be able to make contact in the house. You do understand that, don’t you?’


‘Of course. That’s not why you’re here.’


He took her arm and walked her slowly along the drive, towards the front door. He briefly explained the way the defences were set up around the grounds.


The high brick wall was itself a psychic defence zone, a Talisman Wall that extended around the garden. The talismans and seals that had been built into the body of the wall were mostly Roman mosaic tiles from a fragment of flooring that had been found below the southern end of the garden; the tiles had a residual power, perhaps because someone had died in that ancient house nearly two thousand years before, and that power had been turned to Dan Brady’s favour.


Inside the Talisman Wall was the Line of Reflection, designed to bounce back any psychic substance that might get past the talismans, psychic substance of the sort associated with psychic attack …


But the first real line of defence was the zona magnetica, which had so effectively blocked Angela Huxley’s subconscious contact with the spirit world outside the grounds.


The two most powerful lines of defence were the zona mandragora and the mazon. The first of these appeared as a series of bronze braziers, containing a dark mix of pungent herbs, mostly black mandrake. When lit, the organic emission from the smouldering mix was a tangible blockage to psychic projection. The mazon was a line of complex earth mazes, carved into the turf and concrete around the walls of the house. The most potent of psychic forces which might penetrate this far would be trapped by the intricate spirals and circles of these mazes, and ultimately dissipated.


Brook’s Corner was a fortress. An ordinary man could walk in through the gates and burn the house down, but elemental forces of evil, or of the mind, any such denizens of the spirit world would find their passage to the house almost impossibly difficult.


‘He is not afraid of the men who attacked him, that night,’ Haddingham said as they waited for Brady to answer the door. ‘He would welcome their coming back to try to finish the job …’


Angela shivered. She had heard of psychic attack, the terrible way a man or a woman could be strangled or crushed by the unseen projection of a powerful mind. She said, ‘But they won’t return. Instead they’re sending elementals against him …


‘They’ve sent one, and he destroyed it. They will almost certainly send another.’


There was a noise inside the house. A moment later the door opened and Angela Huxley gained her first good look at the haunted man she had come to help.


The brutality of the physical attack upon him last December, and the anguish of the last few weeks, during which he had lived with the knowledge of the loss of his wife and family, had put a strain on Daniel Brady that was clearly marked, now, in both his face and bearing.


He was a tall man and if, a few months ago, he had been declining into middle-aged chubbiness, that had now gone; he was lean and lithe, his body seeming almost too wiry, fragile; and yet he was able to move with the speed and strength of an animal. When he shook hands with Angela Huxley the grip was gentle, but the woman intuited an immense power behind that courteous touch. He was unshaven, the dark growth of beard partially grizzled. He smiled easily, but the gesture vanished from his face as quickly as it had come. His eyes were deep and piercing, lined at the corners and heavy, below, with fatigue. Angela thought they were animal eyes, cold eyes, and she felt uncomfortable beneath their scrutiny, distracted by the anger in the glance, yet the easy smile – something false – upon his lips.


Brady knew that his appearance had changed. There was nothing he could do about it. He had aged about ten years in the brief few months of the New Year; at least, he had aged in the grey that streaked his hair and beard, and the lines that creased his pale features. In another way he had become rejuvenated; his appetite was splendid, and yet each morning the flesh and muscle of his wiry frame hugged the bones more firmly, more sparsely. It was as if he were creating the appropriate body for the newly acquired mentality of a hunting animal.


He awoke every morning, shortly before dawn. He couldn’t bear to stay in bed, and would prowl through the defence zones of his garden, often naked, enjoying the dewy chill of this earliest of hours. He awoke each morning in the middle of a violent and terrifying dream, and each day the dream was the same, a memory of an evening that had begun with a family, united in the simple act of preparing for Christmas day, an evening of loving togetherness that had ended with the family carried off into the frozen darkness, a family shattered by an incomprehensible force of evil, one alone left to struggle back from the grasping hands of Death.


Images that haunted him: of an amulet, like a screaming, severed head, that had gazed blindly at him from one of his attacker’s necks; of a jewelled phallus, its head like a horned animal, used with brutal effect upon Alison; of a convoluted labyrinthine pattern; of a face like the walking dead … of a name: Magondathog. An incomprehensible name that still screamed at him, tested him, jeered at him, speaking to him from a time long gone when its subtle meaning would have been too obvious for words …
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