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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.








Résumé:



Harry Keogh inherited the psychic skills of his mother and grandmother, which in him have evolved to unparalleled heights of parapsychological power. He is a Necroscope: he talks to the dead like other men talk to their friends and neighbours. And indeed the teeming dead are Harry’s friends, for he is the one light in their eternal darkness, their only contact with the world they have left behind.


For the common perception of death is incorrect: the minds of the dead do not accompany their bodies into corruption and dust but go on to explore the myriad possibilities of their leanings which were unattainable in life. The writers continue to ‘write’ great works that can never be published; the architects design fabulous, near-perfect cities which will never be built; the mathematicians explore Pure Number to exponentials whose only boundary is infinity.


As a boy Harry utilized his esoteric ‘talent’ to help with his studies; since he himself did not appear academically inclined, certain of his deceased specialist friends were able to show him the short cuts around otherwise impossible classroom problems. As a result of which he discovered his own affinity for instinctive or intuitive maths.


Harry Keogh was not the only one who ‘talked’ to the dead. In the USSR the Soviet E-Branch (ESP-Branch) made use of Boris Dragosani, a necromancer, to tear the secrets of corpses from their violated bodies. But where Harry was beloved of the Great Majority, they feared and loathed Dragosani. The difference was this: where the Necroscope merely conversed with the dead, befriending and consoling them, and asking nothing in return, the Russian necromancer simply reached in and took! Having been instructed in his obscene talent by a long-buried but still undead vampire, whose seed had been passed on to him, nothing could be hidden from Dragosani: he would find his answers in the blood, the guts, the very marrow of his victims’ bones. In all other instances the dead can’t feel pain – but that was part of Dragosani’s talent, too. For when he worked he made them feel it! They felt his hands, his knives, his tearing nails; they knew and felt everything he did to them! It was never his way simply to question the dead for their secrets, for then they might lie to him. No, his way was to rend them apart and then read the answers in torn skin and muscle, in shredded ligaments and tendons, in brain fluid and the mucus of eye and ear, and in the very texture of the dead tissue itself!


… While avenging the cruel death of his murdered mother, Harry Keogh became aware of the existence of the ESP-agencies of East and West. Recruited to the aid of British ESP-Intelligence in the secret war with Russia’s mindspies, he pitted himself against Boris Dragosani. And now his intuitive maths came into play.


With the assistance of August Ferdinand Möbius (1790–1868) Harry gained access to the Möbius Continuum, a fifth dimension running parallel not only to the mundane four but to all other material planes. He could now in effect ‘teleport’ instantly to anywhere in the world, just as long as he had the mathematical co-ordinates or a dead friend in that location to act as a beacon. In addition, he had discovered his terrible power to call up the dead from their graves!


To rid the world of the vampire Dragosani, Harry used the Möbius Continuum to invade the Chateau Bronnitsy, Russia’s secluded E-Branch HQ. There he called up from death an army of mummified Tartars whose bodies had been preserved by the peaty ground. Dragosani was destroyed, and along with him many of the staff and much of the apparatus of the Soviet mindspy agency.


But Harry paid the price too, and his body was also destroyed. Except …


… As the Necroscope knew well enough from personal experience, death is not the end.


Incorporeal, pure mind, he escaped to the Möbius Continuum and later, by involuntary metempsychosis, came to ‘inhabit’ the brain-dead body of a British esper. By then, however, Harry had also come to realize the role he must play in the eradication of vampire spawn from the world of men. This recognition of his purpose (his destiny?) came about through the discovery of a vampire’s scarlet thread among the pure blue life-threads of humanity where they permeate the past and future time-lanes of the Möbius Continuum.


Yulian Bodescu, contaminated with vampirism by Thibor Ferenczy – the same centuries-dead vampire who infected Dragosani – threatened both Harry’s life and the life of his baby son. But this time it was Harry Jr who turned the tables and made possible Bodescu’s destruction; for he too was born a Necroscope, with talents the same as (or greater than?) those possessed by his father.


Following the Bodescu affair, Harry Jr vanished (apparently from the face of the Earth) and took his poor demented mother with him. Harry Sr, searching far and wide for his wife and infant son, despaired of ever finding them: in the Möbius Continuum their life-threads disappeared mysteriously into some otherworldly place where even he could not follow.


Harry quit British E-Branch and devoted himself to his search, which soon became an obsession. Years passed and the Necroscope turned recluse, living in a rambling, ramshackle house some miles outside Edinburgh.


Then … E-Branch contacted him again. They were badly in need of Harry’s help and guessed he’d be reluctant, but there was also a carrot. The Branch had a similar case on its hands: a Secret Service agent had gone missing, not presumed dead. Just like Harry Jr and his mother, so now a young spy had disappeared into thin air. The mindspies had reason to believe he was alive, but still they couldn’t find him. Harry checked it out with the Great Majority, who denied that the missing man had joined their ranks. And yet E-Branch swore that he wasn’t ‘here’ on Earth. So … where was he?


Could it be he was in the same place as the Necroscope’s wife and child?


Eventually Harry’s inquiries led him to the Perchorsk Projekt, a Russian experiment buried deep in a ravine under the Ural Mountains. In an attempt to create a force-field barrier as a counter to the USA’s Star Wars scenario, the Soviets had accidentally blasted a ‘wormhole’ out of this space-time dimension into a parallel plane of existence. And in so doing they had also discovered the ancient source of all vampiric infestation of Earth! Things were coming through the Perchorsk Gate into our world. Unbelievable things – unbelievable except to the Necroscope and certain members of the British and Soviet E-Branches.


Through his contacts with the dead, and especially with the assistance of August Ferdinand Möbius, Harry discovered a second Gate and used it to venture into the world of the Wamphyri, whose skyscraper aeries gloomed gaunt and nightmarish over all Starside, the world where the vampire Lords held sway. There he discovered his son, grown now to a young man, but, alas, infected with vampirism!


Known as The Dweller in this weird parallel world, Harry Jr had so far managed to hold his vampire metamorphosis in check; he commanded a small band of Travellers (the original Gypsies), and a regiment of ‘trogs’, the aboriginal men of Starside. But his enemies were monstrous and far outnumbered him. Only his ‘magic’ – his mastery of the Möbius Continuum, and of superior science – had so far kept him safe. But under the guidance of the great and sinister Lord Shaithis, the warlike Wamphyri had recently put aside all personal grievances and banded together into an awesome, alien army. Jealous of The Dweller, his garden and works, they would move in unison against him.


The two Harrys must stand alone against this force of monsters, else total Wamphyri domination of Star- and Sunside would become a grim and horrific reality. But they did not stand entirely alone; in the bloody battle for The Dweller’s garden, the Lady Karen joined sides with them. A vampire, indeed Wamphyri, Karen was as beautiful as she was clever. She could read the minds of the vampire Lords and forecast their every move. Still Shaithis and his fellow Lords, their lieutenants, and all the vast and terrible warrior-creatures they had created from the flesh of men and trogs alike must surely have won the battle … had it not been for the awesome powers of the Necroscope and his son.


Using the raw light of the sun itself, the garden’s defenders defeated Shaithis’s vampire army, and went on to level the towering stacks of stone and bone which were the aeries of the Wamphyri. All except Karen’s, who had been their ally …


Afterwards, Harry Keogh visited Karen in the grimly forbidding aerie which was her place. She was not long a vampire; the thing within her had not yet gained full ascendancy; if the Necroscope could drive out her vampire and destroy it … perhaps there was yet a chance for Harry Jr.


Harry’s method was crude, cruel, even brutal – but hideously effective. Except … how could he have foreseen the consequences? Karen had been Wamphyri! And now? Without her vampire she was nothing but a pretty, empty girl. Where was her power, her freedom, her raw, unfettered Wamphyri spirit now? Gone.


And when Harry awoke from his exhaustion, gone too was Karen!


From on high he saw her body wrapped in the white sheath she wore for a gown, bloody and broken on the flanks of her aerie, where she had thrown herself down from the uppermost levels.


The Dweller saw what his father had done, and knew why. If Harry Sr had found a cure for Karen, he might well have applied the principle to Harry Jr, too. Fearing that one day his father might return to Starside with just such a ‘cure’, The Dweller used his superior vampire powers to reduce Harry’s skills to nothing. He took away his deadspeak (his ability to talk to the dead) and also his numeracy. And then he returned Harry Keogh, ex-Necroscope, to his own world, the world of men …


Forbidden to speak to the dead – a rule he must obey or else suffer terrible mental and physical agony – and denied the use of the Möbius Continuum as a result of his enforced innumeracy, Harry Keogh was as close as he had ever been to being a ‘normal’ man. Which, after what he had known, equated almost to a prefrontal lobotomy. He had been the Necroscope – and was now powerless.


But although incapable of conscious communication with the teeming dead, still they could speak to him in his dreams. And their message was monstrous. Another Great Vampire had come to stalk the world!


Harry had dedicated himself to the eradication of vampirism; but what could he, ex-Necroscope, do now? As the world’s foremost expert on vampires, he could at least advise. He must do something, for unless he and E-Branch found the vampire first, then sooner or later the undead monster would surely find him! For Harry had grown into a legend: he was the vampire-slayer, and locked in his ‘crippled’ mind were all the secrets of the Great Majority and mathematical formulae governing the Möbius Continuum itself. If the born-again monster should use its necromancy to steal his forbidden metaphysical talents … the result would be unthinkable!


The dead, forbidden to talk to Harry except in his dreams, rallied to him. They used other methods to get their messages across: to tell him that a vampire was at work in the islands of the Aegean. Once more in league with E-Branch, Harry Keogh and the girl who loved him went out to the Mediterranean to see what could be done.


But two British espers had already been vampirized and their esoteric talents added to those of Janos Ferenczy, the bloodson of Faethor and ‘brother’ to Thibor, the old Thing In The Ground. Janos was back to reclaim his territories and dig up again certain antique treasure-hoards which he himself had long ago buried as a safeguard against the changes which centuries of immobility in undeath would bring, treasures which would lie lost in the earth until his planned ‘resurrection’. These preparations had been made back in the fifteenth century, when Janos had known that his powerful vampire father, Faethor, was returning again to Wallachia after almost three hundred years of bloodthirsty adventuring with the Crusaders, then with Genghis Khan, and finally with the Moslems. For Faethor hated Janos and would try to ‘kill’ him (as he had already put down his brother, Thibor, undead into the earth), for which reason Janos had made these provisions against an uncertain future.


