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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.








INVADERS AND DEFILERS



A RESUMÉ





WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE


INVADERS AND DEFILERS


Three years ago, three Great Vampires – two Lords and a ‘Lady’ of the Wamphyri; the alien originators of the alleged vampire ‘myths’ or ‘legends’ of Earth – entered our world via a trans-dimensional Gate under the Carpathian mountains. Having split up following their covert ‘invasion,’ the trio went their own ways. Lord Nephran Malinari (‘Malinari the Mind’), enthralled an Australian billionaire to set himself up in a casino aerie in the exclusive resort of Xanadu in the Macpherson Mountains. Lord Szwart, a metamorphic ‘fly-the-light’ in the truest sense of the term, headed for London, settling in a forgotten Roman ‘temple’ in the deepest, most inaccessible bowels of the city. And Vavara – ‘beautiful’ mistress of mass-hypnotism – defiled an order of nuns by infiltrating their fortress-like monastery on the Greek island of Krassos.


Their plan to overthrow the planet, reducing it to a vampire paradise, was in essence a simple one: to plant gardens of deadspawn fungi and bring them to deadly maturity. Nurtured on the life fluids (the mutated DNA) of sacrificed vampire thralls or lieutenants, these toadstools, when they ripened and spawned, would release myriad spores into the Earth’s atmosphere, to be breathed by an unwitting human race! Then, as men became blood-lusting monsters who hid from the sun during daylight hours and hunted by night, and nation fought nation as the world sank into chaos, and no one – least of all the mazed, blood-addicted victims – was able to understand or even consider fighting the incurable ‘disease’ that was converting them … then the Great Vampires, the Wamphyri, would emerge from the shadows and come into their own.


As in the earliest days of their pre-dawn Vampire World of Sunside/Starside, their thralls and lieutenants would go abroad in the world, carrying their monstrous plague with them as they consolidated their masters’ (and mistress’s) territories, where the laws of the Wamphyri would be the only laws. Malinari would take Australia, expanding into all the islands around and eventually into Asia, and Vavara would take the Mediterranean and Africa, spreading east to form a border with Malinari. As for the metamorphic horror that was Lord Szwart: while it would seem he had been disadvantaged, with only the British Isles, France, Spain, and the northern and westernmost regions of Europe coming under his control, as he deployed his forces west across the Atlantic he would quickly seed the Americas with his deadspawn and, when the time was ripe, he would move his power base to New York. The metropolis’s sprawling underground network would provide access to all parts of the city, whether in daylight or darkness, while its greatest building would be Szwart’s aerie, its every window lacquered black and draped against the sun.


These had been the ambitions of the Wamphyri, and they had seemed infallible: their dreams, and an unwitting mankind’s as yet unrealized nightmares. But, despite their legendary cunning and leechlike tenacity, the three Great Vampires had not reckoned with E-Branch.


E-Branch (E for ESP): a top secret arm of the British intelligence services, many of whose psychically talented agents had dealt with vampires before, not only in this world but also in Sunside/Starside. Ben Trask, the members of his London-based organization, and a small handful of people in the Corridors of Power were the only human beings who knew of the alien invasion. And because of the planetwide panic any disclosure would cause, they dared not speak of it to anyone outside their circle.


But having traced Malinari to Australia (with the ever-grudging assistance of their Minister Responsible in Whitehall and his help in covertly informing an Australian counterpart of the problem and enlisting military aid), Trask and an E-Branch task force had ventured down under to confront Malinari in his aerie. There in Xanadu they had destroyed his fungi garden (though not without the timely assistance of Jake Cutter, a young man whose extraordinary powers were not yet fully developed or even understood) but The Mind himself had escaped.


As for Jake Cutter (though more especially from Ben Trask’s necessarily cautious point of view):


Jake seems an entirely wrong-headed man with something of a chequered background. Having fallen foul of a gang of international drug-runners and suffered at their hands, he was bent on settling old scores when strange circumstances brought him into contact with E-Branch. (He was, in fact, pursuing a vendetta with this criminal organization’s powerful leader and several of his close colleagues – people who had raped and murdered a girl of Jake’s acquaintance, with whom he had had a brief but passionate affair – and had been responsible for a series of violent, extremely ugly deaths in their higher echelon.)


But the leader of the gang – a Sicilian vampire named Luigi Castellano – had laid a trap for Jake, causing him to fall into the hands of the Italian police. Incarcerated in a Turin prison, Jake had soon discovered that Castellano was not without influence there, and that his demise had been scheduled for the very near future.


