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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.







Harry Keogh: A Résumé and Chronology.


CHRISTENED “SNAITH” IN EDINBURGH IN 1957, the infant Harry was the son of a psychic sensitive mother, Mary Keogh (herself the daughter of a gifted expatriate Russian lady), and Gerald Snaith, a banker. Harry’s father died of a stroke a year later, and in the winter of 1960 his mother remarried, this time to a Russian dissident, Viktor Shukshin. In the winter of ‘63 Shukshin murdered Harry’s mother by drowning her under the ice of a frozen river; he escaped punishment by alleging that while skating she’d crashed through the thin crust and been washed away. Shukshin inherited her isolated Bonnyrig house and the not inconsiderable monies left to her by her first husband.


Within six months the young Harry “Keogh” had gone to live with an uncle and his wife at Harden on the north-east coast of England, an arrangement that was more than satisfactory to Viktor Shukshin, who could never stand the child.


Harry commenced schooling with the roughneck kids of the colliery; but a dreamy and introspective sort of boy, he was a loner, developed few friendships—not with his fellow pupils, anyway—and thus fell easy prey to bullying. Later, as he grew toward his teens, Harry’s daydreaming spirit, psychic insights and instincts led him into further conflict with his teachers.


His problem was that he had inherited his maternal forebears’ mediumistic talents, which were developing in him to an extraordinary degree. He had no requirement for “real” or physical companions as such, because the many friends he already had were more than sufficient and willing to supply his every need. As to who his friends were—they were the myriad dead in their graves!


Up against the school bully, Harry defeated him with the telepathically communicated skills of an ex-ex-Army physical training instructor, an expert in unarmed combat. Punished with maths homework, he received extra tuition from an ex-Headmaster of the school. But here he required only a little help, for in fact he was something of a mathematician himself. Except Harry leaned more toward the metaphysical; his intuitive grasp of numbers was lateral to the point of sidereal; his numeracy was as alien to mundane science as his telepathic intercourse with the dead was to speech.


In 1969 Harry gained entry into a technical college, and until the end of his formal (and orthodox) education, did his best to tone down the use of his extraordinary talent and be a “normal, average student.” Aware that he must soon begin to support himself, he began writing, and by the time his schooling was at an end several short pieces of his fiction had seen print.


Three years later, he finished his first novel, Diary of a 17th Century Rake. While the book fell short of the bestseller lists, still it did well. It wasn’t so much a sensation for its storyline as for its historical authenticity; hardly surprising considering the qualifications of Harry’s co-author and collaborator—namely a 17th-century rake, shot dead by an outraged husband in 1672!


By the summer of 1976, Harry had his own unassuming top-floor flat in an old three-story house on the coast road out of Hartlepool toward Sunderland. Perhaps typically, the house stood opposite one of the town’s oldest graveyards; Harry was never short of friends to talk to. But by then, too, his headmaster of a few years ago had discovered his grotesque secret, and passed it on to others more secretive yet …


Blithely ignorant of the fact that he was now under wary scrutiny, Harry let his talent develop. He was the Necroscope, the only man who could talk to the dead and befriend them. Now that his weird talent was fully formed, he could converse with exanimate persons even over great distances; once introduced to a member of the Great Majority, thereafter he could always contact him again. With Harry, however, it was a point of common decency that whenever possible he would physically attend them at their gravesides; he wasn’t one to “shout” at his friends.


In their turn (and in return for his friendship), Harry’s dead people loved him. He was like a pharos among them, the one shining light in an otherwise eternal darkness, their observatory on a world they’d thought left behind and gone forever. For contrary to the beliefs of the living, death is not The End but a transition to incorporeality and immobility. Great artists, when they die, continue to visualize magnificent canvases they can never paint; architects plan fantastic, continent-spanning cities that can never be built; scientists follow up research they commenced in life but never had time to complete …


At his flat in Hartlepool, when he wasn’t working, Harry entertained his childhood sweetheart, Brenda. Shortly, finding herself pregnant, she became his wife. But a shadow out of the Necroscope’s past was rapidly becoming an obsession. He brooded over dreams of his poor drowned mother, and in nightmares revisited the frozen river where Mary Keogh had died before her time. Finally, Harry resolved to take revenge on his evil stepfather. In this as in all things he had the blessings of the dead, for knowing only too well the horror of death, cold-blooded murder was a crime the teeming dead could never tolerate.


In the winter of 1976-77 Harry tempted Viktor Shukshin out onto the ice of the frozen river to skate with him, as once the murderer had skated with his mother. But his plan backfired and they both crashed through the ice into the bitterly cold water. The Russian had the strength of a madman; he would surely drown his stepson … but no, for at the last moment Mary Keogh—or what remained of her—rose from her watery grave to drag her murderer down!


And with that Harry had discovered a new talent; or rather, he now knew how far the teeming dead would go in order to protect him—knew that in fact they would rise from their graves for him …


The Necroscope’s weird abilities had not gone unnoticed; a top-secret British intelligence organization known as E-Branch (“E” for “ESP” or ESPionage), and its Soviet counterpart, were both aware of his powers. But he was no sooner approached to join E-Branch than its head, his contact, was taken out, “with extreme prejudice,” by Boris Dragosani, a Romanian spy and necromancer. Dragosani’s terrible “talent” lay in ripping open the bodies of dead enemy agents to steal their secrets right out of their violated brains, blood, and guts!


Harry vowed to track Dragosani down and even the score, and the Great Majority offered him their help. Of course they did, for even the dead weren’t safe from a man who violated corpses! What Harry and his friends couldn’t know was that Dragosani had been infected with vampirism. What was more, he had murdered a colleague, the Mongol Max Batu, to learn the secret of his evil eye. The necromancer could now kill at a glance!


Time was short; Harry must follow the vampire back to the USSR, to Soviet E-Branch Headquarters at the Château Bronnitsy south of Moscow, and there put him down … but how? A British “precog”—an esper whose talent enabled him to scan fragments of the future—had foreseen the Necroscope’s involvement not only with vampires but also with the twisted figure 8 or “eternity” symbol of the Möbius Strip. In order to get to Dragosani, Harry first must understand the Möbius connection. But here at least he was on familiar ground; the astronomer and mathematician August Ferdinand Möbius had been dead since 1868—and the dead would do anything for Harry Keogh …


*    *    *


In Leipzig Harry visited Möbius’s grave and discovered him at work on his space-time equations. What he had done in life he continued, undisturbed, to do in death; and in the course of a century he had reduced the physical universe to a set of mathematical symbols. Möbius knew how to bend space-time! Teleportation: an easy route into the Chateau Bronnitsy.


For days Möbius instructed Harry, until the Necroscope was sure that the answer lay right there in front of him—just an inch beyond his grasp. But the East German GREPO (the Grenz Polizei) were watching him, and on the orders of Dragosani tried to arrest him at Möbius’s graveside … where suddenly Möbius’s equations transformed themselves into doorways into the strange immaterial universe of the Möbius Continuum! Using one of these doors to escape from the GREPO, finally Harry was able to project himself into the grounds of Soviet E-Branch HQ.


Calling up from their graves an army of long-dead Crimean Tartars, the Necroscope destroyed the château’s defenses, then sought out and killed Dragosani. But in the fight he, too, was killed … his body died; but in the last moment his mind, his will, transferred to the metaphysical Möbius Continuum.


And riding the Möbius Strip into future time, Harry’s identity was absorbed into the as yet unformed infant mentality—of his own son!


August 1977


Drawn to Harry Jr.’s all-absorbing mind like an iron filing to a magnet, Harry Keogh’s identity was in danger of being entirely subsumed and wiped clean. His only avenue of freedom lay in the Möbius Continuum, which he could only use when his infant son was asleep. But while exploring the infinite future time-stream, Harry had noted among the myriad blue life-threads of Mankind a scarlet thread: another vampire! Worse than this, in the near future he’d seen that red thread crossing the innocent blue of young Harry’s!


The Necroscope investigated. He was incorporeal, yes, but so were the teeming dead; he could still communicate with them, and they were still in his debt. In September of 1977 he spoke to the spirit of Thibor Ferenczy—once a vampire—at his tomb in the Carpathian Mountains; also to Thibor’s “father,” Faethor Ferenczy, who died in a World War II bombing raid on Ploiesti.


Harry was cautious. Even when dead, vampires are the worst possible liars, devious beyond measure. But the Necroscope had nothing to lose (literally), and the vampires had much to gain; Harry was their last contact with a world they had once planned to rule. Thus, by trial and error, playing oh so dangerous cat-and-mouse word-games with the Wamphyri, he pieced together the terrible truth: that in the late 1950s Thibor had “infected” a pregnant English woman, Georgina Bodescu, who later gave birth to a son. And Thibor’s spawn, Yulian Bodescu, was the source of the threatening red thread!


In Romania, Alec Kyle and Felix Krakovitch, current heads of their respective ESPionage rings, joined forces to destroy the remains of Thibor in his Carpathian mausoleum. There they burned a monstrous remnant of the vampire, but not before Thibor sent Yulian a dream-message and a warning. Thibor had hoped to use his English “son” as a vessel in which to rise up again and resume his vampire existence. But since his last physical vestiges were now destroyed, instead he would use him to take revenge on the Necroscope, Harry Keogh.


As for killing Keogh: that should be the very simplest of things. The Necroscope was incorporeal, a bodiless id, his own infant son’s sixth sense. Only remove the child and the father would go with him …


Meanwhile in the USSR, Alec Kyle stood falsely accused of murder. Russian espers were using a combination of high technology and ESP to drain him of knowledge … literally all knowledge! This process would leave him raped of his mind, brain-dead, and physical death would soon follow. And in England Yulian Bodescu was on the prowl. Intent on destroying Harry Jr., he headed for Hartlepool.


His trail was bloody and littered with dead men when finally he entered the house where Brenda Keogh lived and climbed the stairs to her garret flat. The mother tried to protect her small child … she was hurled aside! … Harry Jr. was awake; his mind contained Harry Keogh … the monster was upon them, powerful hands reaching!


Harry could do nothing. Trapped in the infant’s whirlpool id, he knew that they were both going to die. But then:


Go, little Harry told him. Through you I’ve learned what I had to learn. I don’t need you that way any longer. But I do need you as a father. So go on, get out, save yourself! Harry was free; the mental attraction binding him to his son’s mind had been relaxed; he could now flee into the Möbius Continuum.


And what the father could do, the son could do in spades; he was a Necroscope of enormous power! And in the cemetery just across the road, the dead answered Harry Jr.’s call. They came up out of their graves, shuffled and flopped from the graveyard into the house and up the stairs. Bodescu the vampire attempted his first and last metamorphosis: adopting the shape of a great bat, he flew from a window … and took a crossbow bolt in his spine.


And as he crashed down within the grounds of the cemetery, so the incorporeal Necroscope instructed the dead in the methods of eradication: the stake, decapitation, the cleansing fire …


Harry Keogh was free, but free to do what? He was a mind without a body. Except he now felt a different force, an attraction other than his infant son’s magnet id, a vacuum seemingly eager to be filled. Exploring it, Harry was sucked in irresistibly—into the aching emptiness of Alex Kyle’s drained mind!


Employing ultra-high explosives to blow the Château Bronnitsy to hell, and his powers as a Necroscope to correct other anomalies, at last Harry could take the Möbius route home. His work, for the moment, was at an end. It was the late autumn of 1977, and he had taken up permanent residence in another man’s body. Indeed, to all intents and purposes, and to anyone who didn’t know better, he was that other man! But he was also the natural father of a most unnatural child, a child with awesome supernatural powers.


So now Harry must face up to other, more mundane duties: those of a husband and father. But how might he perform those duties with the face and form of a different man? What of his poor wife, Brenda, who had already suffered more than her fair share of strangeness and horror? How could he ask her to share her life with a husband who wasn’t the man she knew? Finally, what of the child … if Harry Jr. could still be considered a child?


But perhaps the most difficult questions the Necroscope must ask himself were these: how much greater than his own talents were his son’s? How different were they? And perhaps more importantly: How did he intend to use them? Thus the world of Harry Keogh was a vastly complicated place—


—Which wasn’t about to get any simpler …


The story that follows concerns itself mainly with certain episodes of the Necroscope’s life, between the previously chronicled Wamphyri! and The Source. But it is not alone Harry Keogh’s story. For without that the Wamphyri were there before him (and despite the paradox of their springing from him), it could even be said that Harry himself would not have been necessary: without a disease there’s no need for a cure.