When Harry saw what he was up against with Janos, and after the vampire had taken Harry’s woman for his own, then he knew he must somehow regain his deadspeak and his command over the mysterious Möbius Continuum. Without these powers … he just wouldn’t stand a chance.


The ghost of Faethor Ferenczy, whose place was the crumbling, deserted, overgrown ruins of a house close to Ploiesti in Romania, contacted Harry and offered to help. The damage done to Harry’s mind was the work of The Dweller, Harry Jr, a vampire with hugely enhanced mentalist powers. If Harry would now allow Faethor’s spirit into his mind, perhaps that ‘father’ of vampires could remove the blockage and unlock the closed-off regions. Harry did not like the idea (to allow a vampire, this vampire, into his mind?) and knew it was an experiment fraught with the most terrifying dangers. But beggars can’t be choosers.


As to why Faethor should want to help: he could not bear the thought of his bloodson, Janos, up and about in the world while he was nothing but a fading memory, shunned even by the dead. He wanted Janos put down again, indeed he actively desired to be the instrument of that termination. And Harry Keogh was the only one who could do it. At least, this was the explanation which Faethor offered to Harry …


In Romania, Harry slept overnight in the ruins of Faethor’s last refuge, and while he slept the father of vampires entered his mind and reopened certain mental ‘doors’ which Harry Jr had closed there. Waking up, Harry discovered his deadspeak returned to him. Now he could contact the long-dead mathematician Möbius and have him enter his mind and, he hoped, give him back his numeracy and mastery of the so-called Möbius Continuum. But Faethor had lied: once inside Harry’s mind the vampire would not leave it – the Necroscope now had an unwelcome tenant.


Finally, at Janos’s castle in the Zarandului Mountains of Transylvania, Harry recovered his powers in full, returned Janos to dust and committed the spirit of Faethor to an eternity of emptiness and utter loneliness in the infinite future time-streams of the Möbius Continuum.


But his victory was not without cost.


Strange urges are part of Harry now, and stranger hungers. His life-thread unwinds as before into the unending future of Möbius time. Except … where once that life-thread was pure blue, as are the threads of all entirely human beings, now it is tinged with red!





Part One






1



Charnel Knowledge


‘Harry.’ Darcy Clarke’s voice was twitchy on the ’phone, but he was trying hard to control it. ‘There’s a problem we could use some help with. Your kind of help.’


Harry Keogh, Necroscope, might or might not know what was bothering the head of British E-Branch, and it might or might not have to do with him directly. ‘What is it, Darcy?’ he said, speaking softly.


‘It’s murder,’ the other answered, and now his twitchiness came on strong, shaking his voice. ‘It’s bloody awful murder, Harry! My God, I never saw anything like it!’


Darcy Clarke had seen a lot in his time and Harry Keogh knew it, so that this was a statement he found hard to believe. Unless of course Clarke was talking about … ‘My kind of help, you said?’ Harry’s attention was suddenly riveted to the ’phone. ‘Darcy, are you trying to tell me – that – ?’


‘What?’ The other didn’t understand him at first, but then he did. ‘No, no – Christ, no – it’s not the work of a vampire, Harry! But some kind of monster, certainly. Oh, human enough – but a monster, too.’


Harry relaxed a little, but a very little.


He’d been expecting a call from E-Branch sooner or later. This could be it: some sort of clever trap. Except … Darcy had always been his friend; Harry didn’t think he would act on something – not even something like that – without checking it out every which way first. And even then Harry couldn’t see Darcy coming after him with a crossbow and hardwood bolt, a machete, a can of petrol. No, he’d have to talk to him first, get Harry’s side of it. But in the end …


… The head of the Branch knew almost as much about vampires as Harry did, now. And he’d know, too, that there was no hope. They’d been friends, fighting on the same side, so Harry guessed it wouldn’t be Darcy’s finger on the trigger. But someone’s, certainly.


‘Harry?’ Clarke was anxious. ‘Are you still there?’


‘Where are you, Darcy?’ Harry inquired.


‘The Military Police duties room, in the Castle,’ the other answered at once. ‘They found her body under the walls. Just a kid, Harry. Eighteen or nineteen. They don’t even know who she is yet. That alone would be a big help. But to know who did it would be the biggest bonus of all.’


If there was one man Harry Keogh could trust, it had to be Darcy Clarke. ‘Give me fifteen minutes,’ he said, ‘and I’ll be there.’


Clarke sighed. ‘Thanks, Harry. We’d appreciate it.’


‘We?’ Harry snapped. He couldn’t keep the suspicion out of his voice.


‘Eh?’ Clarke sounded startled, taken aback. ‘Why, the police. And me.’


Murder. The police. Not a Branch job at all. So what was Clarke doing on it – if it was real? ‘How did you get roped in?’


And suddenly the other was … caught on the hop? Cagey, anyway. ‘I … I was up here on a “duty run”, visiting an old Scottish auntie. Something I do once in a blue moon. She’s been on her last legs for ten years now but won’t lie down, keeps on tottering around! I was scheduled to go back down to HQ today, but then this came up. It’s something the Branch has been trying to help the police with, a set of – God! – gruesome serial murders, Harry.’


An old Scottish auntie? It was the first time Harry had heard of Darcy’s old auntie. On the other hand, this had to be a good opportunity to find out if they knew anything about … about his problem. Harry knew he would have to be careful: he knew too much about E-Branch just to go walking right into something. Yes, and they knew too much about him. But maybe they didn’t know everything. Not yet, anyway.


‘Harry?’ Clarke’s voice came back again, tinny and a little distorted; probably the wires swaying in the winds that invariably blew around the Castle’s high walls. ‘Where will I see you?’


‘On the esplanade, at the top of the Royal Mile,’ the Necroscope growled. ‘And Darcy …’


‘Yes?’


‘… Nothing. We’ll talk later.’ He replaced the telephone in its cradle and went back to his breakfast in the kitchen: an inch-thick steak, raw and bloody!


To look at, Darcy Clarke was possibly the world’s most nondescript man. Nature had made up for this physical anonymity, however, by giving him an almost unique talent. Clarke was a deflector: he was the opposite of accident-prone. Only let him get close to danger and something, some parapsychological guardian angel, would intervene on his behalf. Which meant that if all of Clarke’s similarly ESP-talented team of psychics were photographs, he’d be the only negative. He had no control over the thing; he was aware of it only on those occasions when he stared deliberately in the face of danger.


The talents of the others – telepathy, scrying, foretelling, oneiromancy, lie-detecting – were more pliable, obedient, applicable: but not Clarke’s. It just did its own thing, which was to look after him. It had no other use. But because it ensured his longevity, it made him the right man for the job. The anomaly was this: that he himself didn’t quite believe in it until he felt it working. He still switched off the current before he’d even change a light-bulb! But maybe that was just another example of the thing at work.


To look at him then, no one would suppose that Clarke could ever be the boss of anything, let alone head of the most secret branch of the British Secret Services. Middle-height, mousy-haired, with something of a slight stoop and a small paunch, and middle-aged to boot, he was middling in just about every way. He had sort of neutral-hazel eyes in a face not much given to laughter, and an intense mouth which you might remember if you remembered nothing else, but other than that there was a general facelessness about him which made him instantly forgettable. The rest of him, including the way he dressed, was … medium.


These were Harry Keogh’s perfectly mundane thoughts in the few seconds which ticked by after he stepped out of the metaphysical Möbius Continuum on to the esplanade of Edinburgh Castle, and saw Darcy Clarke standing there with his back to him, hands thrust deep in the pockets of his overcoat, reading the legend on a brass plaque above a seventeenth-century drinking trough.


The iron fountain, depicting two heads, one ugly and the other beatific, stood:


… Near the site on which
many witches were burned at the
stake. The wicked head and serene
head signify that some used exceptional
knowledge for evil purposes, while others
were misunderstood and wished their
kind nothing but good.


The bright May day would be warm but for the gusting wind; the esplanade was almost empty; two dozen or so tourists stood in small groups at the higher end of the broad, walled, tarmac plateau, looking down across the walls at the city, or taking photographs of the great grey fortress – the Castle on the Rock – behind its façade of battlements and courtyards. Harry had arrived in the moment after Clarke, vainly scanning the esplanade for some sign of him, had turned to the plaque.


A moment ago Clarke had been alone with his thoughts and no living person within fifty feet of him. But now a soft voice behind him said: ‘Fire is an indiscriminate destroyer. Good or evil, everything burns when it’s hot enough.’


Clarke’s heart jumped into his throat. He gave a massive start and whirled about, the colour rushing from his face and leaving him pale in a moment. ‘Ha-Ha-Harry!’ he gasped. ‘God, I didn’t see you! Where did you spring – ?’ But here he paused, for of course he knew where Harry had sprung from … because the Necroscope had taken him there once, into that every-where and -when place, that within and without, which was the Möbius Continuum.


Shaken, heart hammering, Clarke clutched at the wall for support. But it wasn’t terror, just shock; his talent read no sinister purpose into Keogh’s presence.


Harry smiled at him and nodded, touched his arm briefly, then looked at the plaque again. And his smile at once turned sour. ‘Mainly they were exorcizing their own fears,’ he said. ‘For of course most if not all of these women were innocent. Indeed, we should all be so innocent.’


‘Eh?’ Clarke hadn’t quite recovered his balance yet, wasn’t focusing on Keogh’s meaning. ‘Innocent?’ He too looked at the plaque.


‘Completely,’ Harry nodded again. ‘Oh, they may have been talented in their way, but they were hardly evil. Witchcraft? Why, today you’d probably try to recruit them into E-Branch!’


Suddenly, truth flooded in on Clarke and he knew he wasn’t dreaming; no need to pinch himself and start awake; it was just this effect which Harry always had on him. Three weeks ago in the Greek islands (was that all it had been, three weeks?) it had been the same. Except at that time Harry had been near-impotent: he hadn’t had his deadspeak. Then he’d got it back, and set out on his double mission: to destroy the vampire Janos Ferenczy and regain his mastery of –


Clarke snatched a breath. ‘You got it back!’ He grabbed Harry’s arm. ‘The Möbius Continuum!’