Then, during a jailbreak (also arranged by Castellano), when it seemed certain that Jake must die under fire from the guards … a weird reprieve, a miraculous escape: Jake’s first taste of things to come, and the beginning of his transition.


Something he took to be a ricocheting bullet – a flash of golden fire – struck him in the forehead. But instead of falling dead he fell into something else entirely and was conveyed through the Möbius Continuum (a means of metaphysical teleportation) to Harry’s Room at E-Branch HQ in London.


Harry’s Room:


The long-dead (?) Necroscope Harry Keogh was once the most important member of E-Branch. On those occasions when he stayed at the London HQ, he had a room of his own, as did many espers. Harry’s Room, however, has always been (and still is) different from the other rooms. Perhaps to signal their regard for their much loved, highly respected ex-member – or perhaps because the room continues to retain something of the Necroscope’s personality – it has been left untouched and unoccupied, exactly as it was in the time of Harry’s residence.


And so it was a singular event for Ben Trask and his espers to discover a bewildered stranger inside the locked room of the Necroscope, in the heart of security-conscious E-Branch HQ! And it had to be more than a mere coincidence …


Jake’s advent had come at a propitious moment (or, at least, everyone except Trask thought so), for it was only a short time later that Nephran Malinari was discovered in Xanadu, his playboy retreat and aerie in the mountains of the Macpherson Range. And teaming Jake up with Liz Merrick, a young, attractive, budding telepathic receiver whose powers, like Jake’s, were still developing, Trask took them to Australia as part of his task force.


It was during the course of this largely successful operation that Jake discovered the truth of what Trask and his people had suspected all along: that indeed he had inherited something of Harry’s powers. For when the original Necroscope had died on Starside, his metaphysical personality – the sidereal intelligence that was Harry – had fragmented into many golden splinters or darts, one of which had entered into Jake! Now, in his dreams, Jake could converse with the ‘dead’ Necroscope through the medium of deadspeak. Then, too (not yet aware that his dreams were of crucial importance, that they had real meaning in the waking world and were much more than disturbing symptoms of paramnesia and a crumbling mentality), Jake had felt obliged to ask Trask just what, exactly, a Necroscope was.


But while Trask had been willing to explain something of a Necroscope’s powers to Jake – his ability to teleport, and the unearthly ‘gift’ that enabled him to converse with the dead – there were certain other things that he dared not speak of. For, as the director of E-Branch for many years, Trask had developed an inquiring and sceptical mind; he knew how very deceiving outward appearances could be, and how even the most innocent-seeming of men (especially the innocent ones: for example, the original Necroscope) might be susceptible to the greatest evils. Moreover, Trask had never had much faith in coincidence or synchronicity. He believed that things usually had good reasons for happening, and that when they happened might be equally relevant …


Jake had come on the scene at a propitious time, certainly – but propitious for whom? And wasn’t it simply too much of a coincidence that at the advent of a trio of Great Vampires out of Starside a new Necroscope should also put in an appearance? So had Jake arrived of his own (or Harry Keogh’s) accord, by ‘coincidence’, or had he in fact been sent to infiltrate E-Branch? What was it of the original Necroscope – how much of Harry, what element – that had entered Jake? Something of his light side, from his earlier life – or something of his far more dangerous side from a later, darker period?


For one of the several things that Jake didn’t yet know was that at the end of the Necroscope’s time on Earth he had been a vampire in his own right – Wamphyri! And probably the greatest of them all! And not only Harry but two of his sons: they, too, had been vampires, changeling creatures, on Starside in a weird parallel world …


Thus Trask’s doubts – or, more properly his natural caution, coupled with his inability to read the young Necroscope despite that his own weird talent made him a human lie-detector – held him back from bringing Jake more fully into his confidence. For if Jake was not the real thing, if he had not inherited Harry’s mantle to become the fantastic weapon against the Wamphyri that most of Trask’s agents believed him to be, but rather possessed the potential to become the exact opposite … then Trask might yet have to kill him!


Hence his great quandary, for if on the other hand Jake was the real thing, and if he was made privy to everything, then he might easily shy from the knowledge – the full knowledge – of what he was becoming and what he would be capable of doing, and would be lost to E-Branch for ever. For while it takes a special kind of man to accept the responsibilities of a Necroscope, the role of caretaker to the dead, it takes an extra-special man to accept that the Great Majority will do almost anything for love of him … including the agony and horror of self-resurrection, of rising from their graves in order to protect him!