In short, this story is also theirs: part of the lost history of the Wamphyri …




Prologue


THE POWERFUL, SILVER-GRAY STRETCH LIMO, familiar in itself however unusual—but less than unique—on an island of ancient Fiats and sputtering Lambrettas, bumped carefully over shifting cobbles under a baroque stone archway into the courtyard of Julio’s Café and Restaurant in the eastern quarter of Palermo. The lone survivor of a World War II bombing raid, the walled enclosure was once the smallest of four gardens containing a middling villa. The other three gardens were rubble-strewn craters; only their outer walls had been repaired, to create something of an acceptable façade in the district of the Via Della Magione.


The courtyard was set out like a fan-shaped checkerboard: square tables decked with white covers, standing on black flags of volcanic stone; the whole split down the middle by a “hinge” of vehicles parked herringbone-fashion on what was once a broad carriageway. A palm-fringed gap in the wall at the point of the quadrant marked the vehicular exit into the dusky evening.


Some three dozen patrons sat eating, drinking, chattering, though not too energetically; a pair of sweating, white-aproned waiters ran to and fro between the tables, the bar and kitchens, each serving his own triangle of customers. Even for the third week in May the weather was unseasonably warm; at eight-thirty in the evening the temperature was up in the high seventies.


The east-facing wall of the courtyard contained what was left of the old villa: a two-storyed wing three rooms wide and three deep, with a balcony supported by Doric columns that more than hinted of better times. The central, ground-floor room was fronted by a marble bar which spanned the gap between the pillars; kitchens to the left of the bar stood open to the inspection of patrons. Amazingly, in this bombed-out relic of a place, wide arches in the wall to the right displayed the sweep of the original grand marble staircase winding to the upper rooms and balcony. Better times indeed!


On the balcony—whose tables were reserved for “persons of quality”—Julio Sclafani himself leaned out as far as his belly would allow to observe the arrival of these latest, most elevated of all his customers: Anthony and Francesco Francezci, come down from the high Madonie especially to eat at Julio’s.


It was wonderful that they came here, these men of power, ignoring the so-called “class” restaurants to dine on Julio’s simple but worthy fare. And they’d been doing it for six weeks now, ever since the first signs of improvement in the weather. Or … perhaps it was that one of them, or even both of them, had noticed Julio’s Julietta? For Sclafani’s youngest, still unmarried daughter was a stunner after all. And the Brothers Francezci were eminently eligible men …


But what a shame that she wasn’t at her best! It must be the pollution of Palermo’s air. The fumes of all the cars and mopeds, the stagnation of all the derelict places, the breathing of dead air and the winter damp that came drifting in off the Tyrrhenian Sea. But spring was here and summer on its way; Julietta would bloom again, just as the island was blooming.


Except … it was worrying, the way she’d come down with—well, with whatever it was—just four or five weeks ago; since when all of the color had seemed to go out of her, all the joy and vitality, everything that had made her the light of Julio’s life. To be back there on her couch, all exhausted, with an old biddy of a sick-nurse sitting beside her—“in attendance,” as it were—as at someone’s deathbed! What, Julietta? Perish the thought! As for the old crow: Julio supposed he should consider himself lucky to have obtained her services so reasonably. All thanks to the Francezcis, for she was one of theirs.


But here they came even now, smiling up at him—at him!—as they mounted the marble staircase. Such elegant … such eligible men! Julio hastened to greet them at the head of the stairs, and usher them to their table on the balcony …


Almost exactly one hour earlier, Tony and Francesco Francezci had departed Le Manse Madonie in the mountain heights over Cefalu en-route for Julio’s and the supposed gourmet pleasures of the café’s “cuisine.” The quality of Julio Sclafani’s food was, ostensibly, the sole reason for the Francezcis’ weekly visit to the crumbling, by no means decadent but decidedly decayed city. Ostensibly, yes.


But in fact the brothers didn’t much care for the food at Sclafani’s, nor for the eating of common fare anywhere else for that matter. They could just as easily dine at Le Manse Madonie, and do far better than at Julio’s, without the bother of having to get there. For at the Manse the brothers had their own servants, their own cooks, their own … people.


And so as Mario, their chauffeur, had driven the brothers down the often precipitous, dusty hairpin track from the Manse to the potholed “road” that joins Petralia in the south to the spa town of Termini Imerese on the coast—where according to legend the buried Cyclops “pisses in the baths of men, to warm them”—so Francesco had turned his mind and memory to the real reason for their interest in Sclafani’s piddling café: the fat man’s daughter, Julietta. Francesco’s interest, anyway …


It had been six weeks ago to the day. The brothers had been in Palermo to attend a meeting of the Dons: the heads of the most powerful Families in the world, with the possible exception of certain branches of European Royalty and nobility, and other so called “leaders of men” or business, politicians and industrialists mainly, in the United States of America and elsewhere. Except there’s power, and there’s power. That of the Francezcis was landed and gilt-edged … and ancient, and evil.


It lay in the earth (in territory, or real estate); in the wealth they’d been heir to for oh-so-many, many years, plus the additional wealth which the principal and their unique talents had accumulated and augmented; and not least in those peculiar talents themselves.


For in fact the Francezcis were advisers. Advisers to the Mafia, still the main force and power-base in Italy and Sicily; and through the Mafia advisers to the CIA, the KGB, and others of the same ilk; and through them advisers to those governments which allegedly “controlled” them. And because their advice was invariably good, invariably valuable, they were revered as Dons of Dons, as every Francezci before them. But to actually speak of them in such a connection … that would be quite unpardonable. It was understandable; their social standing …


As to that last: they had the reputations of the gentlest of gentlemen! Their presence had been requested—even fought over—for every major social event on the island for the last fifteen years, ever since they came into their inheritance and possession of Le Manse Madonie. And their bloodline: there had been Francezci Brothers for as long as men could remember. The family was noted for its male twins, also for a line that went back into the dimmest mists of history—and into some of the darkest. But that last was for the brothers alone to know.


Thus the immemorial and ongoing connection of the Francezcis with certain of the island’s (and indeed the world’s) less savory elements was unsuspected; or if it was it wasn’t mentioned in polite circles. Yet in their role of freelance intelligence agents for the Mob or mobs—as advisers in the field of international crime, various kinds of espionage, and terrorism—the Francezcis were an unparalleled success story. Where or how they gained their intelligence in these diverse yet connected fields: that, too, was for the brothers alone to know, and for others to guess at. But to the Dons it seemed obvious that they had corrupted the incorruptible on a world-wide scale …


… Francesco’s thoughts had strayed from their course. As the limo glided, or occasionally bumped, for the junction with the A-19 motorway into Palermo, he redirected his mind to that evening six short weeks ago:


After their meeting with the Dons (whom they had advised on such problems as what or what not to do about Aldo Moro and his kidnappers the Red Brigade, in Italy, and President Leone, who had become an embarrassment) the hour had been late. Driving back through Palermo and turned aside by a diversion where road works were in progress, Tony had noticed Julio’s Café and suggested they pause a while for refreshments.


Indoors in the room of the marble staircase, the brothers had ordered Julio’s “Greek Island Specialities.” They’d picked at spicy sausages, stuffed vine-leaves, and various dips prepared in olive oil—but no garlic—all washed down with tiny measures of Mavrodaphne and a chaser, the brackish Vecchia Romagna, sipped from huge brandy-bowl glasses. By nine-thirty the kitchens had closed; the brothers dined alone. Julio had excused himself—a toothache! He’d called a dentist who, even at this late hour, had agreed to see him. His daughter, Julietta, would see the brothers off the premises when they were done.


Perhaps Francesco had drunk a little too much Mavrodaphne, too large a measure of brandy. Or it could be that in the gloom and drafty emptiness of the place, with the picked-at food gone cold on their plates, and the knowledge of lowering skies just beyond the arches, the woman had looked more radiant, more luminous … more pure? Whatever, Francesco had looked at her in a certain way, and she had looked back. And Anthony Francezci had gone down to the limo on his own, while his brother …


At which point the silver-gray hearse of a car had swerved to avoid a dead animal in the road—a goat, Mario thought!—and again Francesco had been shaken from his reflections where he lolled in a corner of the back seat. Perhaps it was as well. They had been passing close to Bagheria; in a moment they’d be making a sharp right turn. Oh, yes, for Tony would surely want to park a while at a place he was fond of: the Villa Palagonia.


“What, drawn to your monsters yet again?” Francesco’s comment had been petulant, almost angry; he was irritated that his mood and memories had been broken into.


“Our monsters!” Tony had answered immediately and sharply. For it was true enough: both of the brothers knew the inspiration behind the lunatic array of stone beasts that adorned the walls of the villa. The carved dwarves and gargoyles, the creatures with human hands and feet, and other Things that defied description. Some two hundred years ago the owner of the villa, Prince Ferdinando Gravina, had insisted upon visiting Le Manse Madonie, home to the Ferenczinis, as their name was then. Rich as Croesus, he had been interested to discover why the equally wealthy Ferenczinis were satisfied to dwell in such an “out-of-the-way, austere, almost inhospitable sort of place.” And Ferdinando’s mania for grotesques—or his mania in general—had later emerged as a direct result of that visit.


But in any case Francesco had shrugged, saying, “According to Swinburne, these sculptures have their origin in Diodorus’s tale of the freakish creatures that came out of the Nile’s sunbaked mud.” And before his brother could answer: “Perhaps it’s better if that legend prevails? It was a long time ago, after all. Too long ago, for such as you and I to remember!”


At which Tony had scowled and answered, “Ferdinando looked into the pit, brother—the pit at Le Manse Madonie—and we both know it!” And then, sneeringly: “Let’s be discreet by all means, but in the privacy of our own car in a place like this, who is there to eavesdrop?”


Then, as at a signal, Mario had driven on for Palermo …


And now they were there, at the Cafe Julio, and the fat little sod seating them at a table on his precious balcony and detailing his odious “cuisine,” from which list they ordered this and that: a few items to pick at, a carafe of red wine. All a sham, a show; the brothers moved the food about their plates, waiting for Sclafani to mention Julietta. And eventually, returning upstairs from some small duty in the kitchens:


“Gentlemen, I’m eternally in your debt!” Julio bowed and scraped, plucked nervously at the towel over his arm as he sidled up to their table. “Er, I mean with regard to your kindness in providing a … a companion for my daughter. I cannot bring myself to call the old lady a nurse—can’t admit to any real sickness in my girl—but the woman is a godsend nevertheless. She fetches and carries, sees to my daughter’s needs, and I am left free to attend my business.”


“Julietta?” Francesco contrived to look concerned. “Your daughter? Is she no better, then? We’d wondered why she wasn’t around …” He looked down over the balcony into the courtyard, casting here and there with his dark eyes as if searching.


Julio turned his own eyes to the night sky and flapped his hands in an attitude of despair or supplication. “Oh, my lovely girl! Weak as water and pale as a cloud! Julietta will get better, I am sure. But for now … she reclines upon her bed, with shadows under her eyes, and complains about the sunlight creeping in her room so that she must keep the curtains drawn! Some strange lethargy, a malaise, a weird photophobia.”


The brothers looked at each other—perhaps quizzically—and Francesco finally nodded. And to Julio: “Sclafani, we have business tonight. A man of ours returns from an important trip out of the country. Meanwhile we’re out for a drive, passing a little time. It’s a very pleasant evening, after all. Alas, we may be called away at any moment, which is why we didn’t order more extensively from your menu. But this thing with Julietta: we find ourselves … concerned for you.”


“Indeed,” Tony nodded. “We Francezcis are delicate that way ourselves—with regard to strong sunlight, I mean. Which is why we’re not often out and about when the sun is up.”


“And,” Francesco went on, thoughtfully, “—who can say—perhaps we find ourselves in a position to be of further service?” (Julio could have fainted! What, the Francezci Brothers, of service to him and his? Of further service?)


“You see,” said Tony, “in three days a man will fly from Rome. A doctor, a specialist. You are right: there is a certain malaise or anaemia abroad. Servants of ours in Le Manse Madonie are laid low by it; we ourselves feel a definite lethargy. Our blood seems … weak? But at least in the heights we have the benefit of clean air! While here in the city …” He shrugged.