‘You didn’t get in touch with me,’ Harry accused, albeit quietly, ‘or you’d have known.’


‘I got your letter,’ Clarke quickly defended himself, ‘and I tried a dozen times to get you on the ’phone. But if you were home you weren’t answering. Our locators couldn’t find you …’ He threw up his hands. ‘Give me a chance, Harry! I’ve only been back from the Med a few days, and a pile of stuff to catch up with back here, too! But we’d finished the job in the islands, and we supposed you’d done the same at your end. Our espers were on it, of course; reports were coming in; Janos’s place above Halmagiu, blown off the mountain like that. It could only be you. We knew you’d somehow won. But the Möbius Continuum too? Why, that’s … wonderful! I’m delighted for you!’


Harry wondered: Oh, really? But out loud he only said: ‘Thanks.’


‘How in hell did you do that?’ Clarke was still excited. If it was all a sham he was good at it. ‘I mean, wreck the castle that way? If we’ve got it right it was devastating! Is that how Janos died, in the explosion?’


‘Slow down,’ Harry told him, taking his arm. ‘We can talk while you take me to see this girl.’


The other’s excitement quickly ebbed. ‘Yes,’ he nodded, his tone subdued now, ‘and that’s something else, too. You won’t like it, Harry.’


‘So what’s new?’ The Necroscope seemed as calm (resigned, soulful, sardonic?) as ever. And though he tried not to show it, Clarke suspected he was wary, too. ‘Did you ever show me anything I did like?’


But Clarke had an answer to that one. ‘If everything was the way we’d like it, Harry,’ he said, ‘then we’d all be out of work. Me, I’d gladly retire tomorrow. I keep threatening to. But when I see something like … like I’m going to show you, then I know that someone has to do it.’


As they started up the esplanade, Harry said: ‘Now this is a castle!’ His voice was more animated now. ‘But as for the Castle Ferenczy: that was a heap long before I got started on it. You asked how I did it?’


He sighed, then continued: ‘A long time ago, toward the end of the Bodescu affair, I learned about an ammo and explosives dump in Kolomyya and used stuff from there to blow up the Chateau Bronnitsy. Well, since the easy way is often the best way, I did it again. I made two or three trips, Möbius trips, and put enough plastic explosive into the foundations of Janos’s place to blow it to hell! I’m not even going to guess what was in the guts of that place, but I’m sure there was – stuff – there which even I didn’t see and still don’t want to. You know, Darcy, even a finger-end of Semtex will blow bricks right out of a wall? So you can imagine what a couple of hundredweight will do. If there was anything there that we might call “alive”,’ he shrugged and shook his head, ‘it wasn’t when I’d finished.’


While Harry talked, the head of E-Branch studied him. But not so intently that he would notice. He seemed exactly the same man Clarke had come to Edinburgh to see just a month ago, a visit which had ended for Clarke in Rhodes and the islands of the Dodecanese, and for Harry in the mountains of Transylvania. He seemed the same, but was he? For the fact was, Darcy Clarke knew someone who said he wasn’t.


Harry Keogh was a composite. He was two men: the mind of one and the body of another. The mind was Keogh and the body was … it had once been Alec Kyle. And Clarke had known Kyle, too, in his time. The strangest thing was this: that as time progressed, so the Kyle face and form got to look more like the old Harry, whose body was dead. But that was something which always made Clarke’s brain spin. He skipped it, put the metaphysical right out of his mind and studied the purely physical.


The Necroscope was perhaps forty-three or forty-four but looked five years younger. But of course that was only the body; the mind was five years younger again. Even thinking about someone like Harry Keogh was a weird business. And again Clarke forced himself to concentrate on the physical.


Harry’s eyes were honey-brown, occasionally defensive and frequently puppy-soulful – or would be if one could see under those wedge-sided sunglasses he was wearing in the shade of his broad-brimmed 1930s hat. If there was one thing in all the world Clarke hated to see, it had to be Harry wearing those dark-lensed glasses and that hat. Anyone else, no problem. But not Harry, and not now. Especially the sunglasses. They were something Clarke had told himself to look out for; for while it was a common enough thing to wear such in the Greek islands in late April or early May, it was quite another to see them in Edinburgh at that time of year. Unless someone had weak eyes. Or different eyes …


Grey streaks, so evenly spaced as to seem deliberately designed or affected, were plentiful in Harry’s russet-brown, naturally wavy hair. In a few years the grey could easily take over; even now it lent him a certain erudition, gave him the look of a scholar. A scholar, yes, but in what fabulous subjects? But in fact Keogh hadn’t been like that at all. Hadn’t used to be. What, Harry, a black magician? A warlock? Lord, no!


… Just a Necroscope: a man who talked to dead people.


Keogh’s body had been well-fleshed, maybe even a little overweight, once. With his height, however, that ought not to have mattered a great deal. But it had mattered to Harry. After that business at the Chateau Bronnitsy – his metempsychosis – he’d trained his new body down, brought it to a peak of perfection. Or at least done what he could with it, considering its age. That’s why it looked only thirty-seven or thirty-eight years old.


And inside Harry’s body and behind his face, an innocent. Or someone who had used to be innocent. He hadn’t asked to be the way he was, hadn’t wanted to become E-Branch’s most powerful weapon and do the things he’d done. But he’d been what he was and the rest had come as a matter of course. And now? Was he still an innocent? Did he still have the soul of a child? Did he have any soul at all? Or did something else have him?


Now the pair had passed under the archway of the military guardroom, where several police officers had been interviewing a group of uniformed soldiers, into the cobbled gantlet which was the approach alley to the Castle proper. All of the officers in the guardroom seemed aware that Clarke was ‘something big’; Harry and he weren’t challenged; suddenly the bulk of the Castle loomed before them.


And now Darcy said: ‘So I don’t need to do any tidying up? You left nothing undone, right?’


‘Nothing,’ Harry told him. ‘What about Janos’s set-up in the islands?’


‘Gone!’ said the other with finality. ‘All of it. All of them. But I still have a few men out there – just looking – just to be on the safe side.’


Harry’s face was pale and grim but he forced a strange, sad smile. ‘That’s right, Darcy,’ he said. ‘Always be on the safe side. Never take chances. Not with things like that.’


There was something in his voice; Clarke looked at the Necroscope out of the corner of his eye, carefully, unobtrusively examining him yet again as they entered the shade of a broad courtyard, with gaunt buildings rising on three sides. ‘Are you going to tell me how it was?’


‘No.’ Harry shook his head. ‘Later, maybe. And maybe not.’ He turned and looked Clarke straight in the eye. ‘One vampire’s pretty much like another. Hell, what can I tell you about them that you don’t already know? You know how to kill them, that’s a fact …’


Clarke stared directly into the black, enigmatic lenses of the other’s glasses. ‘You’re the one who showed us how, Harry,’ he said.


Harry smiled his sad smile again, and apparently casually – but Clarke suspected very deliberately – reached up a hand and took off his glasses. Not for a moment turning his face away, he folded the glasses and put them into his pocket. And: ‘Well?’ he said.


Clarke’s jaw fell open as he backed off a stumbling pace, barely managing to contain the sigh – of relief – which he felt welling inside. Caught off balance (again), he looked into the other’s perfectly normal, unwavering brown eyes and said: ‘Eh? What? Well?’


‘Well, where are we going?’ Harry answered, with a shrug. ‘Or are we already there?’


Clarke gathered his wits. ‘We’re there,’ he said. ‘Almost.’


He led the way down stone steps and under an arch, then through a heavy door into a stone-flagged corridor. As they emerged into the corridor, a Military Policeman came erect and saluted. Clarke didn’t correct his error, merely nodded, led Harry past him. Halfway along the corridor a middle-aged man – unmistakably a policeman for all that he wore civilian clothing – guarded an iron-banded door of oak.


Again Clarke’s nod, and the plain-clothes man swung the door open for him and stepped aside.


‘Now we’re there,’ Harry pre-empted Clarke, causing him to close his mouth on those selfsame words, unspoken. Harry Keogh needed no one to tell him there was a dead person close by. And with one more glance at the Necroscope, Clarke ushered him inside. The officer didn’t follow them but closed the door quietly behind them.


The room was cool: two walls were of natural stone; a rocky outcrop of volcanic gneiss grew out of the stone-flagged floor in one corner and into the walls there. This place had been built straight on to the rock. A storeroom, steel shelving was stacked on one side. On the other, beside the cold stone wall: a surgical trolley with a body on it, and a white rubber sheet covering the body.


The Necroscope wasted no time. The dead held no terrors for Harry Keogh. If he had as many friends among the living, then he’d be the most loved man in the world. He was the most loved man, but the ones who loved him couldn’t tell anyone about it. Except Harry himself.


He went to the trolley, drew back the rubber sheet from the face, closed his eyes and rocked back on his heels. She had been sweet and young and innocent – yes, another innocent – and she had been tormented. And she still was. Her eyes were closed now, but Harry knew that if they were open he’d read terror in them. He could feel those dead eyes burning through the pale lids that covered them, crying out to him in their horror.


She would need comforting. The teeming dead – the Great Majority – would have tried, but they didn’t always get it right. Their voices were often mournful, ghostly, frightening, to anyone who didn’t know them. In the darkness of death they could seem like night visitants, nightmares, like wailing banshees come to steal a soul. She might think she was dreaming, might even suspect that she was dying, but not that she was already dead. That took time to sink in, and the freshly dead were usually the last to know. That was because they were the least able to accept it. Especially the very young, whose young minds had not yet properly considered it.


But on the other hand, if she had actually seen death coming – if she had read it in the eyes of her destroyer, felt the numbing blow, or the hands on her throat, closing off the air, or the cutting edge of the instrument of her destruction, slicing into her flesh – then she would know. And she’d be cold and afraid and tearful. Tearful, yes, for no one knew better than Harry how the dead could cry.


He hesitated, wasn’t sure how best to approach her, not even sure if he should approach her, not now. For Harry knew that she’d been pure, and that he was impure. True, her flesh was heading for corruption even now, but there’s corruption and there’s corruption …


Angrily, he thrust the thought aside. No, he wasn’t a defiler. Not yet. He was a friend. He was the only friend. He was the Necroscope.