After the Australian venture, when Jake was given the comparative ‘freedom’ of E-branch HQ – if not access to all of its many secrets – the first thing he did was desert the cause in order to pursue his own agenda: his vendetta with Castellano. But the fact was that Jake didn’t see his leaving as any kind of treachery; his reasons for walking out on Ben Trask and E-Branch were more than one, and not least self-preservation.


First, the Harry Keogh influence had been replaced by something of a far more disturbing nature: Jake was finding himself under constant attack from a deceased vampire lieutenant called Korath (once Korath Mindsthrall), an ex-minion of Malinari’s. Dead and sloughed away in a subterranean sump in Romania, Korath had used deadspeak to tell Jake the histories of the three Wamphyri invaders from Starside – but in the process he had also tricked his way into semi-residence in Jake’s head. Only let Jake relax and let his mental shields down – and Korath would be there with him in his mind, dreaming his dreams, conversing with him, attempting to influence – to ‘guide’ or ‘advise’ – him and generally sharing his waking-world experiences. Jake could send him away, back to his sump, but he could never be absolutely certain when Korath was or wasn’t there.


The only good thing to come out of this was that Korath had ‘inherited’ something of his former master’s mentalism: endowed with eidetic recall, he’d memorized the mathematical Möbius formula given to Jake by Harry Keogh – which for some reason Jake was unable to grasp – and had thus become his reluctant host’s one and only key to the metaphysical Möbius Continuum’s mode of trans- or teleportation.


And so he and Jake had worked out a compromise. All Korath wanted – or so he had led Jake to believe – was revenge on his former master and the other Great Vampires for killing him as a means of accessing our world. But since Korath was incorporeal, a dead creature whose sole contact with the living was through Jake and his deadspeak, the new Necroscope was the only one who could possibly exact such a revenge. Jake couldn’t go about his business without Korath, and Korath would have no existence at all without Jake.


One other problem with Korath; if Ben Trask found out about his coexistence with Jake, it might yet be a case of having to kill two birds with one stone – or, more properly, one man and a parasitic mind-thing with however many bullets were required to do the job.


But even that, self-preservation, wasn’t Jake’s only reason for quitting the Branch. In fact, he was driven to leave by some unknown but increasingly insistent force that demanded that he pursue his own – or perhaps someone else’s? – agenda. Moreover; the longer he remained with E-Branch, the greater the chance of a romantic attachment with Liz Merrick, with whom he’d developed a semi-telepathic rapport. The last thing Jake needed was to be close to someone he couldn’t touch for fear of a dead vampire’s voyeurism!


In Jake’s absence, while he used the Möbius Continuum to pursue and harass Luigi Castellano’s Mediterranean-based drug-runners, E-Branch had tracked down Malinari and Vavara to the tiny Greek island of Krassos. This time, as distinct from the Australian operation, Trask’s task force was a very small one, and politically and economically (even climatically, in an El Niño year), there were huge problems to be overcome. But with the help of a Greek friend of theirs from an earlier adventure – an Athenian police inspector called Manolis Papastamos – finally E-Branch located and burned Vavara’s monastery aerie, while her deadspawn garden was dynamited and buried in a series of explosive attacks.


But at the same time there had been two major setbacks. In London, Ben Trask’s newfound love of only a few days’ duration, the telepath Millicent Cleary, had been kidnapped by Szwart and his minions down into his Roman temple dedicated to dark gods in a forgotten cavern deep under the city. And in Krassos, Liz Merrick had been taken by Vavara when that mistress of evil made her escape from the blazing monastery. It had looked like the end for both of these brave women. But:


In Sicily, where Jake had finally rid the world of Castellano and his organization – and in the process discovered why he had felt so driven by his vendetta: that this had been part of a task begun but left unfinished, even unremembered, by the original Necroscope – the new Necroscope ‘heard’ Liz’s desperate cry for help. Across all the many miles between them, Jake heard it. It was the rapport which existed between them that had boosted Liz’s developing telepathic talent.


But when Jake required Korath to show him the Möbius equations in order that he might use the Continuum to find Liz and rescue her … then Korath had sprung his trap!


Korath had already discovered that Jake couldn’t be bribed or threatened when his own life was at stake, for without Jake there would be no Korath, so whatever else the vampire did, he would try to keep his host alive. But Jake would definitely be open to persuasion if another’s life were at risk … and more especially if that other was the woman he loved. Now Jake knew Korath’s real objective: access to his inner mind – to be one with him, a part of him – and perhaps permanently!