Open-mouthed, Julio looked from one brother to the other. “But what do you propose? I mean, I scarcely dare presume—”


“—That our doctor friend should take a look at Julietta, and perhaps keep her under observation a while?” Francesco cut him short. “But why not? He’s our own private doctor and comes with the very highest recommendation! Moreover, he’s been paid in advance. In such an arrangement, surely there are no losers! So, it’s settled.” He nodded his head as in final confirmation.


“Settled?”


“We shall send our car for Julietta three evenings from now—Saturday, yes. And the old woman shall stay with her at all times, of course. But that is to look on the gloomy side, for in the event that she should recover between now and then, which naturally we hope she will …”


“I … am stunned!” Julio choked out the words.


“No need to be,” said Tony, delicately dabbing at his mouth. “Take our card. If your Julietta shows signs of recovery, call us. Otherwise look for our car Saturday night. After that, you may inquire after her at your convenience. But remember: we’re private men. Our telephone number is restricted. And rest assured, Julietta will be attended to in every circumstance.”


It was done. Hardly believing his stroke of good fortune, the fat man went about the night’s business in a daze; the brothers, apparently unmoved, continued to pick at their food … until Julio was observed busying himself at the tables in the courtyard below. Then: “Watch the stairs,” Francesco said. “If he comes up, issue a warning or distract him.” But as he stood up and moved back a pace from the balcony:


“Now who is being indiscreet?” Tony smiled up at him with eye-teeth that were white and needle-sharp in a too-wide mouth.


Francesco leaned toward his brother—leaned at a peculiar angle—and answered through clenched teeth in a voice that was suddenly as black and bubbling as tar, “What, but can’t you smell that bitch back there?” In another moment he straightened up, coughed to clear his throat, and continued in a more normal tone of voice. “Anyway, we need to be certain the fat fool will accept our offer. So drink your wine … and watch the stairs!”


He turned away. Two paces took him across the balcony and through a curtained archway into a corridor. He passed a gentlemen’s toilet on his left, a ladies’ on the right, and entered a door marked “Private” into Julio’s office. Skirting the desk, he passed through a second door into Julietta’s sickroom. And there she lay, with the old biddy Katerin, eighty years old if she was a day, in attendance. The crone was nodding. Startled, she glanced up at Francesco through rheumy eyes. “Who? What?” Then, recognizing him, she smiled, nodded and made to rise.


“No, stay,” he told her. “Best that you’re here, in case that oily little fat man should look in.” Katerin nodded again and sat still. In the dimness of the room, the grandma’s eyes were yellow as a cat’s watching her master.


He sat half-way up the wide couch where Julietta lay, and his sudden weight woke her. Or perhaps she’d already been awake … waiting. Her eyes opened big as saucers; her jaw fell open; knowledge and horror painted themselves with rapid strokes upon her lovely, oval, oddly pallid face. But in no way odd to Francesco. And before she could cry out, if she would:


“Did you think I would desert you? Ah, no!” he told her. And his hand crept under her blanket, under her nightgown, to her thigh, so that she could feel his fingers trembling there. “No, for having loved you once, I shall love you all the days of your life.” But he did not say “my life.”


As his hand climbed higher on her thigh, so Julietta’s mouth closed and her fluttering breathing steadied; she began to breathe more deeply—of his breath. His essence was in it, as it was in her. And his eyes were uniformly jet, like moist black marbles in his face and unblinking, or like the eyes of a snake before he strikes. Except he had already struck, on that night six weeks ago. And the poison had taken.


He smiled with his handsome, devil’s face, and the horror went out of her as she lifted her arms to embrace him. But that could not be. “Soon,” he told her. “Soon—at Le Manse Madonie! Can’t you wait? A day or two, my Julietta. Just a day or two, I promise.” Her sigh, and her breathing suddenly quickening; the long lashes over her dark eyes fluttering, as Francesco’s cool hand discovered the inside of her hot thigh. Then her nod, and a gasp of weird ecstasy as her head flopped to one side in sudden shame, or defeat, or surrender, and her thighs lolled open.


He held her lips open with his thumb and smallest finger, and let the middle three elongate into her. His hand was quite still, but the three central fingers stretched with a caterpillar’s expansion, throbbing with the effort of metamorphosis like a trio of sentient penises, with pouting lips opening in their tips. And into her body they crept, while his thumb and smallest finger closed on her bud, to gentle it like a nipple.


And with the old crone watching and knowing everything—laughing silently through a gap-toothed mouth whose eye-teeth at least were still sharp and white—so Francesco found the artery he sought and used his fingers to pierce and sip at the soft center of Julietta’s sex where the marks, if he left any, would never be found, and the blood, if any continued to flow, would have its own explanation.


Then, in a few seconds, a minute—as the girl went, “Ah! Ah! Ah!” and turned her head this way and that, until her eyes rolled up—slowly Francesco’s jaws cracked open in a grin or a grimace, allowing a trickle of saliva to slop from a corner of his writhing lips. In that same moment his own eyes turned to flame, and then to blood! Julietta’s blood. But:


Brother! It was Anthony; not a call as such (for the brothers were not gifted with the true art), but a warning definitely. A tingling of nerves, a premonition. Julio was coming!


A moment to withdraw from Julietta, and another to lean forward and kiss her clammy brow. Then he was out of the room, flowing from Sclafani’s office into the corridor, and the door marked “Men” closing softly behind him. And his penis steaming as he plied it in the privacy of a cubicle, once, twice, three times, before it spurted into the bowl. And even his sperm was red where Francesco pulled the chain on it …


*    *    *


In the corridor, Sclafani was waiting for him. “Ah! Forgive me! I supposed you would be in there. Your brother asked me to tell you … Your man has returned from England … And your driver, Mario? … A radio message?” He fluttered his hands, as if that were explanation enough. Which in fact it was.


Francesco was cool now. He smiled his gratitude, and made for the balcony with Julio hard on his heels. “It’s been such a pleasure to have you,” the fat man was babbling. “I can’t possibly bill you. What? But I’m already too deeply in your debt!”


At the table, Mario stood by in his uniform and cap while Tony spoke into a portable radio-telephone. Francesco wheeled on Julio and almost knocked him over. “My friend,” he said hurriedly. “This is a private conversation. You understand? As for the bill: the pleasure was all ours.” He pressed a wad of notes into the proprietor’s hand, more than enough to cover what they had not eaten. As Julio waddled off, Tony was standing up.


“ETA in forty-five minutes,” he said. “Even if we go right now, still the chopper will beat us to the Manse.” He shrugged.


Francesco nodded and said, “I’ll speak to Luigi en route.”


In the limo Francesco sat up front beside Mario. Outside Palermo the static cleared up and he was able to make himself understood on the car’s communication system. “Your patient?”


“Sedated,” came back a tinny, almost casual voice. “Threw up a little … doesn’t seem to travel too well. The sedative, I suppose.”


From the back of the limo Tony said: “Well, purging can’t hurt. They’ll be seeing to that anyway, at Le Manse.”


Francesco glanced back at him. “I left instruction, yes.” And into the radio: “Any problems at the other end?”


“None. Smooth as silk. Everything should be that easy!”


“Good,” Francesco was pleased. “And this end? Control?”


“They’ve cleared me on to Le Manse Madonie. No problem.”


(Of course not. The Francezcis’ man in Air Traffic Control at Catania had picked up more than a year’s wages for this!)


“Our people at the Manse will see to your patient,” Francesco finished. “We’ll be along later. Oh, and well done.”


“Thanks, and out,” the unseen pilot answered. There were no frills, not on the air …


At Le Manse Madonie, the brothers looked on while their people saw to the girl from the helicopter. Still sedated, she’d been stripped and bathed by the time they got there. The rest of it would take most of the night. They watched for an hour or so—the enemas, the operation of the pumps and mechanically forced voiding, the “purification,” as it were—but after that they lost interest. The manicuring of nails, the cleansing and polishing of teeth, application of fast-acting fungicides to her various openings (lotions to be removed later in a final bathing), all of that would go on and on. Clinical but less than beneficial: health wasn’t the object of the exercise. Only cleanliness.


“And all wasted,” Tony Francezci shook his head in disgust as they made for their apartments about midnight. They wouldn’t sleep but merely rest; time for sleeping when it was over.


“Wasted?” his brother answered. “Not at all. Well, the girl herself, maybe, but not the effort. He likes them clean, after all. And she can’t lie to him, can’t hide anything. Outside her mind, we could merely prise for clues. Inside it … he can lay everything bare down to the electrons of her brain and patterns of her past, the memories in the mush of her gray matter.”


“Poetic!” Francesco’s brother seemed appreciative, but his voice almost immediately turned sour. “Ah, but will he divulge what he discovers? Or will he obscure and obfuscate, as he’s so wont to do? He gets more difficult all the time.”


“He’ll tell us something of it, at least,” the other nodded. “It’s been a while and he’s hungry. He’ll be grateful, and she’ll make a rare tidbit. Why, I could even fancy her myself!”


Tony gave a snort. “What? But you could fancy old Katerin, if that’s all there was!” And as they parted company at the top of a flight of stairs and made for their own rooms: “Oh, and on that same note: did you have Julietta, in Julio’s backroom?”


“Something like that,” his brother leered back at him. “If you’re asking will we be sending for her … yes, we will. Why? Would you perhaps like her for yourself?”


“Not really,” Tony told him. “For you’ve been there before me.” There was no malice in it, nor in Francesco’s answer:


“It never stopped you before,” he said, evenly …


In the hour before dawn, the Francezcis met again in the secret heart of Le Manse Madonie. Beneath extensive cellars and ancient foundations, at a place deep in the bedrock—a place known only as “the pit”—they came together to attend personally to the final stage of the operation: the lowering of the girl into an old, dried-out well.


The mouth of the well was maybe fourteen feet across, wall to wall; the walls were three feet high, and of massive blocks of old hewn masonry; a “lid” of electrified wire-mesh in a circular frame was hinged to the walls on opposite sides, covering the opening like a grille. But the pit was silent for now, sullen and sinister even to the Francezcis. Down there somewhere, at a depth of some eighty feet, it opened into a cyst that had once contained water. Now it housed their father.


A mechanical hoist stood to one side, its gantry reaching out over the pit. Suspended by chains, a metal table slowly rotated. The girl lay naked on the table, with her hands folded on her stomach. In her entire life she had only once been cleaner, less toxic: in the womb, in the days preceding her birth before the first human hands were lain on her. Now in human hands would be lain on her. But first the interrogation; not of the girl but the Old Ferenczy, the monstrously mutated Francezci in his pit. Only the brothers were present; it wasn’t work for lesser, more easily influenced or corrupted minds. But then, how might one corrupt the Francezcis?


The cavern containing the pit was a natural place, made unnatural only by its grotesque inhabitant. Rocky ledges swept back into darkness, but the pit itself was illuminated: a bank of powerful spotlights shone down on it from the nitre-streaked dripstone walls. Where the shadows crept, stone steps had been cut back into a shaft that climbed in a spiral to the Manse—the aerie—high overhead. At the foot of the steps an electrified pneumatic “door,” a grille of two-inch steel bars, guarded the exit. The door’s control panel was set well back within the brightly lit shaft. Like the cover over the old well, this door to the exit shaft wasn’t designed to keep anyone or thing out.


Yet the place wasn’t specifically a prison but more properly a refuge, a sanctuary … an asylum. And just this once, perhaps the Francezcis were of a single mind where they stood at the rim of the well and Francesco quietly commented:


“It’s as if the ‘Mad’ in Madonie were deliberate …”


Tony at once cautioned him: “Always remember, brother: he can hear you. Even when you’re sleeping—or lost in your lust with some slut—he can be there. And he’s here even now.”


And the other knew it was true. Down here their father’s presence was everywhere. It was in the echoes of their voices; and despite the glaring lights—or because of them—it was in the movement of the blackest shadows back there where there should be no movement. It permeated the very atmosphere, as if the place were haunted. But the Old Ferenczy was no ghost. Nor would he ever be, so long as he was their oracle.


Francesco looked at his brother. “Well, are you ready?”