Be that as it may, when he put his hand on her clay-cold brow she recoiled as from a serpent! Not physically, for she was dead, but her mind cringed, shrank down, withdrew into itself like the feathery fronds of some strange sea anemone brushed by a swimmer. Harry felt his blood turn to ice and for a moment stood in horror of himself. The last thing he’d wanted was to frighten her still more.


He wrapped her in his thoughts, in what had once been the warmth of his deadspeak: It’s all right! Don’t be afraid! I won’t hurt you! No one can ever hurt you again! It was as easy as that. Without even trying, he’d told her that she was dead.


But in the next moment he knew that she had already known: KEEP OFF! Her deadspeak was a sobbing shriek of torment in Harry’s mind. GET AWAY FROM ME, YOU FILTHY … THING!


As if someone had touched him with naked electric wires, Harry jerked where he stood beside her, jerked and shuddered as he relived, with her, the girl’s last moments. Her last living, breathing moments, but not the last things she had known. For in certain mercifully rare circumstances – and at the command of certain monstrous men – even dead flesh can be made to feel again.


In a nightmarishly subliminal sequence, a series of flickering, kaleidoscopic, vividly ghastly pictures flashed on the screen of the Necroscope’s metaphysical mind and then were gone. But after-images remained, and Harry knew that these wouldn’t go away so easily; indeed, that they would probably remain for a long time. He knew it as surely as he now knew what he was dealing with, because he’d dealt with such a thing before.


That one’s name had been … Dragosani!


This one, this poor girl’s murderer, had been like that – like Dragosani, a necromancer – but in one especially hideous respect he’d been still worse than that. For not even Dragosani had raped his corpse victims!


But it’s over now, he told the girl. He can’t come back. You’re safe now.


He felt the shuddering of her thoughts receding, replaced by the natural curiosity of her incorporeal mind. She wanted to know him, but for the moment felt afraid to know anything. She wanted, too, to know her condition, except that was probably the most frightening thing of all. But in her own small way she was brave, and she had to know for sure.


Am I … (her deadspeak voice was no longer a shriek but a shivery tremor) am I really …?


Yes, you are, Harry nodded, and knew that she’d sense the movement even as all the teeming dead sensed his every mood and motion. But … (he stumbled), I mean … it could be worse!


He’d been through all of this before, too often, and it never got any easier. How do you convince someone recently dead that it could be worse? ‘Your body will rot and worms will devour it, but your mind will go on. Oh, you won’t see anything – it will always be dark, and you’ll never touch or taste or smell anything again – but it could be worse. Your parents and loved ones will cry over your grave and plant flowers there, seeking to visualize in their blooms something of your face and form; but you won’t know they’re there or be able to speak to them and say, “Here I am!” You won’t be able to reassure them that “It could be worse.”’


This was Harry’s expression of grief, meant to be private, but his thoughts were deadspeak. She heard and felt them and knew him for a friend. And: You’re the Necroscope, she said then. They tried to tell me about you but I was afraid and wouldn’t listen. When they spoke to me I turned away. I didn’t want to … to talk to dead people.


Harry was crying. Great tears blurred his vision, rolled down his pale, slightly hollow cheeks, splashed hot where they fell on his hand on her brow. He hadn’t wanted to cry, didn’t know he could, but there was that in him which worked on his feelings and amplified them, lifting them above the emotions of ordinary men. Safe – so long as it worked on an emotion such as this one, which was grief and entirely human.


Darcy Clarke had come forward; he touched the Necroscope’s arm. ‘Harry?’


Harry shook him off, and his voice was choked but harsh too as he rasped: ‘Leave us alone! I want to talk to her in private.’


Clarke backed off, his Adam’s apple bobbing. It was the look on Harry’s face, which brought tears to his eyes, too. ‘Of course,’ he said. He turned and left the room, and closed the door after him.


Harry took a metal-framed chair from beside the stacked shelving and sat by the dead girl. He very carefully cradled her head in his arms.


I … I can feel that, she said, wonderingly.


‘Then you can feel, too, that I’m not like him,’ Harry answered out loud. He preferred simply to talk to the dead, for that way it came more naturally to him.


Most of her terror had fled now. The Necroscope was a comfort; he was warm, a safe haven. It might even be her father stroking her face. Except she wouldn’t be able to feel him. Only Harry Keogh could touch the dead. Only Harry, and –


Her terror welled up again – but he was quick to sense it and fend it off: ‘It’s over and you’re safe. We won’t – I won’t – let anything hurt you again, ever.’ It was more than just a promise, it was his vow.


In a little while her thoughts grew calm and she was easy, or easier, again. But she was very bitter, too, when she said: I’m dead, but he – that thing – is alive!


‘It’s one of the reasons I’m here,’ Harry told her. ‘For you weren’t the only one. There were others before you, and unless we stop him there’ll be others after you. So you see, it’s very important that we get him, for he’s not just a murderer but also a necromancer; which makes him more, far worse, than the sum of his parts. A murderer destroys the living, and a necromancer torments the dead. But this one enjoys the terror of his victim both before and after they die!’


I can’t talk about what he did to me, she said, shuddering.


‘You don’t have to,’ Harry shook his head. ‘Right now I’m only interested in you. I’m sure there’ll be people worrying about you. Until we know who you are, we won’t be able to put their minds at rest.’


Do you think their minds will ever be at rest, Harry?


It was a good question. ‘We don’t have to tell them everything,’ he answered. ‘I might be able to fix it so that they only know, well, that someone killed you. They don’t have to be told how.’


Can you do that?


‘If that’s the way you want it,’ he nodded.


Then do it! She offered a breathless sigh. That was the worst, Harry: thinking about them, my folks, how they’d take it. But if you can make it easier for them … I think I’m beginning to understand why the dead love you so. My name is Penny. Penny Sanderson. And I live – lived – at …


… And so it went. She told the Necroscope all about herself and he remembered every smallest detail. That was what Darcy Clarke had wanted, but it wasn’t everything he’d wanted. When finally Penny Sanderson was through, Harry knew he still had to take her that one step further.


‘Penny, listen,’ he said. ‘Now I don’t want you to do or say anything. Don’t try to talk to me at all. But like I said before, this is important.’


About him?


‘Penny, when I first touched you, and you thought it was him come back for more, you remembered how it had been. Parts of it, anyway. You thought about it in brief flashes of memory. That was deadspeak and I picked it up. But it was all very chaotic, kaleidoscopic.’


But that’s all there is, she said. That’s how it was.


Harry nodded. ‘OK, that’s fine, but I need to see it again. See, the better I remember it, the more chance I have of finding him. So really you don’t have to tell me anything, not as a conscious act. I just want to shoot a few words at you, at which you’ll picture the bits I need. Do you understand?’


Word association?


‘Something like that, yes. Except of course that in this case the association will be hell for you – but easier than just talking about it.’


She understood; Harry sensed her willingness. Before she could change her mind, he said: ‘Knife!’


A picture hit the screen of his mind like a mixture of blood and acid! The blood incensed him and the acid burned, etching the picture there for good this time. Harry reeled before her horror – which was unbearable – and if he hadn’t been seated would have fallen. The shock was that physical, even though it lasted only a fraction of a second.


When she stopped sobbing he said, ‘Are you OK?’


No … yes.


‘Face!’ Harry fired at her.


Face?


‘His face?’ He tried again.


And a face, red, leering, bloated with lust, with an open, salivating mouth and eyes insensate as frozen diamonds, went skittering across the Necroscope’s mind’s eye. But not so fast that he didn’t catch it. And this time she wasn’t sobbing. She wanted this to work. Wanted him brought to justice.


‘Where?’


A picture of … a car park? A motorway restaurant? Darkness pierced with points of light. A string of cars and lorries, speeding down three lanes, with oncoming lights whose glare momentarily blinded. And windscreen wipers swinging left – right – left – right – left …


But there was no pain in the last and Harry guessed that wasn’t where it had happened. No, it had been where it started to happen, probably where she met him.


‘He picked you up in a car?’


A rain-blurred picture of an ice-blue screen with white letters superimposed or printed there: FRID or FRIG? The screen had many wheels and puffed exhaust smoke. It was the way she remembered it. A large vehicle? A lorry? Articulated?


‘Penny,’ Harry said, ‘I have to do this – only this time I don’t mean where you met him: ‘Where!?’


Ice! Bitter cold! Dark! The whole place softly vibrating or throbbing! And dead things everywhere, hanging from hooks! Harry tried to fix it all in his mind but nothing was clear, only her shock and disbelief that this was happening to her.


She was sobbing again, terrified, and Harry knew that he’d soon have to stop; he couldn’t bring himself to hurt her any more. But at the same time he knew he mustn’t weaken now.


‘Death!’ he snapped, hating himself.


And it was the knife scene all over again, and Harry knew he was losing her, could feel her withdrawing. Before that could happen: ‘And … afterwards?’ (God! – he didn’t want to know! He didn’t want to know!)


Penny Sanderson screamed, and screamed, and screamed!


But the Necroscope got his picture.


And wished he hadn’t bothered …





2



Upon Their Backs, to Bite ’em …


Harry stayed with her for a further half-hour: calming, soothing, doing what he could, and in so doing managing to get a few more personal details out of her, enough to give the police something to go on, anyway. But when it was time to go she wouldn’t let him without his promise that he’d see her again. She hadn’t been there long, but already Penny had discovered that death was a lonely place.


The Necroscope was jaded – or thought he was – by life, death, everything. He believed he needed motivation. Before leaving her he asked if she’d mind if he looked at her. She told him that if it were anyone else she couldn’t care less, because she wouldn’t even know they were looking, not any longer. But with Harry she would know, because he was the Necroscope. She was just a shy kid.


‘Hey!’ he protested, but gently, ‘I’m no voyeur!’


If I wasn’t … if he hadn’t … if I was unmarked, then I don’t think I’d mind, she said.


‘Penny, you’re lovely,’ Harry told her. ‘And me? After all’s said and done, I’m only human. But believe me I’m not putting you down when I tell you that right now I’m not interested in that side of things. It’s because you’re marked that I want to see you. I need to feel angry. And now that I know you, I know that to see what he did would make me feel angry.’


Then I’ll just have to pretend you’re my doctor, she said.


Harry very gently took the rubber sheet off her pale, young body, looked at her, and tremblingly put the sheet back again.