Jake couldn’t refuse …


Without Korath’s help, Liz was as good as dead …


In order to view the equations, create a Möbius door, teleport through the Continuum and rescue Liz, Jake must first accept this dead but incredibly dangerous thing’s conditions. And this despite Harry Keogh’s warning: that he must never let a vampire into his mind …


But there was no longer any other way …


He went along with it, gave Korath access to the very core of his mind and welcomed him in ‘of his own free will’ … and only then discovered how he had been duped, that he would have been able to conjure the formula all along – if Korath had not been blocking his every attempt!


Too late now, though, to do anything about it, for Liz was in trouble on a small Greek island hundreds of miles away …


Jake was in the nick of time. In Krassos, he reunited Liz with her E-Branch colleagues, who then informed him of the plight of the telepath Millie Cleary in London. Using the Continuum, Jake returned Trask and company to their London HQ, where the espers combined their weird talents to locate Millie. Still alive, her psychic aura was well known to Liz who was then able to contact her and determine her precise whereabouts. Now it was up to the new Necroscope.


Taking Millie’s coordinates from Liz’s mind, Jake ‘went’ to the distraught telepath in her previously unknown temple prison. There he found not only Millie, but also Lord Szwart’s terrible deadspawn garden, which (after a nightmarish confrontation with the ‘Lord of Darkness’ himself) he managed to destroy by bringing about an explosion of natural gas.


So now, and despite that the plans of the Wamphyri were in disarray, the main question had to be: how many of the invaders themselves had survived? Had Vavara died when her limo crashed, throwing her into the sea? Had Malinari been trapped below, in Vavara’s garden, when it was buried? Had the metamorphic Szwart suffered the true death in a Roman temple whose destruction had even registered on the seismographs at Greenwich?


Now, too, with Ben Trask and his people in Jake’s debt, it was time for a showdown. Time for Jake to give up his secret – the fact that he harboured a vampire intelligence in, his mind – and ask for E-Branch’s help. But also time for him to demand to know the full story: why Trask had been so reticent in his dealings with him, and what had been the problem with the previous Necroscope that the Head of Branch hadn’t dared talk about it?


Harry Keogh’s ability to raise the dead? But Jake had found that out for himself; indeed, it accounted for the grey streaks at his temples, and the hint of fearful, forbidden knowledge in his eyes. But he knew that wasn’t the entire story. Perhaps one day the teeming dead – that Great Majority of human souls gone before – might believe in Jake, have enough faith in him that he could ask them, but for now he was asking Ben Trask.


Or he would have been.


But at a meeting in Trask’s office, when all Jake’s questions might finally have been answered:


An urgent message from the Minister Responsible: something had come up that he knew would ‘interest’ E-Branch. His usual British understatement, for in fact the minister knew that it was something that only E-Branch could handle.


And now read on …





1



THE SUN, THE SEA, AND THE DRIFTING DOOM


At some 35,000 tons and just over 700 feet from stem to stern, the Evening Star was a Mediterranean cruise ship without peer. Her eight public decks were all served by elevators, and with her casino, gymnasium, outdoor pools, bars, gift shops, sports deck – all the usual amenities – the Star was the pride of her line. Of an evening, her 1,400 plus passengers could choose to relax in the Moulin Rouge lounge or the All That Jazz show bar, dance the night away in the Sierra Ballroom, or simply sit and be serenaded, watching the sunset from the panoramic sun deck.


This being the Star’s last voyage of the season, however, last night had been a little different. A mid-cruise ‘extravaganza’, the extra glitz of its shows … and its grand finale – a fireworks display from the stern, lighting the Aegean sky with dazzling spirals and brilliant, thunderclap bomb-bursts – had been one of the highlights of the voyage: the locals ashore in Mytilene on the island of Lesbos had enjoyed it as much as the passengers aboard had. Add to this cuisine straight out of a gourmet’s dream of paradise, and it was easy to see why the on-board partying had gone on and on through the night, and why the run on the champagne locker had seemed unending …


But all good things do come to an end.


Now … it was early morning of a Monday in October, and in the galley breakfast was being prepared for those who still had the stomach for yet more food, while those who didn’t slept off their excesses. A few younger passengers were up and about, making the most of the pools while they still had them to themselves. As if emulating their energy a pod of dolphins, like so many silver mini-submarines, played chicken on the bow-wave, criss-crossing the prow just beneath a sparkling surface that was so flat calm it might well have been a horizon-spanning plate of diamond-etched glass. While the sun had risen no more than half an hour ago, already the deck rails were warm from its rays.


Perfect!


So thought Purser Bill Galliard where he strolled the main deck for’ard, having risen early to prepare the shore-excursion roster for the Star’s midday visit to the picturesque island of Limnos. Thus far the cruise had gone precisely to plan, without a hitch, and Galliard had wanted to do his bit to ensure things stayed that way. Now that he’d finished with the Limnos documentation, he could take it easy for an hour or so, at least until the bulk of the passengers were astir and those who desired to go ashore were readying themselves for terra firma.