Tony licked his fleshy lips, and nodded. He wouldn’t ever be “ready,” not really, but what must be must be. He had always been the Old One’s favorite, “spoiled” by a father who had had time for him. As for Francesco: he had been too precocious; his father had never had time for him! Knowing something of the future—indeed, of most things—perhaps the pit-dweller had foreseen the time when Francesco would relish his … incapacity.


The electricity was off, the grille safe. “Father,” Tony leaned over the rim of the old well and gazed down through the mesh on a receding funnel of massive blocks of masonry. “We’ve brought you something. A small tribute, a gift—a girl!”


A girl … a girl … a girl, the well repeated, an echo carried on the miasma. But a miasma, here? A wisp of mist, anyway, rising from the pit. The heat of the spotlights vaporized it, turning it to stench. The thing below might not be especially active, but it was there. It was breathing, and …


“… Listening!” said Francesco, who was sensitive to such things. “Oh, he hears you, all right!”


“Father,” Tony leaned out more yet. “We’ve brought a gift for you, but we have our needs, too. There are things we need to know …” For a moment there was nothing, and then the well seemed to sigh! It was physical—in that a gust of foulness rushed up from below—but it was also mental: the Old Ferenczy’s telepathy, which in the brothers’ case had skipped a generation. And despite that they were not mentalists, still their father’s power was such that finally they “heard” him:


Only ask, my son … after you have sent me my tribute.


But if the message was simple, its delivery was dramatic. It reverberated in their heads like a shout, and was accompanied by a tumult of tittering, crazed background “voices” that were all their father’s. He had concentrated part of his mind on his answer, but the rest of it was engaged in its own activity … the way a madman might often seem calm on the outside, while in fact he seethes within. And the many personalities of the thing—his diverse identities—were like a bickering, uncontrollable, heckling audience to the efforts of the part which now attempted to communicate with the world outside itself; in fact with the thing’s son.


Tony reeled at the rim of the pit; his brother caught his shoulder to steady him; the mental babble subsided, along with the “echoes” of their father’s true or “sane” voice. And:


“Dangerous!” Tony muttered. “He isn’t in control.”


“Or is he simply playing with us? Francesco scowled. “His split-personalities, multi-identities: it wouldn’t be the first time he’d used them to confuse us …”


Tony nodded, grimaced, and called down: “Father, plainly you are not yourself. The girl will keep, and we’ll try again later.” He made himself believe it–in his mind—in case his father was listening. But then, as they reached for the metal platform hanging over the pit, as if to swing the girl aside:


NO! came that enormous mental grunt from below. NO, WAIT! And a moment later—less forcefully, almost pleadingly now, as they paused—Does she come of her own free will? Is she pure? Is she … clean?


And the brothers grinned at each other, nodding in unison. For this time there had been no background “static,” no babble of crazed, secondary voices. When the thing in the pit desired it, he could control himself and shut them out.


Tony waited a moment, then said, “She has no will. As for purity: it’s hard to find, father, in today’s world. But clean? She’s as clean as we can make her, yes. Except …”


Yessss?


“She knows things, which we would know. She’s yours, but before you use her, will you not first examine her? For us?”


For a long moment there was silence, until: But … why don’t you examine her, my son? Before you give her to me? The old thing’s mental voice was sly now, wickedly intelligent.


“He knows,” Francesco grunted, coldly furious. “He knows that we can’t ask her, that even the best drugs won’t open her up, because she’s been forbidden to speak! Her mind’s been tampered with, locked from inside, and only he can get in. And he knows that, too! The old devil wants us to beg!”


And: Oh, ha! ha! ha! laughed the thing, as the “miasma,” his breath, thickened. Oh, but I hear and know you, my son, my … Francesco? The laughter ceased and the mental voice turned cold as ice. And still you have no respect …


“Hah!” Francesco scowled. “He thinks he’s a Don!”


“He was,” Tony reminded him. “A Don of Dons, one of the first. So don’t annoy him; don’t even think, but let me handle this!” And directing his thoughts and voice into the pit:


“Father, it was you who gave word of a certain threat. We acted on your word. For two centuries we have acted on it, and at last we have a lead. This girl has secret knowledge, buried in her mind. Nothing we do will give us access. But you …?”


And in a moment—when they could almost hear the brain below working, and the body seething—I can do it, yessss!


“But will you?”


Yessss! Send her down.


“She must not be wasted,” Tony cautioned. “Her knowledge can’t be lost. It was risky bringing her here; we paid for her; we may never see another opportunity like this. And always remember, father, what threatens us threatens you …”


I understand, yessss. Send her down.


“But you are hungry, we know, and occasionally … impatient? And if—”


SEND HER DOWN—NOW!


There seemed nothing else for it. Francesco operated the gear to open one flap of the grille, and together they maneuvered the platform and girl into position over the open half of the pit. Finally Tony broke an ampoule under her nose, and she groaned and shook her head a little. But before she could wake up more fully, they sent her on her way to hell.


Her weight was measured on a dial on the control console. She sank sixty, seventy, seventy-five feet … and her weight became zero. “Get it up!” Tony croaked, as Francesco reversed the gears. The platform came up empty. But down below:


Suddenly the mental emanations—the blasts of raw, terrible emotion—were like a gale blowing in their heads! The brothers reeled, recovered, quickly closed and activated the grille. While in their minds, despite that they were scarcely gifted in the art, and that for once they were glad of it:


Flesh, bone, and bloood! The openingsss of her body, her face! The entrancesss to heaven, to hell! Oh, I am a monster! Yesss, for a man could never do thisss! But I am not a man! I am Wamphyri! Wamphyyyrrriii!


And above it all, a scream, just one—but a shriek to end all shrieks—as the girl came awake and felt … what? Her cry of shock, outrage, disbelief, was a sound to grate on the nerve endings forever. It came and went, as her mouth, ears, nostrils and head entire were crammed full of the thing, filled to brimming with him, as was her body.


And not only the hammer blows of the Old One’s thought processes, but pictures to accompany them: of a creeping, flowing, foaming something, never a human being, but with hands—oh, a great many—and mouths, and eyes, all converging on, soaking into, and expanding within, the girl.


Then the bloating, the stretching, the rending!


And the mist over the pit gradually turning pink, stinking where its molecules came in contact with the grille …


*    *    *


A while later the Francezcis were surprised to find themselves close, touching, trembling, and slowly disengaged. Minutes had ticked by; the cavern was quiet again, or unquiet, and the pit … was just a pit, an old well.


Francesco looked at his brother quizzically, but Tony shook his head. “I won’t, couldn’t, talk to him right now. So let him rest. Later, maybe …”


But as they made to pass out through the steel-barred door into the exit shaft:


HE’LL BE UP! HE WILL BE UP! HE WILL BE UP! It was almost a cry of triumph, but quickly turning to sick terror. H-h-he will be up, yes—in just a few years, three, or four at most—and then … then he’ll seek me out … seek us out … seek us all out!


“Who will?” Tony tried to ask. But dazed as he was from the mental blast, his voice was a croak. It made no difference, for he already knew, and his father had heard him anyway.


Who? came a fading, awed, even frightened whisper in their minds. Who else but Radu? Who but Radu Lykan, eh?!


And then a ringing cry like a soul in torment, or one lost forever in outer immensities: Raaaddduuu!


And once again a whisper: Raaaddduuuuuu! … that shivered into a shuddering silence.




Part 1


The Necroscope … Harry Keogh?




A Devious Thing.


GETTING UP IN THE MORNINGS WAS THE WORST of it, when he was obliged to leave his dreams behind. For in his dreams he was usually himself, while in his real life the Necroscope Harry Keogh had become someone else entirely. Or not entirely, for on the inside he was still him. But on the outside …


… It was confusing, dizzying, frightening, maddening … especially maddening. And not only for Harry but for his wife, too. Indeed, more so for Brenda, for she could not and did not want to understand it; she only wanted things back as they had been. As for her baby son, Harry Jr.: well, who could say about that one? Who knew what he was thinking, planning, working on? But then again, who but a fool or a lunatic would believe that an infant of eighteen or so tender months was capable of working on anything?


Oh, he worked on getting fed or changed or attended to the same as any baby: by screaming for it. And he worked on collecting his audience of admirers the same way, too: by burping and farting and smiling in that gormless-innocent way that defenseless infants have, with their fat little faces seeming to slide off to one side, and their eyes getting crossed, and the drool dripping down off their wobbly little chins. Completely disarming, and utterly charming, of course. At a year and a half most of that was over now, but as for defenseless …


Harry Jr. was an angel—but one who had come face to face with the devil, and won! Him and his father both. But that had been only one battle; the greater, bloodier wars were still to come. Right now neither one of them knew that, however, which was just as well. Were it otherwise, they might not want to go on. The future has good cause to guard its secrets …


But as his father was more than just any man, so Harry Jr. was more than just any baby. It was when he was being … well, the other thing—when his expression was other than a baby’s, and his thoughts more than the groping, fuddled demands or inquiries of an inchoate mind in an untrained body—that the espers of E-Branch were especially interested in him. It was when they felt, sensed, experienced the awesome, alien power washing out from him as he experimented, or did whatever it was he did, that they knew for sure he wasn’t merely a baby. And when those baby-blue eyes of his lit with a faraway expression seen previously only in his father’s eyes, and they knew that he conversed with a teeming majority no one else but he and Harry Keogh could hear and talk to …


Getting up mornings, the Necroscope would think of these things and, like Brenda, remember when it had been very different; when the world was a different place and he’d been a different person. It was easy to remember, for in his dreams he was still that other person. Hell, he was that person, even when he was awake! But only on the inside; which is to say, inside his head. For outside—in Harry’s body and face and entire external appearance, and especially in the mirror—he was someone else. A man called Alec Kyle. Which took some getting used to.


That was probably why he clung so tightly to his dreams and was reluctant to let them go: because they were a form of wish-fulfillment, a place and a time when the world was a different world and the Necroscope a different person; himself.


This morning was the same, or should be …


For some, especially the young, waking up to a new day is a renewal, like being born all over again: the first day of the rest of their lives. Despite that Harry seemed to have done an awful lot of living, he was still very young: twenty-one years old. But his body—or Alec Kyle’s body—was ten years older. And knowing that this was what he must always wake up to, Harry really didn’t want to. It wasn’t that he was suicidal about it; the fact that he now inhabited an older and alien body scarcely made him long for death (not the Necroscope Harry Keogh, a man who’d had it from the horse’s mouth more than once what it actually felt like to be dead, who knew what it really meant to be incorporeal!). It merely made him reluctant toward life, made it safer to be asleep and dreaming—


—Well, sometimes. It depended on what you were dreaming about.


Currently he was given to dream a recurrent theme of life (but his life, before all this) where, like the proverbial drowning man, he clung to the straws of his past existence only to feel them grow waterlogged and slip one by one from his straining fingers. Each straw was a scene from the times he had known and the life he had lived, the chronological story of his oh-so-strange adventures. So that like a drowning man facing his imminent, inescapable death, the dream-drowning Necroscope saw it all skipping before his eyes like a scratched, comically accelerated, badly edited monochrome film.


His childhood in Harden, on the north-east coast of England, where he had attended primary and secondary schools with the roughneck colliery kids; his retreat from the mundane world of the living into the minds and “lives” of the Great Majority; his secret being discovered by Sir Keenan Gormley, then Head of E-Branch, and his subsequent return to “the real world” … his acceptance of his condition, the fact of his unique talent, and his willingness to use that talent by taking sides against the monstrous evils rooted in the USSR and Romania.


And superimposed on these accelerated glimpses out of the past, his lifelong relationship with Brenda, a simple colliery girl whose love had formed the strongest single link between Harry and the orthodox world, one of the few things that kept his feet planted firmly on solid ground when often as not his mind was under it. And superimposed even over this, a glowing picture or memory of his mother—radiant as any loving mother as visualized by her child: her soap and rose-petal scent, the sweet warmth of her sigh, a golden aura all around her, as if the sun had risen behind her to diffuse her brilliant silhouette—all too soon snuffed out by a maniac, who in his turn had been snuffed by Harry.