Is it bad? She fought down a sob. It’s such a shame. Mum always said I could be a model.


‘So you could,’ he told her. ‘You were very beautiful.’


But not now? And though she kept from actually sobbing, he could feel her despair brimming over. But in a little while she said: Harry? Did it make you angry?


He felt a growl rising in his throat, suppressed it, and before he left her said, ‘Oh yes. Yes, it did.’


Darcy Clarke was still outside the door with the plainclothes man. Looking washed out, Harry joined them and closed the door after him. ‘I’ve left the sheet off her face,’ he said. And then, speaking specifically to – and glaring at – the officer: ‘Don’t cover her face!’


The other raised an indifferent eyebrow and shrugged. ‘Who, me?’ he said, his accent nasal, Glaswegian, less than sympathetic. ‘Ah had nothing tae do wi’ it, Chief. It’s just that when they’re dead ’uns, people usually cover them up!’


Harry turned swiftly towards him, eyes widening and nostrils flaring in his pale, grimacing face, and Darcy Clarke’s instinct took over. The Necroscope was suddenly dangerous and Clarke’s weird talent knew it. There was a terrible anger in him, which he needed to take out on someone. But Clarke knew that it wasn’t directed at him, wasn’t directed at anyone but simply required an outlet.


Quickly forcing himself between Harry and the special-duty officer, he grabbed the Necroscope’s arms. ‘It’s OK, Harry,’ he said, urgently. ‘It’s OK. It’s just that these people see things like this all the time. It doesn’t affect them so much. They get used to it.’


Harry got a grip of himself, but not without an effort of will. He looked at Clarke and growled, ‘They don’t see things like that all the time! No one’s ever going to “get used” to the idea that someone – something – could do that to a girl!’ And then, seeing Clarke’s bewildered expression: ‘I’ll explain later.’


He turned his gaze across Clarke’s shoulder, and in a tone more nearly civil now – more civilized? – asked the officer, ‘Do you have a notebook?’


Mystified – not knowing what was going on, just trying to do his job – the other said, ‘Aye,’ and groped in his pocket. He scribbled quickly as Harry fired Penny’s name, address and family details at him. Following which, and looking even more mystified: ‘You’re sure about these details, sir?’


Harry nodded. ‘Just be sure to pass on what I said, right? I don’t want anyone to cover her face over. Penny always hated having her face covered.’


‘You knew the young lady, then?’


‘No,’ said Harry. ‘But I know her now.’


They left the officer muttering into his walkie-talkie and scratching his head, and went up into the courtyard and the fresh air. As they moved into sunlight Harry put on his dark glasses and turned up the collar of his coat. And Clarke said to him: ‘You got something else, right?’


Harry nodded, but in the next moment: ‘Never mind what I got – what have you got? Do you have any idea what you’re dealing with?’


Clarke threw up his hands. ‘Only that he’s a serial killer, and that he’s weird.’


‘But you know what he does?’


Clarke nodded. ‘Yes. We know it’s sexual. A sort of sex, anyway. A sick sort of sex.’


‘Sicker than you think.’ Harry shivered. ‘Dragosani’s kind of sickness.’


That pulled Clarke up short. ‘What?’


‘A necromancer,’ Harry told him. ‘A murderer, and a necromancer. And in a way worse than Dragosani, because this one’s a necrophiliac, too!’


Clarke somehow succeeded in grimacing and looking blank at the same time. Then: ‘Refresh my mind,’ he said. ‘I know I should be getting something, but I’m not.’


Harry thought about it for a few moments before answering, but in the end there was no way to tell it other than the way it was. ‘Dragosani tore open the bodies of dead men for information,’ he finally said. ‘That was his “talent”, just like you have yours and I have mine. Necromancy. It was his job when he worked for Gregor Borowitz and Soviet E-Branch at the Chateau Bronnitsy: to “examine” the corpses of his country’s enemies. He could read their passions in the mucus of their eyes, tear the truths of their lives right out of their steaming tripes, tune in on the whispering of their stiffening brains and sniff their smallest secrets in the gases of their swollen guts!’


Clarke held up a hand in protest. ‘Christ, Harry – I know all that!’


The Necroscope nodded. ‘But you don’t know what it’s like to be dead, and that’s why you’re not getting it. It’s because you can’t imagine what I’m talking about. You know what I do and accept it because you know it for a fact, but deep inside yourself you still think it’s just too way out to think about. So you don’t. And I don’t blame you. Now listen.


‘I know I always protested I was different from Dragosani, but in certain ways he and I were alike. Even now I don’t like admitting it, but it’s true. I mean, you know what the bastard did to Keenan Gormley – the mess he made of him – but only I know what Gormley thought about it!’


And now Clarke got it. He snatched air in a great gasp and felt the short hairs stiffen at the back of his neck as an irrepressible shudder wracked his body. And: ‘Jesus, you’re right!’ he breathed. ‘I just don’t think about it – because I don’t want to think about it! But in fact Keenan knew! He felt everything Dragosani did to him!’


‘Right,’ Harry was relentless. ‘Torture is the necromancer’s principal tool. The dead feel the necromancer working on them just like they hear me talking to them. Except unlike the living, there’s nothing they can do about it, not even scream. Not and be heard, anyway. And Penny Sanderson?’


Clarke went pale in a moment. ‘She could feel – ?’


‘Everything,’ Harry growled. ‘And that bastard, whoever he is, knew it! So you see while rape is one thing, and bad enough when it’s done to the living, and while necrophilia is something else, an outrage carried out upon the unfeeling dead, what he does hits new lows. He tortures his victims alive, then tortures them dead – and he knows while he’s doing it that they can feel it! He uses a knife with a curved blade, like a tool for scooping earth when you’re planting bulbs. It’s razor-sharp and … and he doesn’t use it for scooping earth.’


It had been Clarke’s intention to stop at the guardroom and speak to the policemen there. But now, pale as a ghost, he reeled to the castle’s low wall. Clutching its masonry for support, he gulped at the gusting air and fought down the bile he felt rising from the churning of his guts.


And: ‘Jesus, Jesus!’ he choked. For he could see it all now and there was nothing he could do to cleanse the picture from his mind’s eye. Weird sex? God, what an understatement!


Harry had followed Clarke to the wall. The head of E-Branch looked at him sideways from a watery eye. ‘He … he digs holes in those poor kids, then makes love to the holes!’


‘Love?’ the Necroscope hissed. ‘His flesh ruts in blood like a pig’s snout ruts in soil, Darcy! Except the soil can’t feel! Didn’t the police tell you where he leaves his semen?’


Clarke’s eyes were swimming and his brow feverish, but he felt his nausea being replaced by a cold loathing almost as strong as the Necroscope’s own. No, the police hadn’t told him that, but now he knew. He looked out over the blurred city and asked: ‘How do you know he knows they feel it?’


‘Because he talks to them while he’s doing it,’ Harry told him, mercilessly. ‘And when they cry out in their agony and beg him to stop, he hears them. And he laughs!’


Clarke thought: Christ, I shouldn’t have asked! And you – you bastard, Harry Keogh – you shouldn’t have told me!


With fury in his eyes, he turned to face the Necroscope … and faced thin air. A wind blew up the esplanade and tourists leaned into it, balancing themselves. Overhead, seagulls cried where they spiralled on a rising thermal.


But Harry was no longer there …


Later, with Clarke’s help, Harry fixed it that Penny Sanderson would be cremated. Her parents wanted it, and it wouldn’t hurt them that it was all a show. They wouldn’t know it anyway: that Penny was already ashes when their tears fell on her empty box, before it slid away from them behind swishing curtains and became wood smoke.


Clarke hadn’t wanted to do it but he owed Harry. For a good many things. And he wanted very badly to catch the maniac who had done this thing to Penny and too many other innocents. Harry had told him: ‘If I have her ashes – her pure ashes, not damaged or spoiled by burned linen or charcoal – then I’ll be able to talk to her any time I want to. And maybe she’ll remember something important.’


It had seemed logical at the time (if anything about the Necroscope could ever seem logical) and so Clarke had pulled strings. As the head of E-Branch he had that sort of power. But if he’d known the whole story of what had happened at the castle of Janos Ferenczy, in Transylvania, maybe he would have thought twice about it. And then not done it at all.


He certainly wouldn’t have gone along with it if Zek Föener had stood firm on her first … accusation? Or if not an accusation, a premonition at least.


Zek was a telepath and as loyal to the Necroscope as they came. In the Greek islands at the end of the Ferenczy business, she’d had occasion to try and contact Harry with her mind, during the course of which something had shocked her rigid. But it had been a while before she could tell Clarke what it was. They had been on the island of Rhodes at the time, less than a month ago, and their conversation was still fresh in his mind.


‘What is it, Zek?’ he’d said to her, when he could talk to her in private. ‘I saw that change come over your face when you contacted Harry. Is he in some sort of trouble?’


‘No – yes – I don’t know!’ she’d answered, fear and frustration audible in her every word, visible in her every move. Then she’d looked at him and it was that same, strange, disbelieving look he’d seen when she tried to contact Harry: as if she gazed on alien things, in a distant world beyond the times and places we know. And he remembered that indeed she had once been in just such a world, with Harry Keogh. A world of vampires!


‘Zek,’ he’d said then, ‘if there’s something I should know about Harry, it’s only fair that – ’


‘ – Only fair to who?’ She had cut him off. ‘To whom? To … what? And is it fair to him?’


At which Clarke had felt an icy chill in his blood. And: ‘I think you’d better explain,’ he’d said.


‘I can’t explain!’ she’d snapped at him. ‘Or maybe I can.’ And then the empty expression in her beautiful eyes had filled itself in a little, and her tone had become more reasonable, even pleading. ‘It’s just that every other mind I’ve touched in the last few days has seemed to be one of them! So maybe I’ve started to find them where … where there aren’t any? Where they can’t possibly be?’


And then he’d known for certain what she was trying to tell him. ‘You mean that when you contacted Harry, you sensed – ?’


‘Yes – yes!’ she’d snapped again. ‘But I could be mistaken. I mean, isn’t that what he’s doing at this very moment, going up against them? He’s close to vampires right now, even as we talk. It could be one of them I sensed. God, it has to be one of them …’


End of conversation, but it hadn’t been out of Clarke’s mind from that day to this. When it was time to leave the islands and come home again, he had asked Zek if she’d like to visit England, as a guest of E-Branch.