Now, in the very prow of the ship, forty feet above and forward of the spot where the knife-like stem sliced the water, he leaned on the deck rail and looked out across the vast curve of the ocean. No land in sight, but Galliard came from a long line of deckhands; he knew how quickly land masses could take shape on the horizon, especially in the Aegean, looming up as if from nowhere into cloud-capped mountain ranges. And with the cooling breeze of the vessel’s forward motion in his face, and the hiss of parted waters in his ears, he reflected on the trip so far.


Most of the passengers were middle-aged, comfortably well-to-do, generally easygoing Brits, and the crew was composed of a British Captain, officers and senior stewards, supported by a largely Greek Cypriot body of deckhands, engineers, chefs, and an ‘international’ line-up of entertainers. The passengers had flown out from England to Cyprus, joining the cruise in Limassol. After a week of sailing they would return to Cyprus before flying home.


Sailing from Limassol on Thursday evening, the Evening Star had cruised all day Friday, providing an ideal opportunity for the passengers to get to know the vessel and their fellow holiday-makers. Saturday it had been ‘All ashore who’s going ashore’ in Volos on the Greek mainland, and purser Bill had taken time out to visit friends in their villa at the foot of the Pelion mountains, also to pick up some gifts in Volos’s bustling bazaar for the folks back home. Sunday they’d cruised to Lesbos and Mytilene, where the sightseers had gone ashore again, and last night had been the food-and-fireworks fest.


That brought Galliard up to date. The next port of call in some four hours’ time would be Limnos’s new deep-water harbour, and tomorrow they’d be through the Dardanelles on their way to Istanbul. But that was to look too far ahead, and cruises such as this were best taken one day at a time.


As he thought these things through, Galliard had been idly scanning the forward horizon. A moment ago – if only for a moment – he’d caught sight of something in direct line ahead. The fact hadn’t made a great impact on him; shipping of one sort or another can be found any time in Mediterranean waters, and just about anywhere. Anyway, it had been a flash of white on a glittering surface … maybe a dolphin had leaped clear of the water and the splashdown had caught his eye. But—


Purser Galliard stepped to one of two telescopes mounted on the rail and focused ahead. For a while there was nothing, but then … now what was that? A Greek caique? Just sitting there, all these miles from the nearest island? Nothing peculiar about the boat itself; the islands were full of them – like gondolas in Venice – but they usually stuck pretty close to shore. This one looked becalmed, and it simply shouldn’t have been there.


The canopied boat was maybe three-quarters of a mile ahead – but dead ahead – and it definitely wasn’t moving!


Galliard took out his on-board communicator and pressed ‘one’ for the bridge three decks higher. His call sign was recognized, and a voice answered, ‘Bridge. What can we do for you, Purser Bill?’ It was Captain Geoff Anderson, informal as ever.


‘You might try swinging her a tad to port and calling full stop on all engines,’ Galliard told him at once. ‘We’re about a minute and a half from running someone down!’


‘Wait,’ came the terse answer, and ten seconds later: ‘Well done, Purser Bill. We would have seen and cleared her okay, but if they need help we’d have had to slow down and come about. So you’ve saved us some time and a little embarrassment, possibly. Now for your trouble you can arm yourself with a hailer and get down starboard onto B deck, okay?’


‘Aye, aye, Cap’n,’ Galliard answered with a grin, heading at the double for his office amidships. After only a few paces, he was gratified to feel the gentle shudder of a sudden deceleration, the barely noticeable shifting underfoot as the Star began veering a few degrees to port …


From just below the surface of B deck (the vessel’s basement) a section of the hull had been rotated outwards to form stairs. And from the bottom step, Purser Bill Galliard threw out a line to the tattered-looking man in the shade of the caique’s canopy. Accompanied by three stewards and a deckhand, Galliard watched as the figure of the man in the caique made fast the line, then began to haul his boat in alongside.


‘That’s okay,’ Galliard called out. ‘I’ll do that. You just sit tight.’


‘Water,’ the shaded, crumpled-seeming man answered him, his voice a dry croak. ‘The lady and I … we’re burning up.’


A lady? That must be the second figure, lying supine between the thwarts. Even as Galliard drew the caique alongside, he saw her jewel-green eyes flicker open to fix his own, in the moment before a luminous glow suffused her face, making it indistinct. And:


God, she’s beautiful! he thought … before wondering where that idea had come from, since as yet she was barely visible in the shade of the boat’s canopy, which made a jet-black contrast with the blinding sunlight.