Which was always the point where the Necroscope’s blue, poignant dreams turned a dark, vengeful red. For after Viktor Shukshin there’d been Thibor Ferenczy, Dragosani, Yulian Bodescu, Theo Dolgikh, Ivan Gerenko … The list was a long one. And what of Faethor Ferenczy, that “father” or grandfather of vampires? Faethor had been dead for a long time now, true … but so had Thibor before him, and even a dead and buried vampire is a threat. Harry still couldn’t be one hundred percent certain that the Old Ferenczy hadn’t left other remnants (or revenants?) to fester in the earth like Thibor, waiting out their time until a grand return …


Colored by his fears and anxieties, the Necroscope’s dream was quickly becoming confused. His mind was Harry Keogh’s, but the brain that housed it had once belonged to Alec Kyle, a precog for E-Branch. Harry’s truths—his thoughts, memories and emotions—dwelled now in those same vaults of complex, convolute cerebrum once Kyle’s, where still the odd crevice or corner remained, not yet conforming to Harry’s contours. Kyle’s weird talent had been governed by the “shape” of that brain; his precognitive glimpses had used to come to him during those vague, confused periods of mental hiatus between dream and waking proper, at that point in time where the conscious and subconscious minds separate, allowing a dreamer to surface to reality. Nothing was left of Alec Kyle now, but the shape of his brain had not yet changed entirely; perhaps some small part of his talent lingered on.


For on the point of waking, suddenly Harry’s dreams underwent a rapid transformation, mutating into sheerest nightmare! And because precognition is the dubious art of seeing the future—and the future is not a dream but a series of as yet unrealized events—it was as if everything that the Necroscope experienced was real as life. And the difference between these two dream-states was … electrifying! Most people, including Harry, “know” that they are only dreaming, but on this occasion he didn’t.


As before it was a kaleidoscope of scenes, fast-fleeting, over which he had no control. But where before he’d considered himself accustomed to strangeness …


He stood in a place that wasn’t of this world, at the rim of a desiccated plain of boulders that sprawled in one direction to an aurora-lit horizon, and in the other merged with foothills climbing steeply into mountains. Close by, a huge luminous dome was set in a walled crater like the eye of some fallen Cyclops in its buried skull, giving off a cold white light. The dome was like an alien pharos—but for what weird travelers? On high, the disc of a tumbling moon was lit half with the gold of an unseen sun, half with blue starshine; its surface pattern was in a state of flux, caused by the eccentricity of its orbit and rotation.


Clinging to what he knew of the geography of his own world, Harry’s instinct told him that the aurora signaled north; odd, because that meant that the unseen sun lay far beyond the mountains in the south. But this was after all an alien world—


—To which he’d been sent … been sent by … by Faethor?


Here his reasoning faltered. To see the future is dangerous enough, but to try to remember what is yet to be …!


Yet for a moment Harry had known that Faethor Ferenczy had sent him here, that his being here had at least been advised or guided by that father of vampires, that Lord of Lies. And also … by Möbius? But for what reason? A quest, obviously—but why obviously? And if a quest, then for what, for whom?


He looked all about. The mountains on the one hand and the seemingly endless boulder plains on the other, and between them the enigmatic Gate, its cold white light flooding outward to silhouette the scattered, menhir-like boulders, casting unevenly concentric rings of shadow out into the Starside night.


The Gate? Starside? But these words, concepts, were meaningless to him … weren’t they? Now what the—!?


In the north-east he spied distantly rearing stacks, fantastic rock formations crowned with … turrets? Towers? Tessellate stonework? … Battlements? Or was the effect simply the work of an alien Nature? Harry thought not, for there were lights up there. Smoke curled from tall chimneys; motes moved with purpose in the dark air around the upper levels. At this distance they were motes, anyway …


Suddenly Harry was aware that someone watched him. Spinning on his heel he fell into a crouch. On the boulder plain, only a short distance away, there stood a figure, slim, male, with a face of gold, burning in the reflected glare from the Gate. He held up a hand, gestured, said something, but Harry heard nothing. He was allowed to see but not to know … the future guarded its secrets.


Harry knew instinctively that there was no danger here, not from this one, at least. And filled with strange emotions, he moved toward the other. Yet while he would have approached him anyway, his motions were involuntary, the flowing, maddeningly ungovernable mechanics of dream—or rather, of precognition. But the golden faced one had commenced to make urgent gestures, pointing into the sky to the east. Harry looked.


And now there was danger here! Those motes circling the great stacks—but no longer motes! Dark blots, rapidly taking on grotesque outlines, descending out of the sky from the direction of the aeries, and—


—Aeries?


Within his dream-self, Harry recoiled from the word. But his future-self continued to move toward The Dweller.


—The Dweller?


Finally he accepted that he was not given to know everything and concentrated on reaching the one who waited for him. But looking back he saw that the things in the sky were fast approaching, and that they were like nothing he had ever seen or nightmared before. One was winged, shaped something like a manta. The other was … incredible, monstrous, gigantic! It squirted through the sky like a squid in water. And now Harry could see that the first creature had a rider—Shaithis of the Wamphyri?—and knew that the second was one of his constructs, a warrior.


Harry was close to The Dweller now … Shaithis aboard his flyer was swooping down out of the sky … the wind from the flyer’s mighty manta wings blasted dust and grit up from the plain into Harry’s and The Dweller’s faces … the creature’s shadow fell on them as it shut out the stars!


The Dweller held up a wing of his cloak. Harry looked at him, at his golden mask, the scarlet eyes behind it, the mind behind the eyes … and knew that mind! Yet he couldn’t possibly know it! And for all the strangeness, still he was unable to stop himself as he stepped—or flowed—forward into the shadow of The Dweller’s cloak, and felt it wrap about him …


… And the kaleidoscopic picture changed. Harry had known what would happen next—except it didn’t! Instead of finding himself in The Dweller’s garden (whatever that might be) Alec Kyle’s wild talent had snatched him into yet another possible future, or the same one but further down the timestream.


Now he was in the last great aerie of the Wamphyri … Karenstack? And furtive as a thief he pursued the Lady Karen as she descended to her larder. Sinister and silent as smoke, Karen flowed in through a dark doorway; following her, Harry kept to the shadows while she activated a trog and brought it out of its cocoon. He watched her lead the shambling, comatose neanderthal to a stone table where it lay down, stretched itself prone and bent back its ugly, prehistoric head for her.


Then the Lady’s jaws opened … opened … gaped! Blood slopped from her crimson mouth; scythe teeth sprouted, poising over a sluggishly pulsing jugular. Her nose wrinkled, flattening back on itself, and her eyes burned as red as lanterns in the twilight room.


“Karen!” Harry heard himself attempting to cry—in the moment before the kaleidoscope scene changed, taking him forward again in time, but only a little way this time …


… The Necroscope sat absolutely still, waiting … (for what he didn’t know, couldn’t say, only that he felt tense as never before), in the deepest darkest shadows of the aerie. And eventually it came: Karen’s vampire! By what route it had left her body, Harry neither knew nor wanted to know; sufficient that it was here, where he … where he wanted it? It was a long leech, corrugated, cobra-headed, blind—and it had pointed udders, a great many.


Swaying its head this way and that, it inched forward … then sensed him and commenced a hasty retreat! Curling back on itself, it wriggled like a blindworm; for now it must get back to safety, return itself to Karen’s undead flesh. But the Necroscope wasn’t about to let that happen.


Using his flamethrower, he burned it … dying, it issued eggs, dozens of them, which spun and skittered, vibrating over the stone flags toward him. Sweating, but cold inside, Harry burned the eggs, too, every one of them. And as if from a million miles away—as if from someone else’s dream—he heard the awful screaming, which he somehow knew was Karen’s.


Then, abruptly, leaving him dizzy, disoriented, the scene changed yet again:


To a high balcony where he leaned out and looked down, and knew why he was dizzy: the terrible height! And way down there, crumpled on the scree, the Lady’s white gown … no longer entirely white but red, too.


Karen (or what he and the future-Harry thought was Karen), was inside it. And terribly, achingly, none of it made sense to him, or fleeting sense at best—there one minute and gone the next.


Another jump:


Cold liquid burned his face, got into his throat and stung him, caused him to cough. It was … alcohol? Certainly it was volatile. It smoked, shimmering into vapour all around him. And … he saw that he was lying in it!


He struggled to his hands and knees, tried not to breathe the fumes, which were rising up into some sort of flue directly overhead … A blackened flue … Fire-blackened? Harry kneeled in a basin or depression cut from solid rock, kneeled there in this pool of volatile liquid.


Impressions came quickly: he must be in the very bowels of the castle (but what castle?), down in the bedrock itself … a huge cave. And against the opposite wall where rough-hewn steps climbed to unseen higher levels … there stood Janos Ferenczy, Wamphyri, watching him! The monster held a burning brand aloft, its fire reflecting in his scarlet eyes.


Their eyes met, locked … Janos’s lips drew back from his unbelievable teeth in a hideous grin. He spoke … but the Necroscope couldn’t hear him, could only sense the threat. Janos’s gaze transferred to the torch in his taloned hand, then to the floor. Harry looked, too: at a shallow trough or channel cut in the rock, which ran from Janos’s feet, across the floor, to the lip of the basin where Harry kneeled. And Janos was slowly lowering his torch!


Jesus! Harry must use the Möbius Continuum—but couldn’t! His power had been taken away from him! He was no longer master of Möbius space-time! Again Harry knew this without knowing how he knew. His dead speak was still available to him, but …


… Deadspeak? Since when had it been called that!? But no, he mustn’t attempt to remember that which had not yet happened! Best if he simply accept it: that while the Möbius Continuum was no longer a viable proposition, still he had his deadspeak, his ability to talk to the dead. Wherefore, why not use it? Why not ask them—the teeming dead, the Great Majority—what all of this was about?


Too late! Janos’s torch touched down and fire came racing in a blue-glaring blaze! Searing heat gouted up in a whooshing tongue of shimmering flame, roaring into the chimney overhead. Liquid fire singed the hair from Harry’s head and face and set his clothes ablaze.


Leaping erect, he cavorted like a human torch!


Until yet again—perhaps mercifully this time—he felt himself snatched a little way into the future …


… To where he stood in antique ruins as dark as night, yet clear as daylight to him! For while he was scarcely aware of it, the Necroscope was a changeling now; an alien Thing was inside him.


He waited warily, patiently in the ruins of Castle Ferenczy; waited there with … with a dead man! With the resurrected Thracian warrior, Bodrogk.


Briefly, momentarily, flickeringly, Harry knew why they were here. His precognition told him that much, at least. And in a little while two women came up from below. One was Sofia, Bodrogk’s wife of centuries, who flew into her husband’s arms. Both Sofia and Bodrogk were dead; they had been called up from their ashes. But they were not as dead as the other woman! She was Sandra and was or had been Harry’s woman—and later Janos Ferenczy’s! The difference now was all too obvious.


For Sandra came ghosting in the way of vampire thralls, her yellow eyes alive in the night. But Harry knew in his way that she was less than Sandra now. Or more. Once she had loved, or lusted after him, for himself; now she would lust after all men—for their blood!


She flew into his arms, sobbed into his neck. And holding her tightly—as much to steady himself as to steady her—he looked over her sallow shoulder to where Bodrogk and Sofia embraced. If only their embrace could be the same. But of course, it couldn’t. For Sandra’s beautiful, near-naked body was cold as clay where it pressed against him, and Harry knew there was no way he could ever warm it.


She sensed his intention and drew back a little, but not far enough. His thin sharp stake, a splinter of old oak, drove up under her breast and into her heart. She took a final gasping breath, a staggering step away from him, and fell.




Bodrogk, seeing Harry’s anguish, did the rest.


And Harry jumped again …





This time it was different, for the dream-Harry wasn’t in it. Or he was, but stood apart from it, watching it happen to his future-self. Which was probably just as well, for surely this had to be the end of him? Yet despite that in this instance he was merely an observer, still he was given to understand something of what was happening … and wished that he wasn’t.


For in Starside, close to the glaring hemisphere Gate, the Necroscope Harry Keogh was burning. A vampire, finally he paid a vampire’s price for a fatal mistake: to have let himself get too close to the Wamphyri!


He burned inside and out: fire on the outside, and a burning, consuming hatred within. For Shaithis, who even now took the Lady Karen (but Karen …?) by force right there in front of Harry’s cross. She seemed exhausted where Shaithis savaged and ravaged her; she resisted not at all as he tore at her.