Her answer had been more or less what he expected: ‘You’re not fooling anyone, Darcy. And anyway I don’t like the idea that you would want to fool me, not after all of this. So I’ll tell you straight out: I detest the E-Branches, whether they’re Russian, British, whoever they belong to! No, not the espers themselves but the way they’re used, the fact that they need to be used at all. As for Harry: I won’t go against the Necroscope.’ And she’d given her head a very definite shake. ‘We were on different sides once before, Harry and me, and he gave me some good advice. “Never again go up against me or mine,” he said, and I never will. I’ve seen inside his mind, Darcy, and I know that when someone like Harry says something like that to you, you’d better listen to him. So if there are … problems, well, they’re your problems, not mine.’


It had been the kind of answer to make him worry all the more.


Back in London after the Greek expedition, at E-Branch HQ, a mass of work had built up. During the first few days back at his desk Clarke had cleared or at least begun to clear quite a lot of it, and had also managed to clear his mind of much of the horror of the Ferenczy job. But nightmares kept him awake most nights. One in particular was very bad and very persistent.


This was the essence of it: they (Clarke, Zek, Jazz Simmons, Ben Trask, Manolis Papastamos: most of the Greek team, with the important exception of Harry Keogh) were in a boat that lolled gently on an absolutely flat ocean. It was so blue, that sea, that it could only be the Aegean. A small, stark, sloping island of rock floating on the blue made a gold-rimmed, black silhouette against the blinding refraction of a half-sun where it prepared to dip down beyond the slanting rock of the island into a short-lived twilight. The serenity of the scene was immaculately structured, vivid, real, with nothing in it to hint that it was prelude to nightmare. But since the thing was recurrent – indeed a nightly event – Clarke always knew what was coming and where to look for the start of it.


He would look at Zek, gorgeous in a swimsuit that left little to the imagination, stretched out along a narrow sunbathing platform attached to the upper strakes at the stern. She lay on her stomach, her face turned sideways, with one hand dangling in the water. And the sea so calm that her fingers made ripples. But then …


She glanced sharply at her hand in the water, snatched it out and stared at it, gave a cry of disgust and tumbled herself inboard! Her hand was red, bleeding! No, not bleeding, but bloody – as if it had been dipped in someone else’s blood! By which time the entire crew had seen that the sea itself was sullied by a great crimson swath, an elongated splotch like an oilslick (a bloodslick?) which had drifted to surround the boat with its thick, red ribbons.


But drifted from where?


They looked out across the sea, followed the swath to its source. Previously unnoticed, the warty, barnacled prow of a sunken vessel stuck up in grotesque salute from the water only fifty yards away. Its figurehead was a hideous but recognizable face, mouth gaping, hugely disproportionate fangs jutting, and blood spewing in an unending torrent from the silently shrieking mouth!


And the vessel’s name, as she gurgled down out of sight into her own blood? Clarke didn’t need to read all of those black letters daubed on her scabby hull as they disappeared, in reverse order, one by one into the crimson ocean: O … R … C … E … N.


No, for he already knew that this was the plagueship Necroscope, out of Edinburgh, contaminated in strange ports of call and doomed for ever to oceans of gore! Or until, like now, she sank.


Aghast, he watched her go down, then jumped to his feet as Papastamos cursed and leaped to snatch up a speargun. The swath of blood beside the boat was bubbling, fuming, as some nameless thing drifted to the surface. A body, naked, face-down, floated up and lolled like some weird jellyfish, dangling its tentacle arms and legs. And feeble as a jellyfish, it tried to swim!


Then Papastamos was at the side of the boat, aiming his gun, and Clarke was starting forward, screaming, ‘No!’ … but too late! The steel spear hissed through the air and thwacked into the lone survivor’s back, and he jerked in the water and rolled over. And his face was the face on the figurehead, and his scarlet eyes glared and his scarlet mouth belched blood as he sank down out of sight for the last time …


Which was when Clarke would start awake.


He started now as his telephone chirruped, then sighed his relief that his morbid chain of thoughts had been broken. He let the telephone chirp away to itself for a few moments, and considered his nightmare in the light of cold logic.


Clarke was no oneiromancer but the dream’s interpretation seemed simple enough. Zek, to her own dismay, had pointed the finger of suspicion at Harry. As for the Aegean backdrop and the blood: these were hardly inappropriate in the circumstances and considering the occurrences of the recent past.


And the dream’s conclusion? Papastamos had put an end to the horror but that wasn’t significant, hadn’t been the point of it. It didn’t have to be Papastamos but could have been any one of them – except Clarke himself. That had been the point of it: that Darcy Clarke himself hadn’t done it and didn’t want it to happen. In fact he had tried to stop it. Just like, right now, he was less than eager to start anything …


The telephone was starting its fifth ring when he reached for it, but the relief he’d felt at the first chirrup was short-lived: his nightmare was right there on the other end of the wire.


‘Darcy?’ The Necroscope’s voice was calm, collected, about as detached as Clarke had ever heard it.


‘Harry?’ Clarke pressed a button on his desk, ensuring the conversation would be recorded, and another which alerted the switchboard to start a trace. ‘I’d thought I might have heard from you before now.’


‘Oh, why?’


Harry asked good questions, and this one stopped Clarke dead. For after all, E-Branch didn’t own Harry Keogh. ‘Why – ’ he thought quickly, ‘ – because of your interest in the serial killer case! I mean, it’s been ten days since we met in Edinburgh; we’ve spoken only once since then. I suppose I’d been hoping you’d come up with something pretty quick.’


‘And your people?’ Harry returned. ‘Your espers: have they come up with anything? Your telepaths and hunchmen, spotters, precogs and locators? Have the police come up with anything? No, they haven’t, because if they had you wouldn’t be asking me. Hey, I’m only one man, Darcy, and you have a whole gang!’


Clarke decided to play the other at his own circuitous game. ‘OK, so tell me, to what do I owe the pleasure, Harry? I can’t believe it’s a social call.’


The Necroscope’s chuckle – normal, however dry – brought a little more relief with it. ‘You make a good sparring partner,’ he said. ‘Except you cry uncle too quick.’ And before Clarke could counter, he went on: ‘I need some information, Darcy, that’s why I’m calling.’


Who am I talking to? Clarke wondered. What am I talking to? God, if only I could be sure it was you, Harry! I mean, all you, just you. But I can’t be sure, and if it’s not all you … then sooner or later it will be my job to do something about it. Which, of course, was what his nightmare was all about. But out loud he only said, ‘Information? How can I help you?’


‘Two things,’ Harry told him. ‘The first one’s a big one: details of the other murdered girls. Oh, I know I could get them for myself; I have friends in the right places, right? But this time I’d prefer not to put the teeming dead to the trouble.’


‘Oh?’ Clarke was curious. Suddenly Harry sounded cagey. Put the Great Majority to the trouble? But the dead would do anything for the Necroscope – even rise from their graves!


‘We’ve asked enough of the dead,’ Harry tried to explain himself, almost as if he’d read Clarke’s mind. ‘Now it’s time we did them a few favours.’


Still puzzled, Clarke said, ‘Give me half an hour and I’ll duplicate everything we have for you. I can mail it or … but no, that would be silly. You can simply pick it up yourself, right here.’


Again Harry’s chuckle. ‘You mean via the Möbius Continuum? What, and set off all those alarms again?’ He stopped chuckling. ‘No, mail it,’ he said. ‘You know I’m not struck on that place of yours. You espers give me the shivers!’


Clarke laughed out loud. It was forced laughter but he hoped the other wouldn’t notice. ‘And what’s the other thing I can do for you, Harry?’


‘That’s easy,’ said the Necroscope. ‘You can tell me about Paxton.’


It was delivered like a bolt out of the blue, and quite deliberately. ‘Pax – ?’ The smile slid from Clarke’s face, was replaced by a frown. Paxton? What about Paxton? He didn’t know anything about him – only that he’d done a few months’ probation as an esper, a telepath, and that the Minister Responsible had found cause to reject him: something about a couple of small kinks in his past record, apparently.


‘Yes, Paxton,’ Harry said again. ‘Geoffrey Paxton? He’s one of yours, isn’t he?’ There was an edge to his voice now, an almost mechanical precision which was cold and controlled. Like a computer waiting for some vital item of information before it could begin its calculations.


‘Was,’ Clarke finally answered. ‘Was going to be one of ours, yes. But it seems he had a couple of black marks against him and so missed the boat. How do you know about him, anyway? Or more to the point, what do you know about him?’


‘Darcy.’ The edge on Harry’s voice had sharpened. It wasn’t menacing – there was no threat in it, no way – but still Clarke could sense its warning. ‘We’ve been friends, of sorts, for a long time. I’ve stuck my neck out for you. You’ve stuck yours out for me. I’d hate to think you were shafting me now.’


‘Shafting you?’ Clarke’s answer was instinctive, natural, even mildly affronted; with every right, for he wasn’t hiding anything or shafting anyone. ‘I don’t even know what you’re talking about! It’s like I said: Geoffrey Paxton is a middling telepath, but developing rapidly. Or he was. Then we lost him. Our Minister found something he didn’t like and Paxton was out. Without us he won’t ever be able to develop to his full potential. We’ll give him the once-over now and then, just to make sure he’s not using what he has to take too much of an advantage on society, but apart from that – ’


‘But he’s already taking advantage,’ the Necroscope, plainly angry now, cut in. ‘Or trying to – and of me! He’s on my back, Darcy, and he sticks like glue. He tries to get into my mind, but so far I’ve kept him out. Only that takes effort, gets tiring, and I’m getting pissed off exerting so much effort on something like this! On some sneaking little bastard who’s doing someone else’s dirty work!’


For a moment Clarke’s mind was full of confusion, but he knew that to hesitate would only make him look suspect. ‘What do you want me to do?’ he said.


‘Find out who’s running him, of course!’ Harry snapped. ‘And why.’


‘I’ll do what I can.’


‘Do better than that,’ Harry came back like a shot. ‘Or I’ll have to do it myself.’