‘Shade,’ said the gaunt, ragged figure of the man, standing hunched under the canopy. ‘The sun. We have … suffered!’


‘We have juice,’ said Galliard, passing a pitcher down. ‘Sip a little. It will ease your throats, give you strength. But how long have you been out here?’


‘Too long,’ said the other, sipping and passing the pitcher to the woman, then reaching out a hand to Galliard. ‘Help me to get her up there.’


The purser took his hand, and felt its chill. Strange, on a day as hot as this to feel a hand so cold. Stranger by far that the hand seemed to smoke in the sunlight! But Galliard was much too busy, too concerned, to wonder about the apparent contradictions here. The woman was heavily muffled; wrapped head to toe, she seemed almost mummified as she struggled to her feet, tottering where she emerged into the light. Galliard leaned forward, held to the rail with one hand and caught her round her slender waist with the other. She stepped – was lifted up – from the boat to the stairs, and her man-friend close behind, apparently eager to enter into the shade of the ship.


‘But what on earth happened here?’ Galliard enquired, as he and the stewards assisted the pair up into the ship and towards the elevators, and the deckhand left to go about his business. ‘I mean, that you got into trouble, adrift way out here?’


‘We ran out of fuel,’ said the man, throwing off the jacket he’d been using to cover his head. ‘We were taken by an unusual tide off Krassos. We used up our fuel trying to get back to the island. A little jaunt turned into a nightmare.’


His story sounded incredible: that even in this mad El Niño summer they’d been lost in the Aegean – adrift and going unnoticed through all the regular shipping routes – long enough to have become so dehydrated and so badly burned. But on the other hand it must be true, for the condition of the pair admitted of no other explanation.


Galliard looked sideways at the tall, dark, would-have-been handsome man; ‘would-have-been’ because the skin was peeling from his blackened face, and his sunken cheeks were pitted almost as if by small meteorites. The woman’s condition … was harder to describe, similar yet different. She was burned, too, blackened in places – as if by real fire as distinct from strong sunlight – and yet that strange glow obscured most of her facial ravages. She had thrown off some of her upper wrappings, revealing her face, and now breathed so much easier in the electric light of the ship’s bowels. But although she was close enough to lean on Galliard, still he couldn’t make out her features.


And riding the elevator up through four decks to the fifth, the bridge deck, Purser Bill frowned and shook his head. He continued to support the woman (also to wonder why, like her companion, she felt so cold) but was aware now of something weirder by far. Despite that he somehow ‘knew’ she was beautiful, she felt decidely unlovely. Her waist where his arm circled it, and also her body where he supported it – they were hard, angular, bony!


But now, breaking into his thoughts as Galliard shrank back a little from these far from ordinary people:


‘Take us to the Captain, Purser Galliard,’ the man growled, his voice firmer now and commanding. ‘And don’t let the details concern you. All will become clear – shortly.’


‘You … you know my name?’


‘But of course I do, just as you told it to me,’ the other answered (despite that Galliard was sure he’d told him no such thing). And through all his burns, somehow the enigmatic stranger managed to smile a leering smile.


They left the elevator and headed for the bridge, at which the purser’s weird sensation of suspended reality – of all of this not really happening – eased off a little. Then, releasing the woman and drawing farther apart from her, he turned to the stewards, saying, ‘Lads, there’s something not quite right, in fact totally wrong … here?’


And far more so than Galliard had suspected, or so it appeared. For the stewards – all three of them – seemed dazed, in a world of their own. Having taken the woman’s weight, now they were wholly intent upon her, unable to take their eyes off her. And they weren’t listening to Galliard at all!


Just beyond a sign saying OFFICERS AND CREW MEMBERS ONLY, Purser Galliard came to a stiff-legged halt and turned to face the man he had so recently rescued. ‘What—?’ he started to say. And stopped. For the tall stranger had moved so quickly, taking Galliard’s face between his cold, burned hands, that the purser hadn’t been able to avoid the contact. Following which it was too late anyway. And:


Your knowledge of the vessel. The words flowed like a river of ice in Galliard’s trembling mind, freezing him solid. Of its Captain and other officers. Of anything that might be dangerous to me and my … companion. I need to understand your communication capability with the outside world and other ships – ahhh! your radio room, yesss! – and the location of any weapons that you are carrying. Do not think to deny me, Purser Galliard, for the pain I can cause you will not be denied! Give me everything I want and suffer no further, or suffer all that I can bring to bear in the knowledge that I shall still get what I want!