The dream-Harry would go to their assistance … except he was rooted to the spot. He was an observer, forbidden to interfere. And as the flames licked higher around the Necroscope’s funeral pyre, so Shaithis taunted him—but all in silence, like some hideous form of mime—while the fire ate at Harry’s lower trunk. It was perhaps the cruellest thing that the dream-Harry had ever seen or could ever have imagined.


Perhaps too cruel—for even as an observer he was beginning to feel his own future agony!


Events speeded up, became a blur—a fury of fear, fire, and frenzied flesh!—and light! Blinding light!


The Gate was its source: a ball of silently expanding but all-consuming light. It ate Shaithis, Karen, the Necroscope—the entire scene—and it sent the dream-Harry …


… Elsewhen.


Again Harry and his future-self—the one a dreamer, and the other a physical if future reality—were in the metaphysical Möbius Continuum, hurtling down a past-timestream, rushing back through times that were long gone and forgotten, among the myriad blue, green and red life-threads of Sunside-Starside, into their remote beginnings.


And again the dream-Harry was the observer, who couldn’t help but observe that his future self was dead. Neither asleep nor undead but dead, truly dead (in this manifestation anyway), and gone forever … or going. Going where no one would ever be able to find him, into the far past of an alien, parallel vampire world. But being the Necroscope, the dream-Harry knew that it wasn’t like that: the body of his future-self was dead, yes, but the mind would go on. Except this time … well, who could say where it would go to? Or perhaps this was the very end of the road, albeit right back at the beginning. A paradox—but wasn’t everything?


Horrified, because he knew that this was or would be him, the dream-Harry watched his own future-corpse where it tumbled head over heels into past time. Fire-blackened and smouldering—with its arms flung wide and its steaming head thrown back in the final agony of death—it was the one grim anomaly in a darkness shot through with the thin neon bars or ribbons of blue, green and red life-threads; for where they sped forwards in time, the dead Harry fell back. Then …


… An astonishing thing! For as that burned caricature of himself fell away from him—in the space it left behind as it tumbled from view—a glorious bomb-burst of golden splinters, like sentient spears of sunlight, breaking up and speeding out of this place into …


… Into a hundred different worlds and times!


Harry knew it without knowing how he knew: that while the Necroscope was gone, still he had gone on. Knew that he—the dream-Harry himself—would go on!


But as for now:


Still plunging headlong down the timestream—a dreamer, incorporeal—he went only into the past. But … the future-Harry’s past? Which of course could only lead to his own present! Even by a dream’s standards, it was confusing …


The present, the now, his now. (Or if not now, then the immediate future. For of course his dream was precognitive.) And this time Harry was himself. Not merely part of—or an observer of himself—but actually himself. And the action was happening to him.


The immediacy of the thing stood his hair on end, caused a cold sweat to break out on his face and neck. This was real, and he was … the victim? So far, in almost everything he had been allowed to see—in each phase of it—there had been a victim. And Harry suspected that the same general theme would apply here, too. Or more than suspected; it was just the feel of everything, enough in itself to bring on these symptoms of extreme anxiety.


Very well: a victim. Probably. But of what? He could only wait and see.


As to his location:


It was subterranean, a great cave, but not too far underground. Beams or curtains of light, however dim, filtered down from several diverse sources, setting disturbed clouds of dust glowing like small silver galaxies in their faint searchlight rays.


Harry was in motion; he moved with purpose if a little uncertainly through the gloom of the cavern, to a spot where the light was stronger. Looking up, he saw a rough-contoured ceiling of unusual stratification, as if the pressured bedrock had been tilted almost on end. Up there, like rows of jagged teeth set in the closed jaws of the ceiling, several harder, impervious layers projected downwards where softer strata had fallen away. Higher still, where even more loose stone had weathered out, narrow, uneven gaps reached up to daylight—or as Harry now saw, to starlight. These crevasses, filled with mainly unwinking stars on a backdrop of diamond-sprinkled sky, were the light-source. The lack of scintillation could be caused by the Necroscope’s subterranean viewpoint, or by a thin atmosphere, or both. He was loath to hazard a guess.


Still sweating (despite that he sensed the coldness of the place), Harry looked around on his own level. And now that his eyes were more accustomed to the smoky gloom, he could make out massively slanting columns, walls and chimneys of rock that climbed from floor to ceiling, and slabs of fallen rock tumbled into tiers and tangles in every direction. The cave was a veritable labyrinth of upended, mainly fractured strata; a geological freak whose ceiling seemed held aloft only by those mighty columns formed of harder layers. While around and through this Giant’s Causeway of natural, angular supports—glooming over the rubble of shattered rock like empty, stony eye-sockets—a network of fissures, leaning lintels and gaping crevices formed doorways to uninviting, unknown routes through a forbidding and probably treacherous maze of doubtful extent. In a nutshell, it would be an easy place to get lost in.


Except … Harry seemed to know where he was going. Certainly he did; for if this was a precognitive glimpse, then he had already been here—but in some near-distant future time. Not so strange; for time, as the Necroscope was well aware, is relative. But in any event he had no time to ponder it, for he was moving on. On through the jumble, seeming to drift in his dream-state over the debris of fallen ceiling stones which had been deliberately rearranged, laid in a rough-and-ready crazy-paving style to form a pathway or ways through the great maze. And because it seemed the safest way to go, Harry followed the main pathway.


And suddenly he was there, at his destination … his rendezvous? A place where the tiers of fallen slabs and columns of rock formed a natural if jumbled stairway up the inwards-curving wall of the cavern to a level area some eighteen feet wide by twelve deep, where stood—a table? An altar? Some kind of neolithic sarcophagus?


But Harry knew that his last “guess” was right, and that it hadn’t been a guess; knew that he had been here before, and that indeed this solid-seeming block of stone standing central in the levelled, paved area under the alcove in the rough rock wall was … a massive stone coffin!


Now his sweat ran colder still; it stood out in droplets on his brow, and stuck his shirt to his back between his shoulder-blades. He paused to look around, to hold his breath, listen, absorb something of the atmosphere of the place. He had a feeling that he wasn’t alone, and was offered evidence to confirm his suspicion; evidence, at least, that someone else had been here, and recently.


As dreams (even precognitive dreams) are wont to do, this one was unfolding itself sequentially, adding details along the way. Now Harry saw the torches—or became aware of them—in their brackets in the walls, and especially at the base of the great stone coffin. Oil or resin-soaked faggots, bedded in gaps in the flags of the floor, and burning so close to the sarcophagus that their flames were blackening its base.


And there was this sweet smell in the air. A scent remembered from … Zante? Or Samos? From the Greek Islands, definitely. It was in the smoke: a smell of … pine forests? Well, at least the torches accounted for the smoky atmosphere. As to who had set them burning: that would soon be made clear, Harry was certain. They would be back, those … worshipers? Those acolytes, anyway. Back to witness the “Great Return.”


What? A Great Return?! The Necroscope grimaced and felt a strengthening of his resolve. Hah! The reanimation of an alien abomination, more like—the resurgence of an ancient evil. And that was why he was here: to prevent it! Moving more naturally now, but sweating still, and anxious, he commenced climbing the jumble of stone to the dais and sarcophagus—and was arrested by a mournful sound echoing in the confines of the great cave. Mournful, yes … a sobbing ululation … a howling! At which he felt the short hairs at the back of his neck stiffening in spontaneous recognition.


Time was short and Harry forced himself to climb faster. The steps leaned this way and that, some of them almost as tall as himself, so that he must actually and physically climb them, and at each level adjust his stance and balance. But forty feet up the logjam of fallen blocks and toppled columns, finally he stood at the corner of the ominous mausoleum.


Where the high dais backed up to the side of the cave the wall was formed of a series of black, near-vertical stacks compressed together into the almost crystalline forms of hexagonal columns. A horizontal fault had caused weak sections to topple, creating zig-zagging chimneys and, deeper still, cracks or windows passing right through the rock to the open air of the outside world. The rims of these vents or fissures were lined in pallid starlight, so that Harry imagined the entire cavern complex as located at the edge of a crumbling ravine. Except … he more than merely imagined it, he knew—


—That he was in fact in Scotland, somewhere in the high Grampians, the Cairngorms east of Kingussie!


The knowledge came … and was gone again, as quickly as that. But the Necroscope’s urgency—those sensations of nameless anxiety—remained the same. And as a second bout of howling sounded, he gave a start, ran his tongue over dry lips and approached the great stone coffin. The heady smell of resin was much stronger here, curling up in the smoke from the torches at the base of the sarcophagus.


It was then, for the first time, that Harry noticed the “decorations” of two-inch diameter holes bored through the bottom edges of the four slabs that made up the coffin’s sides. He saw them, and at once recognized their function: not merely as a crude decoration, but as outlets for the contents of the sarcophagus. There were six of them along the nine-foot-long coffin’s front edge, and three along each of its almost five-foot-long end panels. Warmed to a thick fluidity by the heat of the torches, a glutinous yellow substance was oozing from the rows of holes, dripping down the base of the sarcophagus, gradually filling the cracks in the paving and forming gluey puddles on the floor of the dais. And this substance was the true source of the evocative “scent”—warm resin, of course.


The sarcophagus was almost five feet high; the Necroscope took up one of the central torches from its niche at the front of the great box, and leaned over to look inside. What with the gloom, the smoke, the heady reek and all, his eyes were watering badly; it was hard to make out the contents of the coffin. But the very terms he’d applied—”sarcophagus,” and “coffin”—had in themselves been sufficient of a clue or forewarning. For what else would one expect to find in a tomb, but a corpse or corpses? Except, and as Harry Keogh was only too well aware, there are corpses and corpses.


The scattering of torches in the walls cast their flickering light down; the brand in Harry’s hand set the surface of the translucent, semi-solid resin in the coffin glowing like burnished bronze; the vague outline of … of something, but something grotesque almost beyond belief, suddenly became visible. Which was when what had started as a dream—a precognitive glimpse—turned into sheerest nightmare!


The figure trapped in the resin was at least seven feet long, two and a half broad at the shoulders, and narrow at the waist and hip. Still only half-discernible but obviously a huge man, still there was that about it that smacked of the un-, the in-human. It lay on its back, arms folded across its chest, and despite its dimensions Harry felt that it was somehow shriveled, reduced, as if time had taken its toll on it. As to the precise nature of the thing:


Quite apart from the earlier phases of his dream, Harry was acquainted with the Wamphyri. Indeed the Necroscope knew more about vampires—real vampires—than any other man in the world. He had seen Dragosani at the end of their blood feud, in the fullness of his Wamphyri change, and he’d also been face to face with Yulian Bodescu, in the very flux of metamorphosis. He knew exactly what a fully-fledged vampire looked like; that in fact it looked something like … like this! And yet this was like nothing he’d ever seen before. But one thing for certain: it exuded evil as surely as its great sarcophagus exuded pungent resin.


And now it seemed the precognitive nature of the Necroscope’s dream was over, and that purest nightmare was taking full sway. At least he hoped so; for if the rest of it was a glimpse into his future, then he wanted none of it!


Suddenly aware that shadows were creeping where no shadow had been, Harry stepped back from the sarcophagus, fell into a crouch and looked all about. There had been furtive movement, he was sure, there on the paved causeway where it passed under crazily tilting lintels … and in the shadows along the walls … and among the countless jumbles of fallen rock. Gray shadows, flowing, fleet-footed …


… And a renewed burst of howling, near-distant at first, but then answered from close at hand. Very close at hand!


Harry’s left hand held up the flaring torch; his right was on the rim of the sarcophagus. And even as he looked again into the coffin, at the barely discernible yet unmistakable outline there, something came bubbling up out of the gluey mess to grab his wrist!


It wasn’t a hand, or barely. Clawed, black, trembling and shriveled, yet strong with some inner fever, it was half-hand, half-paw, all horror! And it drew on Harry with an irresistible strength until in a moment he found himself half-over the stone side of the coffin and into the resin. But at the last his wits were returned to him, and drawing back with every ounce of his strength, finally he broke free of the thing that held him. Or rather, it broke free of its arm!


How Harry danced then, with the alien hand still clasped around his wrist, as he tried to disengage, free himself from that unearthly grip. But he’d hauled so hard that he’d dragged the owner of the shriveled claw erect in its great coffin. And, God help him, the triangular eyes in its resin-dripping, half-mummified head were slowly opening … and its dog’s jaws were splitting apart in a monstrous grin!