Why haven’t you already? Clarke wondered. Are you afraid of Paxton, Harry? And if so, why? ‘I’ve told you he isn’t one of mine,’ he said out loud. ‘Now that’s the truth, so you can’t threaten me through him. But like I said, I’ll do what I can.’


There was a pause. Then: ‘And you’ll get the details of those girls to me?’


‘That’s a promise.’


‘OK.’ The Necroscope’s voice had slackened a little, lost some of its tension. ‘I … I didn’t mean to come on so strong, Darcy.’


Clarke’s heart at once went out to him. ‘Harry, I think you’ve a lot on your mind. Maybe we can speak sometime – in person, I mean? What I’m saying is, don’t be afraid to come to me.’


‘Afraid?’


It had been the wrong word. ‘Apprehensive, then. I mean, don’t worry that there might be something you can’t tell me or we can’t talk about. There isn’t anything you can’t tell me, Harry.’


Again that long, perhaps indicative pause. Then: ‘But right now I don’t have anything to tell you, Darcy. However, I’ll get back to you if I ever do.’


‘Is that a promise?’


‘Yes, that’s a promise too. And Darcy – thanks.’


Clarke sat and thought about it for long minutes. And while he sat there behind his desk, drumming his fingers in a continuous, monotonous tattoo, so he became aware of the first small warning bells growing to an insistent clamour at the back of his mind. Harry Keogh had required him to find out who was running Paxton. But who could be running him if not E-Branch? And to what end?


The last man to occupy this desk had been Norman Harold Wellesley, a traitor. Wellesley was gone now, dead, but the fact that he’d ever existed at all – and in this of all jobs – must have caused ructions further up the line. What, a double-agent? A spy among mindspies? Something which must never be allowed to happen again, obviously; but how to stop it from happening again? Could it be that someone had been appointed to watch the watchers?


It reminded Clarke of a ditty his mother had used to say to him when he was small and had an itch. She would find the spot and scratch it, reciting:




‘Big fleas have little fleas
upon their backs to bite ’em.
And little fleas have smaller fleas,
and so ad infinitum!’





Was Clarke himself under esper scrutiny? And if so, what had been read from his mind?


He got on to the switchboard, said: ‘Get me the Minister Responsible. If he’s not available, leave a message that he’s to call me back soonest. Also, I’d like someone to run me off a duplicate set of police reports on those girls in that serial killer case.’


Half an hour later the reports were delivered to him, and as he was putting them in a large envelope he got his call from the Minister. ‘Yes, Clarke?’


‘Sir,’ he said, ‘I just had Harry Keogh on the ’phone.’


‘Oh?’


‘He asked for a set of reports on the girls in the serial killer case. As you’ll recall, we asked for his help on that.’


‘I recall that you asked for his help, Clarke, yes. But in fact I’m not so sure it was a good idea. Indeed, I think it’s time to rethink our attitude towards Keogh.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes. I know he’s been of some assistance to the Branch, and – ’


‘Some?’ Clarke had to cut in. ‘Some assistance? We’d have all been goners long ago without him. We can’t ever repay him. Not just us but everyone. And I do mean everyone.’


‘Things change, Clarke,’ said that unseen, unknown other. ‘You people are a weird lot – no offence – and Keogh has to be the weirdest of all. Also, he’s not really one of you. So as of now I want you to avoid contact with him. But we’ll talk about him again later, I’m sure.’


The warning bells rang even louder. Talking to the Minister Responsible was always like talking to a very smooth robot, but this time he was just too smooth. ‘And the police reports? Does he get them?’


‘I think not. Let’s just keep him at arm’s length for the moment, right?’


‘Is there something to worry about, maybe?’ Clarke came straight out with it. ‘Do you think perhaps we should watch him?’


‘Why, you surprise me!’ said the other, smooth as ever. ‘It was my understanding that Keogh had always been a good friend of yours.’


‘He has.’


‘Well, and doubtless that was of value at the time. But as I said, things change. I will get back to you about him – one way or the other – in good time. But until then … was there anything else?’


‘One small thing.’ Clarke kept his tone neutral but scowled at the ’phone. ‘About Paxton …’ It was a leaf straight out of Harry Keogh’s book, and it worked just as well for Clarke.


‘Paxton?’ (He actually heard the Minister catch his breath!) Then, more cautiously, perhaps curiously: ‘Paxton? But we’re no longer interested in him, are we?’


‘It’s just that I was reading through his records,’ Clarke lied, ‘his progress reports, you know? And it seemed to me we lost a good one there. Is it possible you’ve been maybe a bit too thorough? A shame to lose him if there’s a chance we can bring him on. We really can’t afford to waste talents like his.’


‘Clarke,’ the Minister sighed, ‘you have your side of the job, and I have mine. I don’t question your decisions, do I?’


Don’t you?


‘And I really would appreciate it if you wouldn’t question mine. Forget about Paxton, he’s out of it.’


‘As you wish – but I think I’ll at least keep an eye on him. If only from a distance. After all, we’re not the only ones in the mindspy game. I’d hate it if he were recruited by the other side …’


The Minister was getting peeved. ‘For the moment you have quite enough work on your plate!’ he snapped. ‘Leave Paxton be. A periodic check will suffice – when I say so!’


Clarke was only polite when people were polite to him. He was far too important to let himself be stepped on. ‘Keep your shirt on … sir,’ he growled. ‘Anything I say or do is in the Branch’s best interest, believe me – even when I step on toes.’


‘Of course, of course.’ The other was at once conciliatory. ‘But we’re all in the same boat, Clarke, and none of us knows everything. So for the time being let’s just trust each other, all right?’


Oh, yeah, let’s! Sure! ‘Fine,’ Clarke said. ‘I’m sorry I’ve taken up so much of your time.’


‘That’s all right. We’ll be speaking again soon, I’m sure …’


Clarke put the ’phone down and continued to scowl at it a while, then sealed the envelope containing the police reports and scrawled Harry Keogh’s address on it. He erased his and Keogh’s recent conversation, then asked the switchboard if they’d traced the call. They had and it was Harry’s Edinburgh number. He ’phoned it direct but got no answer. And finally he called a courier into his office and gave him the envelope.


‘Post it, please,’ he said, but before the courier could leave: ‘No, repackage the whole thing and send it off special delivery. And then forget you ever saw it, right?’


In a little while he was alone with his dark, suspicious thoughts again, and an itch between his shoulderblades which he couldn’t quite get at.


And his mother’s ditty about fleas, which was equally persistent.
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Changeling


Harry Keogh, Necroscope, didn’t know Darcy Clarke’s ditty, but he did have a flea on his back. Several, in fact. And they were biting him.


Geoffrey Paxton was only one and probably the least of them, but because he was reachable and immediate he was the most frightening. Harry wasn’t frightened of, Paxton, rather of what he might do to Paxton if he lost control. And of what losing control might conceivably do to him, to the Necroscope himself. He knew how easy it would be to betray himself and reveal that he was no longer an innocent but that some great and as yet undeveloped (but developing, certainly) Darkness had entered him.


That was what Paxton was looking for, Harry knew: proof that the Necroscope was no longer a fit citizen or habitant of Earth – no longer, indeed, a man, not entirely – but an alien creature and a monstrous threat. And when he knew it for sure, when there was no longer any doubt, then Paxton would report that fact and there would be war. Harry Keogh versus The Rest. The rest of Mankind. And that was the last thing Harry wanted, to be at odds with a world and its peoples which he had fought so long and so hard to keep safe.


Paxton, then, was a flea on Harry’s back, a niggle at the edge of – attempting to dig its way deeper into – his mind, an irritation. And because Paxton’s presence was representative of an even greater threat, which must ultimately challenge the Necroscope’s very existence, it was something Harry could well do without. For to the Wamphyri the single ‘honourable’ answer to any challenge may only be written in blood!


Wamphryri!


The word itself was … a Power.


It was a tingling in the core of his being, an awareness of passions beyond the feeble, fumbling emotions of men, a savage, explosive nuclear energy contained – but barely – in his seething blood. It was a chain-reaction which was happening to him even now, whose catalyst was blood. And in itself it, too, was a challenge. But one which he must resist, which he must not, dare not answer. Not if he desired to remain ascendant and for the most part human.


A flea, then, this Paxton. An invader who would stick his proboscis in that most private and inviolable of all human territories, the mind itself, and siphon out its thoughts. A spy, a thought-thief – a parasite come to sup on Harry’s secrets – a flea. But only one flea of several, and not one whose bites he could afford to scratch.


Another unbearable itch was the fact that the dead – the Great Majority of mankind, who yet lay apart from and unknowable to mankind, with the sole (the soul?) exception of Harry Keogh – were withdrawing from him. He was losing his rapport; the change in him had wrought a change in them. Their trust was weakening.


Oh, there were many among them who owed him beyond their means to repay, and many more who had loved him for his own sake, to whom the Necroscope had always been the one glimmer of light in an otherwise everlasting darkness, but even these were wary of him now. For when he had been simply Harry – unsullied and unsullying, innocent and gentle – why, then it had been a marvellous thing that he could touch the dead and they touch him! But all of that was yesterday.


And now that he was more than Harry? There are certain things which even dead men fear, and limits to what even they will lie still for …


Since the destruction of Janos Ferenczy and his works, Harry had been busy. Other than the constant irritation of Geoffrey Paxton the only intrusion he’d allowed – the single distraction from his purpose, because he had no control over it – was the knowledge that a necromancer lived and practised his abominations in England. It distracted him because Penny Sanderson was now his friend (his ward, even?) and because he was privy to what she and others like her had gone through.


Of the fact that the forces of law and order would track down and apprehend Penny’s torturer, murderer, and then violator eventually, Harry had little doubt; but they would never charge him with the full range of his offences, because they had no yardstick by which to measure them. They neither knew nor were capable of defining a full range of offences, not in this case. And certainly there was no punishment which would fit the crime. Not in law.


But the Necroscope fully understood the nature of this beast and his crimes, and his ideas of punishment were rather more stringent. Even before his contamination he’d had that. It was a flame which had been sparked in him by the murder of his own sweet mother, and which burned just as lively to this day. An eye for an eye.


As to what Harry had been doing since removing the last of the Ferenczys forever from the world of men: his works had been weird and wonderful, and the thoughts in his Möbius mind even more so.