Galliard fought – or rather, he fought to move, to cry out, to break free – but it was useless. The icy power of this creature, the alien nightmare of his sucking hands, feeding on the purser’s knowledge, held him rooted to the spot. But he sensed what was happening to him, felt the flow of his thoughts – in fact, his memories – going out of him, and knew that the chill they left behind them was the emptiness of a mental vacuum, as cold as the spaces between the stars.


You are correct, the Thing (surely not a man) told him. My mind is a great storehouse of memories, only a small number of which are mine. But knowledge is power, Bill Galliard, without which I’m at the mercy of a strange environment. So don’t hold back now, but let me have it all, everything. Then, as I ‘remember,’ so you shall forget – even how to experience hurt. For as Nephran Malinari reads a book, so he tears out its pages!


‘You men,’ Galliard gasped, swivelling his bulging eyes to stare at the three stewards, at the same time trying to shrink down into himself away from his tormentor, but held up – held fast – by the monster’s hands. ‘You men … you have to … to do something! You have to fight it! Fight them!’


One of the stewards had heard him. His eyes focused as he staggered back away from the woman and looked at the purser in the hands of the demoniac stranger. ‘Purser Bill?’ he mumbled, blinking rapidly. ‘I mean, what the hell … ?’


The woman at once went after him, seemed to flow upon him, her slender hands reaching out like long, raking claws. And as Galliard saw her actual face for the first time … so his jaw fell open. Beautiful? But she was the worst possible nightmare hag! Her eyes were green as jewels, but they burned crimson in their cores, as if lit by internal fires. And her jaws … her teeth!


Her face closed with the steward’s shoulder where it joined his neck, and Galliard heard her lustful snarl as she bit him there. Then he knew what they were – monsters out of myths and legends, but real for all that – and fought harder still. A mistake, for he left the man-creature no choice. And:


You have a saying, said that one in Galliard’s mind, which has it that the eyes are the windows of the soul. It may be so; I who am without a soul cannot say for sure – but they are most certainly a means of entry to the brain! And likewise the ears: routes of access to the inner mind, these organs. The ears that hear – his index fingers extended themselves, projecting deep into the purser’s ears, their knifelike nails slicing a way in through flesh and cartilage – and the eyes that see. (Now his thumbs turned purple, vibrating as they elongated and dislodged Galliard’s eyeballs, penetrating the soft tissue behind them to sink into the purser’s brain.) I want to know what you’ve heard and all that you’ve seen. Painful, aye – but didn’t I warn you not to resist me?


Galliard’s screams were thin, high-pitched wailing things – more like the whining of a small child than the agonized denial of a tortured man – as his mind was drained and he ‘forgot’ all that he’d ever known about the Evening Star. And with his face hideously altered, he crumpled to the floor as Lord Malinari of the Wamphyri finally withdrew his brain-slimed fingers.


By then Vavara, Malinari’s ‘partner,’ if only for the time being, had dealt with the second steward. But the third was recovering from her hypnotic spell. Blinking his eyes and shaking his head, he peered slack-jawed at his shipmates where they had slumped to the deck in blood that fountained from severed arteries in their necks; also at the spastically twitching, crumpled figure of the purser, his eyes flopping on his bloodied cheeks, while his cries turned to a vacant moaning as his cruelly depleted, crippled brain closed down his survival systems one by one.


But already muffled enquiries were sounding from beyond the reinforced door to the bridge. Someone in there must have heard the purser’s strangled, inarticulate babbling, and Malinari saw at least two outlines in motion behind the frosted glass of the door’s upper panel. With no time to waste on the third steward, he grabbed him and swung him out through a hatch and up against the deck rail. Stiffening his hand and arm to a ramrod, the vampire slammed bone fingers into his victim’s chest, rupturing his heart. Then, after yanking his hand free, a push was sufficient to topple the steward backwards over the rail, sending him plummeting to the promenade deck twenty feet below.


Down there, a half-dozen or so early risers were leaning on the rail, taking in the view. As Malinari snarled his hatred of the seething sunlight and snatched himself back into the shade, he saw their startled, horrified faces glancing up at him. Hah! As yet they hadn’t the slightest notion of what real horror was. But they’d know soon enough. Oh, yes, they would know! And, gritting his awesome teeth against the agony of his seared forearms and face, Malinari returned to Vavara—


—In time to see her trying the handle of the door to the bridge. As Malinari had learned from the purser, however, this was a security door with a voice-activated lock; Vavara’s hiss of frustration wasn’t a voice or code that it would recognize. But she wasn’t much known for her patience, either, and before he could caution her against it she’d balled a fist and struck furiously at the pane of frosted glass.