“Jesus! Jesus!” Harry yelped as the Thing reached for him. And:


“Jesus?” it replied, its awful voice a surprised cough, a snarl, a bub; bling-up of centuries-trapped phlegm and mucus. And tilting its head sardonically on one side: “Ah, no, not Jesus!” it told him. “If you would call me anything, call me Lykan … Lord Lykan, of the Wamphyri! Or perhaps, in your case—” (its great arms were folding him in, while its eyes blazed like yellow lanterns, branding his soul as it growled), “—in your case I shall make an exception. Aye, for it were best if you call me … father?”


Harry did no such thing. Starting awake he called out for his Ma, all mud and bones and weeds in her watery grave nearly four hundred miles away in Scotland. For cold and terrible as she might seem (to anyone else), she was the warmest, safest thing in Harry’s world.


But as has often been stated, the future is a most devious, difficult thing, and not much given to displaying itself to common curiosity. Even the Necroscope, the least common of men, could not be allowed to know or remember too much. And as is frequently the way of it with dreams, this one was already fading from the eye of memory. In a moment all that remained of it was the fear of it, whatever it had been. That and the cold sweat, and Harry’s tumbled bedclothes.


And his sweet mother’s anxious query, sighing in his metaphysical mind across all the miles between: What is it, son?


Harry stopped panting, took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and told her, Nothing, Ma. Just a dream, that’s all. A nightmare.


And: Well, she said after a little while, and isn’t it to be expected? (He could picture her troubled frown.) After all, you’ve known some strange times, Harry. Oh, yes, she was right there! And there were also times when the Necroscope’s Ma was the very master (or mistress) of understatement. But:


Strange times, yes, Harry answered quietly, wryly.


Then, in a moment, seeing her son was all right, she was lighter at heart. When will you come to see me, Harry? You’ve always a home here with me, you know. Her words might easily have chilled another man to the bone, but Harry felt only her warmth.


Soon, I think, he told her. Pretty soon. But right now … He sighed and shivered a little, for the sweat of fear was beginning to dry on him. Oh, you know … there are problems.


He sensed her nod of understanding. There always will be problems, Harry, among the living. And, as you know well enough, even among the dead! But whenever, I’ll be waiting here, knowing that soon you’ll be close to me …


Her incorporeal voice faded slowly away.


Problems among the living, and among the Great Majority. And all too often their problems were Harry’s. His nightmare had disappeared completely now, forgotten, sunk back into the depths of his subconscious mind … but however briefly, his mother’s words had struck a chord there.


Problems among the living and the dead.


And … the undead?




But Where Is Harry Keogh?


“ER, HARRY?”


Darcy Clarke stuck his head round the door of the Necroscope’s E-Branch “suite”: a long, narrow room, really, fitted out like a small hotel room for Harry’s convenience, until he could find the time and opportunity to look round for a place for himself and his family in London … if he could convince his wife to stay. Right now, though, the way it was going with Brenda and all, Clarke considered it a hell of a big if …


In fact, in years gone by when this entire top-floor complex had belonged to the hotel below, Harry’s apartment had been one of the rooms. In front, it was simply an overnight bedroom some four or five paces square. At the rear, partitioned behind a sliding door, there was a wash-basin, a shower and WC. The floor space of the main room was occupied along one wall by a computer console with a swivel-chair and space beneath for the operator’s feet; it was of little or no use to the Necroscope, who had his own unique ways of solving problems. In a corner a wardrobe stood open. Some items of Harry’s clothing were hanging there; others lay folded on shelving to one side.


Harry had been about to shave. He wore a towel round his waist and foam on his face, and was leaning over the wash-basin with a plastic shaver in his hand. And he looked just a little sick: pale and sick and tired. Well, Darcy thought, he’s looked pale ever since I’ve known him … ever since I’ve known him as Harry, anyway! Because of course that had only been for seventeen months; but he’d once known him a lot longer than that as someone else. It was that previous person whom Darcy was looking at now—on the outside, at least.


Harry was only twenty-one, but his body (or Alec’s) was ten years older. The Necroscope’s hair was russet-brown, plentiful and naturally wavy; but even in the last few months a lot of the luster had disappeared, and the odd strand of gray hair had appeared among the brown in the temples. His eyes too were honey-brown; very wide, very intelligent, and (strange beyond words) very innocent! Even now, for all they’d seen—for all that he’d experienced and learned--they were innocent. Darcy knew it could be argued, however, that certain murderers have the same look. But in Harry the innocence was mainly genuine. He hadn’t asked to be what he was, or to be called upon to do the things he’d done—but he had done them.


His teeth were strong, not quite white, a little uneven; they were set in a mouth that was unusually sensitive but could also be cruel, caustic. He had a high brow, a straight nose, cheeks that seemed just a fraction sunken. Not surprising, that last, for the Necroscope had lost weight. Alec Kyle had been perhaps too well-fleshed—once. With his height it hadn’t mattered much. Not to Alec, whose work in E-Branch had been in large part sedentary. But it mattered to Harry Keogh. It had been bad enough carrying around those extra years, let alone the extra weight! He was trying to find time to get his new body in training, bring it to its best possible condition. He’d be better off, Clarke thought, if he got his mind sorted out first! He suspected Harry’s mind must feel something like a nervous cat in a new house—prowling around and trying to get used to the layout. But it was already more than a year.


“What is it, Darcy?” the Necroscope asked, his voice listless as his looks—listless, but not lost. The man might be little more than a boy, but still he carried a lot of mileage. And his tone of voice, the depth of his penetrating gaze, his obvious intelligence, carried a whole world of authority.


But his looks, Harry Keogh’s looks! They were the stumbling block, and not only for Clarke but for every esper in the Branch. The fact that each time they spoke to Harry—or even thought of him—it was on the tip of every tongue to call him Alec, just as Clarke had barely avoided doing a moment ago. And this despite that he’d been deliberately rehearsing to himself, Harry, Harry, Harry, all the way down the corridor.


Clarke forced himself back to earth. “It’s late,” he said. “And, well, one or two of the gang just happened to mention you mightn’t be … you know, feeling too good?” He came in, closed the door behind him and sat on Harry’s tumbled bed.


The Necroscope gave a shrug of his shoulders and offered a mirthless, “Huh! They just ‘happened’ to mention it, right? I mean, it’s not that these espers of yours have been into my mind or anything. Hell no! But they just kind of ‘suspected’ I might be a bit down this morning.” He frowned and gave a snort of derision. “Christ, give it a rest, can’t you, Darcy! I mean, surely you know I’ve been feeling them groping away in my head morning, noon and night every day for well over a year now!”


Clarke flopped his hands uselessly. “But they’re … well, espers, Harry!” he said, making it sound like an apology. “And they do manage to keep their talents pretty much to themselves. I mean, we have our code, you know? But we can’t help worrying about you …” Or thinking about you, and about Alec. Wondering what kind of a freak you are; how you feel about it. And what about that poor girl downstairs; how she feels. Because we told her you were dead! And now you’re alive, but no longer you! And as for Alec, he’s gone forever. We know how it was—you’ve told us how it was, and Ben Trask has corroborated it—but we wonder anyway … The Ben Trask of Clarke’s silent reflections was another Branch operative, a human lie-detector.


The Necroscope looked at Clarke and he looked back: at a man he’d known as the precog Alec Kyle. Or rather, he looked at the shape of Kyle with Harry’s mind in it. And so back to that again: a complete fuck-up of a situation! And Clarke thinking: But if it can fuck me up like this, what must it be doing to him and his family?


Clarke continued to look at Harry where he’d scraped the first tentative swath through the foam—and where he’d immediately stopped shaving, and was now staring at his reflection in the mirror over the bowl. Clarke couldn’t possibly know what the Necroscope was thinking (telepathy wasn’t Darcy’s talent), but he could take a stab at it: Looking at himself and wondering who he was … and where he was! Knowing that in fact the Russians would have cut the real him up long ago, to study his guts and brains. And that they’d have done a far more thorough job of it—and certainly a more clinical one—than the necromancer Boris Dragosani had ever done on one of his victims.


Trying to concentrate on what he was doing, Harry crooked his mouth and said, “You know, sometimes when I cut myself I’m surprised it hurts? It’s true: I’m having to learn to be a lot more careful with myself. It’s like when you borrow a book out of a library: you don’t much care how you handle it because it isn’t yours. Except this time it isn’t like that, because now it is mine and I have to look after it. And I’m not just talking about a book but a body: my body, now! And not even a snowball in hell’s chance that I’ll ever get another. So I have to take care of it—despite that I don’t much care for the damn thing!”


He finished shaving: a patchy job, but he hadn’t actually cut himself. Tossing the shaver into the basin, he splashed his face, patted it dry, and stepped into the bedroom. And letting the towel fall paradoxically unselfconsciously from around his waist, as he started to dress he asked: “So what do you think? How do we look, Darcy?” Darcy knew it wasn’t a so-called royal we. The Necroscope was asking about the two of him.


Well, of course, the recently elected Head of Branch could lie, but he chose not to. “How do you look?” He shook his head in unfeigned concern. “Not too good, Harry. In fact, you look like shit!”


And finally Harry had to grin. He looked like shit. This from Darcy Clarke! Not that Darcy looked like shit, no—but then again he didn’t look like much of anything! For Darcy was possibly the world’s most nondescript man. Nature had made up for this physical anonymity, however, by equipping him with an almost unique talent. He was a deflector: the opposite of accident-prone. Only let him stray too close to danger, and something, some parapsychological guardian angel, would intervene on his behalf. He had no control over the thing; indeed he was only ever aware of it if he stared deliberately in the face of danger. Or occasionally when danger came creeping up on him.


The talents of the others—telepathy, scrying, precognition, oneiromancy, lie-detecting—were more pliable, applicable, obedient; but not Darcy’s. It just did its own thing, which was to look after him. It had no other use. But because it ensured Darcy’s longevity, it made him the perfect man for the job. Continuity was important in E-Branch. 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 would even change a light bulb! But maybe that was just another example of the thing at work.


To look at Darcy Clarke, then, no one would ever suspect he could be the boss of anything—let alone head of the most secret branch of the British Secret Services! A job that Darcy hoped against hope he’d soon be able to hand over to Harry. Of middle-height, mousy-haired, showing early signs of a slight stoop and a small paunch, 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 just might remember if you remembered nothing else, but other than that there was a general facelessness about him which made Darcy instantly forgettable. Even the way he dressed was … conservative.


And indeed looking at him, Harry thought: He’s a very ordinary, extraordinary man! And however much the Necroscope might dislike the situation, it was a very difficult thing to dislike someone like Darcy Clarke. So: “What’s on the menu for today?” he asked him, glancing at his watch. It was 9:45 and Darcy was right: it was late. By now, the rest of E-Branch would be buzzing. But before Darcy could reply to Harry’s first question, he followed it up with: “And what about Brenda? Did you see her yet this morning?”


“We had breakfast together, downstairs,” Darcy answered. “She’s … well, fine.” But he didn’t seem too sure about it. And more hurriedly, eager to change the subject: “The baby is just beautiful! I mean, he’s really coming along …”


Harry stared hard at him. Right now he wasn’t interested in the baby. “She still doesn’t want to see me, right?”


Darcy flapped his hands. “Harry, it’s only been—”


“—A year and a half,” the Necroscope cut him off. And he was right. Time had flown.


“Okay,” Darcy nodded. “But give Brenda—give yourself—a little more time! I mean if you, we, aren’t used to this yet, how can you expect her to be? She’s just a girl, and she went through a hell of a lot.”


The Necroscope continued to stare hard at him for a long time, then nodded, shrugged, gave a deep sigh. Darcy was right, he knew. Life had to go on, and Harry’s life for the moment was here at E-Branch. He had to involve himself, become part of it. He’d be okay as long as there was something to do. Well, apart from these endless fucking debriefings!


It was as if Darcy had read his thoughts. “We think there may be work for you, Harry,” he said, beginning to breathe easier as he sensed the Necroscope’s spring winding down a little. “Work that should suit you right down to the ground.”


But Harry only wondered: And below it?