To begin with, he’d brought back Trevor Jordan’s ashes from Rhodes. The incorporeal telepath had wished it (death might have some sort of meaning with Harry to talk to), but not even Jordan had suspected Harry’s real purpose.


By themselves, however, the essential salts of a man were insufficient to put Harry’s plan into action, not and achieve the entirely satisfactory result which he sought. Which was why, before reducing further the ruins of Janos Ferenczy’s castle, the Necroscope had removed from them certain chemical substances by means of which Janos had performed his own monstrous brand of necromancy.


Not all of the dead would wish for such a resurgence, Harry knew: the Thracian warrior-king Bodrogk and his wife Sofia, whose world had lain two thousand years in the past, had been happy to collapse in each other’s arms and return to dust (a merciful release for them, who had prayed for it so often). But what of the much more recently dead?


Like Trevor Jordan, for instance?


The answer might seem easy: why not ask him? But in fact that was the hardest thing of all. ‘I intend to return you to life. I have the apparatus but I’m not one hundred per cent sure of the system. It worked perfectly well for another, but he had the advantage of many hundreds of years of experimentation. In the event all goes well you will be as you were; except, well … you’ll recall that you did put a bullet through your brain. I’m not entirely sure how that will affect you. If when I call you up from your ashes I discover that you’re a complete gibbering fucking idiot then, however reluctantly, I’ll be obliged to put you down again. Now, provided you’re perfectly happy with all of this …’


Or, in Penny Sanderson’s case: ‘Penny, I think I can bring you back. But if I get the mixture wrong it could be that you’ll not be as lovely as you were. I mean, your skin and features could be imperfect, or blemished, or pocked … hideously. For example, some of the things I called up in the Castle Ferenczy were quite monstrous; there were depletions, inconsistencies, er, anomalies? Wherefore I reserve the right to erase you if things go wrong. But of course we’ll always be able to try again, later, when with a bit of luck I’ll get it right.’


No, he couldn’t tell them what he had in mind, not yet. If he gave them the bare bones of the matter they’d require him to flesh it out, and if he elaborated they’d fret about every smallest detail. And from now until the actual – resurrection? – they’d mix anticipation with dread, alternating shivers of excitement with shudders of terror most extreme. They’d climb high mountains of hope, only to tumble back into black lakes of deepest despair and depression.


‘I have a shot which may cure your cancer … but it just might give you AIDS.’


That was how it would feel to Harry, if the roles were reversed; but at the same time he knew that of course it wasn’t like that: when you’re dead you’re beyond hope, and so any hope has to be better than none. Or does it? Or was that simply the vampire in him – tenacity aspiring to immortality – doing his thinking for him?


Or … perhaps he hesitated for another, far more elemental reason: something which warned him that with his small talents (small, yes, in the scale of a universe or parallel multiverses) he must not, dare not, usurp one of the Greater Talents of that Other whom men called God? History’s necromancers, among which Janos had been a latecomer, had dared it, and where were they now? Had there been avenging angels before Harry, to put right the wrongs of these wizards? And if so, would there be one after him, to chastise him in his turn?


Harry had been the Necroscope, was becoming a vampire, and now would be a necromancer in his own right. How dare he seek out Penny’s murderer to punish him on the one hand, and on the other pursue the practice of that same black art? What would be his punishment?


Perhaps the gears were already engaged, the wheels even now turning. Perhaps the Necroscope had already gone too far, disturbing the delicate balance between Good and Evil to such an extent that it now required radical readjustment. Had he simply become too powerful, which is to say corrupt? How did the old saying go: ‘Absolute power corrupts absolutely’? Ridiculous! Was God Himself corrupt? No, for the maxims of men are like their laws: they apply only to men.


Such arguments were endless in the metamorphosis of the Necroscope’s mind and body, until sometimes he thought he was mad. But when his thoughts were clear he knew that he was not mad; it was just the thing that was in him, altering his perceptions along with everything else.


And then he would remember how he used to be, determine that he must always be that way, and know that he hesitated only out of consideration for his friends among the dead. It was simply that he didn’t want Trevor and Penny to suffer agonies of protracted uncertainty, only to let them down when the waiting was over. To die once is enough, as had been made perfectly plain by Janos’s many Thracian thralls in the bowels of the Castle Ferenczy.


As for God: if there was such a One (and Harry had never been sure) then the Necroscope supposed he must consider his talents God-given and use them accordingly. While he could.


Harry had spent a good deal of his time arguing, not least with himself. If a subject took his fancy – almost any subject – he would play word-games with himself to the point of distraction and delirium: a sort of mental masturbation. But it wasn’t just himself he was jerking off; in conversations with the dead he was equally argumentative, even when he suspected that they were right and he was wrong.


Indeed, he seemed to argue for the sake of it, out of sheer contrariness. He thought and argued about God; also about good and evil, about science, pseudoscience and sorcery, their similarities, discrepancies and ambiguities. Space, time and space-time fascinated him, and especially mathematics with its inalienable laws and pure logic. The very changelessness of maths was a constant joy and relief to the Necroscope’s changeling mind in its changeling body.


Within a day or two of returning from the Greek islands he had used the instantaneous medium of the Möbius Continuum to go to Leipzig and see (speak to) August Ferdinand Möbius where he lay in his grave. Möbius had been and still was a great mathematician and astronomer; indeed he was the man whose genius had saved Harry’s life on several occasions, again through the medium of his Möbius Continuum. But while Harry’s primary purpose in visiting Möbius was to thank him for the return of his numeracy, instead he ended up arguing with him.


The great man had happened to mention that his next project would be to measure space, and as soon as the Necroscope heard this he threw himself headlong into an argument. This time the argument was ‘Space, Time, Light and the Multiverses’.


Won’t ‘Universe’ suffice? Möbius had wanted to know.


‘Not at all,’ Harry had answered, ‘because we know there are parallels. I’ve visited one, remember?’ (And East German students with their notebooks had wondered at this peculiar man who stood by a dead scientist’s tomb muttering to himself.)


Very well then, let’s concentrate on the one we know best, Möbius had been logical about it. This one.


‘You’ll measure it?’


I propose to.


‘But since it’s constantly expanding, how will you go about it?’


I shall stand at its outermost rim, beyond which there is nothing, transfer myself instantaneously through the universe to the far rim, beyond which there is likewise nothing, and in so doing measure the distance between. Then I shall transfer myself instantaneously back here and perform the same experiment exactly one hour later, and again an hour after that.


‘Good!’ Harry had answered. ‘But … to what purpose?’


(A sigh.) Why, from that time forward – and whenever I require to know it – a correct calculation of the size of the universe will be instantly available!


Harry had stayed grudgingly silent for a moment, until: ‘I too have given the matter a little thought,’ he said. ‘Though purely on the theoretical level, because the physical measurement of a constantly changing quantity seems rather fruitless to me. Whereas to understand what is happening, how and to what degree the age of the universe is tied to its rate of expansion – a constant, incidentally – and so forth, seems so much more satisfying.’


(An astonished pause.) Oh, indeed! And Harry had almost been able to see Möbius’s eyebrows joining in a frown across the bridge of his nose. ‘You’ have thought about it, have you? Theoretically, you say? And might I inquire as to ‘your’ conclusions?


‘You want to know all about space, time, light and the multiverses?’


If you’ve the time for it! Möbius had been scathing in his sarcasm.


To which the Necroscope had answered: ‘Your initial measurement will suffice; no other is necessary. Knowing the size of the universe – and not only this one, incidentally, but all the parallels, too – at any given moment of time, we will automatically know their exact age and rate of expansion, which will be uniform for all of them.’


Explain.


‘Now the theory,’ said Harry. ‘In the beginning there was nothing. Came the Primal Light! Possibly it shone out of the Möbius Continuum, or perhaps it came with the colossal fireball of the Big Bang. But it was the beginning of the universe of light. Before the light there was nothing, and after it there was a universe expanding at the speed of light!’


Eh?


‘Do you disagree?’


The universe was expanding at the speed of light?


‘Actually, at twice the speed of light,’ said Harry. ‘That was the essence of your problem, remember, which sparked the return of my numeracy? Switch on a light in space and a pair of observers 186,000 miles away from it on opposite sides would both see its light one second later, because the light expands in both directions. Now, do you disagree?’


Of course not! The Primal Light, as any light, must have expanded just as you say. But … the universe?


‘At the same speed!’ said Harry. ‘And it still is expanding at that speed.’


Explain. And make it good.


‘Before the light there was nothing, no universe.’


Agreed.


‘Does anything travel faster than light?’


No – yes! We can, but only in the Möbius Continuum. And I suppose thought is likewise instantaneous.


‘Now think!’ said Harry. ‘The Primal Light is still travelling outwards, expanding on all frontiers at a constant speed of 186,000 miles per second. Tell me: does anything lie beyond those frontiers? And I do mean any thing?’


Of course not, because in the physical universe nothing travels faster than light.


‘Exactly! Wherefore light defines the extent – the size – of the universe! That’s why I called it the universe of light. A formula:


[image: image]


Do you disagree?’


Möbius had looked at the thing scrawled on the screen of Harry’s mind. The age of the universe is equal to its radius divided by the speed of light. And after a moment, but very quietly now: Yes, I agree.


‘Hah!’ said Harry. ‘It’s hard to get a decent argument going these days. Everyone cries uncle.’


Möbius had been angry. He had never seen Harry like this before. Certainly the Necroscope’s instinctive maths was a wonderful thing, an awesome talent in its own right, but where was Harry’s humility? What on earth had got into him? Perhaps Möbius should let him continue to expound and then try to pick holes, bring him down a peg or two.


And time? And the multiverses?


But Harry had been ready for him: ‘The space-time universe – which has the same size and age as any and all of the parallels – is cone-shaped, the point of the cone being the Big Bang/Primal Light where time began, and the base being its current boundary or diameter. Is that feasible, logical?’


Desperately seeking errors, still Möbius had been unable to discover them. Yes, he was obliged to answer, eventually. Feasible, logical, but not necessarily correct.


‘Grant me feasible,’ said Harry. ‘And then tell me: what lies outside the cone?’


Nothing, since the universe is contained within it.


‘Wrong! The parallels are cone-shaped, too, born at the same time and expanding from the same source!’


Möbius had pictured it. But … then each cone is in contact with a number of other cones. Is there evidence of this?
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