Much in accord with Harry’s own deliberations, it was the general consensus of opinion in the Branch that if they could keep the Necroscope busy, it would be best for him and everyone else concerned. They had a telepath, Trevor Jordan, who despite the mainly unspoken Branch code occasionally came into contact with Harry’s jumbled, anxious thoughts; a locator, Ken Layard, whose talent drew him to the Necroscope like a moth to a lantern, so that his mind kept bumping into him; and an empath, Ray Betts, who couldn’t help but sense the Necroscope’s overwrought emotions. But these were only the special cases; every E-Branch member was affected by Harry’s presence one way or another. For to a man or woman, and in their own ways, all Branch operatives were talented, and all must feel for a fellow psychic.


They knew what the Necroscope was; they were aware of his awesome, even frightening powers. But they also knew what Harry had done for them, for the world, and how he was paying for it. If they could keep him with them, keep him working, it could be he’d eventually get over the multiple traumas of past and present. Certainly he was the type who worked best under pressure. Making use of a case that only the Necroscope could possibly handle, Darcy Clarke was about to apply just such pressure. In his office at the end of the corridor, the recently appointed Head of Branch waved Harry into a chair and told him, “This … could be a nasty one.”


Harry nodded and said drily, “My kind of work, right?” He waited for Darcy to get on with it. But before he could begin:


The intercom came cracklingly alive and blurted an urgent, “Sir?” Simultaneously, an alert button on Darcy’s console began flashing red. Keying all-points connections with the Duty Officer, he said:


“What is it?”


“One for us, I think.” The DO’s voice was tense.


“Put it on screen,” Darcy answered. And a moment later his desk screen displayed a communication from the Minister Responsible. Harry, seated opposite, saw Darcy’s jaw drop as his face almost visibly paled. “Christ!” Darcy hissed.


The Necroscope stood up, paced to Darcy’s side of the desk, glanced at the screen:




Origination: MinRes.


Destination: Director INTESP.


Duty Officer INTESP.


All Agents INTESP.







IRA alert! A few minutes ago the Metropolitan Police received anonymous advance warning that a device will be planted in Oxford St., set to detonate at 10:25 today. Any chance you can do something, Mr. Clarke? Sorry for short notice. No reply required—action will suffice …





“Your Minister Responsible has a ‘sense of humor!” Harry’s tone was dry. Then … the Necroscope blinked, staggered, and grabbed the edge of the desk to steady himself! Darcy scarcely noticed; made breathless by haste, he was already getting back to the DO:


“Is Trevor Jordan in?”


“He’s on it,” came the immediate answer. “I caught him on his way to the office and diverted him.”


“I’m on it, too,” Darcy snapped. “But no one else! Get me a car, then get in here and take over.”


“There’s a car waiting out back.”


As Darcy left his chair and headed for the door, the Necroscope said, “How about me?”


Darcy skidded to a halt, whirled around. “No way! There’s only one you, Harry, and this is—”


“—Dangerous?” Harry was himself again; he grinned, however coldly. “I’ve seen a lot worse places than Oxford Street, Darcy.”


Darcy shook his head. Speaking rapidly but precisely, he said, “You can be hurt, Harry. You can be killed! But with me, it’s not very likely. My talent won’t even let me get close to that bomb, which means I can help the police find it. Where my legs won’t take me, that’s ground zero! As for Trevor Jordan: he knows the risks—but he also knows the mind of just about every IRA bomber working in England! If this bloke’s still out there on the street, Trev can probably find him. But you—”


He might have gone on, but Harry held up a hand. “You’ve made your point. Don’t let me hold you up.”


In the next moment, Darcy had wheeled and disappeared out into the corridor. In his wake he left an old-fashioned wooden coat-stand teetering where he’d grabbed his overcoat. It swayed first one way, then the other. It might even have toppled; but coming from nowhere, a sudden swirl of air straightened it up.


The door hadn’t yet slammed shut behind Darcy’s back; his running footsteps were still echoing in the corridor; his communications screen still carried the Minister Responsible’s cry for help. But already his office was quite empty.


Against Darcy Clarke’s orders, against all logic, and definitely against commonsense, the Necroscope had taken a Möbius shortcut to Oxford Street. For to Harry it didn’t feel like he was putting himself at risk at all. And he could hardly be putting Alec Kyle at risk, now could he? For Kyle was already dead … wasn’t he?


And his talent, too?


But if so, then what was it Harry had seen, experienced, in the moment after reading the Minister Responsible’s message on the viewscreen? How to explain what had come and gone in the briefest possible time, like a crack of lightning illuminating some secret part of his brain and causing him to stagger?


For he’d seen … a Möbius door, but horizontal! A Möbius door, shimmering, hovering lengthwise in mid-air, superimposed on reality. Then, as quickly as it had come, the extraordinary vision had disappeared. But in its split-second existence, the Necroscope had seen the door shaken, had seen it writhing like a ring of smoke in a sudden draft—


—And he’d seen what it vomited, like some monstrous volcano, high into the suddenly darkening sky!


Harry scarcely knew London at all. Despite that the Necroscope was much, far, and extremely strangely traveled, London hadn’t been an extensive part of his itinerary. He had visited Oxford Street, however, and so knew several co-ordinates; enough that he wouldn’t emerge in the middle of the road in heavy traffic, anyway. Not that that ever happened; in doubt, he could always look out through his exit door before stepping through it. But as for the street itself, its junctions, idiosyncrasies—its “personality”—he really didn’t know one end from the other.


He emerged in the entrance of a shoe store perhaps midway along the street. An extremely tall man in spectacles, leaving the shop in a hurry, bumped into him, looked surprised, and at once apologized. But Harry was already looking around, getting the feel of things.


It was mid-week but there were plenty of people about. Up and down the street, he saw policemen; already they were thick on the ground. And somewhere out there would be Trevor Jordan, probably in the company of a couple of plain-clothes officers. As for Darcy Clarke: he wouldn’t even have reached his, car yet. But once at the driving wheel he’d be here before you could say boo! And he’d very probably be mad at Harry, who couldn’t even say why he’d come here against good advice.


A sign said Hyde Park to the west, Oxford Circus, Holborn, and Central to the east. Looking along the street toward Hyde Park, Harry saw that police activity was hotting up. There was no panic as yet, but things were happening: barriers appearing as if from nowhere, being dragged across the road; traffic being diverted, stopped from coming this way. Wherefore the suspect area must lie to the east, toward the city center.


Sure enough, in the direction of Holborn, traffic and pedestrians alike were being diverted off the main road down side streets, and several of the police down there were using loud-hailers. A great many of the people on the street seemed used to it all; they began to move a little faster but were still mainly unhurried. Most of them looked irritated by the disruption of their everyday routines, but were nevertheless obedient to the law as police activity grew in proportion to the number of officers arriving on the scene. On the other hand, some paid little or no attention to it all but went about their business as if there were no interference whatsoever.


A string of six red-robed Hari Krishna types with shaved, bowed heads, beads galore, and their arms folded up their wide sleeves went single-file, in an almost mechanical pitter-patter shuffle, along the pavement. With their heads down like that—the way they seemed intent upon their own feet and moving with that rapid, rhythmic, apparently blind locomotion—it astonished Harry that they somehow managed to avoid collision with anyone or thing in their way! Their leader, and the one bringing up the rear, carried tiny golden bells that chimed in time to their precise, almost clockwork motion …


Except Harry wasn’t here as an observer of life but as a foil against death. Fine, but how to go about it? So he stood there undecided, until a young policeman of about his own age approached and said, “Best to get well away from the barriers, sir. We’ll be clearing the whole street in a little while.”


Harry looked him in the eye and said, “Look, some friends of mine—E-Branch people, Trevor Jordan and Darcy Clarke?—are helping you blokes out. Now, it’s possible you never heard of these people, but your seniors very definitely have. Since I fancy my friends are a lot closer to the action than I am right now, that’s where I need to be. So I’d be obliged if you would, well, direct me? Where’s it all happening?”


Listening to Harry, the policeman had at first looked surprised; then his eyes had taken on a blank expression; now they went hard and his eyebrows came together in a frown. “E-Branch? Sorry, pal, but you’re right: I never heard of it. Press, d’you mean? But in any case, and since it isn’t in my orders, I have to ask you to move on.”


The pavement was still alive with people. Harry pointed at them, saying, “What, just me? I mean … can’t you get this lot moving first? What about the Hari Krishna types?”


Now the young officer was really ruffled. His lips tightened and he said, “Look, chummy, we have to start somewhere and you’re it! So just leave out all the lip and move your backside out of here!”


Harry refused to display his annoyance. He simply nodded, conjured a Möbius door and stepped through it. He wasn’t there any more. The young officer started to say, “And if I can give you a word of advice …” and stopped short. He wasn’t speaking to anyone and people were starting to look at him. He turned a couple of stiff-legged, complete circles, looked for Harry and failed to find him, finally shuffled sideways into a shop doorway and out of sight …


The Necroscope emerged from the Möbius Continuum at the junction of Oxford Street and Regent Street, and knew that he must be pretty close to the venue. Policemen in uniform were everywhere, working frantically to clear the street. Glancing at his watch, Harry saw the reason why: it was 10:16. If indeed a bomb had been planted, it was due to explode in something less than nine minutes’ time.


Caught in a crush of people being shepherded down Regent Street, he stepped to one side and looked about. Then, just as he was about to be caught up again, he spotted Trevor Jordan on a traffic island in urgent conversation with two uniformed senior policemen. Sidestepping the cordon, he ran toward Jordan, shouting, “Trevor, can I be of help?”


Jordan saw him and quickly spoke to the inspectors; one of them waved off a policeman who was hot on Harry’s heels. And as he skidded to a halt, Harry was apologetic. “I … just thought it might be a good idea to be in on this,” he gulped.


Jordan shrugged and said, “Right now I don’t see what you can do, but since you’re here …” He shrugged again. Jordan was the easygoing sort generally, but it was obvious from his tone of voice that in the current situation he saw the Necroscope as an encumbrance. There weren’t any dead people to talk to here … not just yet, anyway.


A seasoned if occasionally variable telepath, Jordan was thirty-two years old. His looks fitted his character precisely: he was usually transparent, open as a favorite book. It was as if he personally would like to be as readable to others as they were to him; as if he were trying to make some sort of physical compensation for his metaphysical talent. His face reflected this attitude: oval, fresh, open and almost boyish. He had lank mousy hair falling forward above gray eyes, and a crooked mouth that straightened out whenever he was worried or annoyed. Mostly, people liked him; having the advantage of knowing it if someone didn’t like him, Jordan would simply avoid that person. But, rangy and athletic, it was a mistake to misread his obvious sensitivity; there was plenty of determination in him, too.


Harry asked him: “Is this where it will happen?” He scanned all about, trying to work out what was going on.


In his time (just seventeen months ago), the Necroscope had been the author of a considerable amount of bombing of his own, but he told himself that that had been different and even necessary. Or was it all in the eye of the beholder? Well, maybe, except this wasn’t a nest of mind-spy thugs and megalomaniacs in some nightmare-riddled château in the USSR, but a busy thoroughfare in the heart of London. The people who could get involved, hurt, killed here, were innocent of any crime other than being here. And there were still far too many of them.


A flood of shoppers was even now issuing from stores both east and west, adding to the crushes down Regent, Portland and New Bond Streets. And police activity had grown even more urgent. There were dog-handlers, with sniffers straining at their leads; loud-hailers boomed to left and right, issuing raucous instructions; motorists were leaving their blocked-in cars and hurrying on foot in what they hoped was the safest direction.


“Chaos!” Harry said, guessing that Jordan hadn’t answered his question because he didn’t know.


“The name of the game, sir,” one of the police inspectors harshly answered. “The three D’s. To cause as much disruption, death and destruction as inhumanly possible. Chaos, yes. But if you’re with Mr. Clarke’s Branch—and if this is new to you—where’ve you been?”


“Oh, places,” Harry looked at him in a certain way of his, and was glad that Alec Kyle had been the sort who kept himself to himself. And turning to Jordan: “There are only six minutes left, and people all over the place!”


But Trevor Jordan wasn’t listening. He was half-collapsed in the back of a squad car parked on the traffic island, with a pained expression on his face and his hands to the sides of his head. The policemen looked at each other, went to question him. Harry stopped them, saying, “He’s at work. Leave him.”
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