Fortified against ordinary shocks or blows, still the pane caved in, shattering as if struck by an axe. Vavara’s hand continued on unhindered, caught at the throat of a blurred figure on the far side, and drew him headlong through the razor-sharp, dagger-rimmed frame. Deeply cut about his face and arms, shouting his pain and shock, he was sent skidding along the deck in his own blood, only coming to a halt at Malinari’s feet.


Malinari dragged him upright – scanned his bloodied, wide-eyed face, his tattered, spattered ship’s uniform – and said, ‘Not Captain Geoff Anderson, no. Merely his underling. But you are going to take us to him, aren’t you?’ And he propelled him back towards Vavara at the door.


Vavara’s guise was down now; furious, she showed herself in all her horror. Her forked devil’s tongue wriggled behind teeth that looked like twin rows of knives; her eyes flared red; her clawed hands brooked no resistance as she sank fingers like rusty fish-hooks deep into the First Mate’s cheek, lifting him up onto his toes. And:


‘Open this door,’ she hissed, ‘lest I’m tempted to toss you through it. For I refuse to climb in the way you came out!’


‘It’s voice-activated,’ Malinari told her. ‘Let him speak.’


‘Speak, then,’ said Vavara. ‘Speak now, or lose what’s left of your face!’


‘D-d-door!’ the man gasped, and a buzz sounded from within, followed by a series of clicks. When the clicks stopped, Vavara turned the handle, thrust her shoulder at the door, and when it sprang open hurled the Mate ahead of her onto the bridge.


Captain Anderson was there; he was using a telephone at the traditional, mainly ceremonial wheel. Taking one look at Vavara and Malinari where they stood framed in the doorway, he dropped the phone and made a clumsy run for the radio room in a sound-proofed, glass-walled wing of the bridge. Calmly following him, Malinari caught up with him just as he uttered the command that opened the door. And taking Anderson by the scruff of the neck, he thrust him ahead into the radio room.


An operator sat at the console with earphones on his head. With staring eyes he glanced around, saw the Captain hurtling towards him, and was slammed back into the console. Winded, he toppled from his chair as Anderson rebounded from him, and in the next moment Malinari stood over both men.


Grabbing the radio operator by the hair, Malinari drew him to his feet and almost casually inquired of him, ‘Have you sent any messages? About a becalmed caique, perhaps, and a rescue at sea?’


‘N-n-no!’ the radio man gasped. ‘I … I was waiting on the Captain’s orders.’


‘Eh?’ said Malinari, raising an eyebrow. ‘What’s that? This one’s orders, do you mean?’ Grabbing Anderson by the throat, he exerted the massive strength of a Lord of the Wamphyri and tore out the Captain’s windpipe. Anderson died in a crimson welter of blood and mangled gristle, which Malinari draped over the bald, sweating head of the radio operator. And as that one shrank back and down, the Great Vampire effortlessly took up the Captain’s body by the shoulder and hip, hoisted it overhead for a moment, then slammed it down onto the radio console with such force that the entire bank of dials and switches flew apart under the impact. Then, as a sputtering shower of electrical sparks ensued, and a whiff of acrid smoke drifted from the wreckage, Malinari said:


‘Thus you have a new Captain. You may call me Captain Malinari. Or, better still, Lord Malinari.’


‘The … the radio!’ the other sputtered hoarsely. ‘You’ve destroyed it! And not just the radio but our navigation. Satellite navigation was routed through these controls!’


‘Oh, I know!’ Malinari nodded. ‘So now we’re not only dumb, but we’re blind, too – that is, unless we go to manual. Can you by any chance pilot this vessel?’


‘I’m not q-q-qualified.’ The man wiped blood from his face, his hand trembling violently. ‘But y-y-yes, I think so.’


‘Excellent,’ said Malinari. ‘The purser thought so, too. So if you’d told me otherwise … well, that would have gone quite badly for you. So perhaps you’ll now consult the charts, find a suitable rock, and dock us?’


‘A rock?’ The man looked this way and that. ‘Dock us?’


‘Wreck us,’ Malinari nodded. ‘Bring us up aground.’


‘But first he must see us under way again,’ said Vavara, as she entered the room. Seeing her in close proximity, the radio operator shrank back more yet.


‘So then, things to do,’ Malinari told him. ‘You have your orders. But try not to fail me, or I may put you over the side where you will be drawn into the propellers. And whatever else you do, do not think to disobey me. That would prove even more … unfortunate.’


Hooking the man under the chin, Vavara drew him upright and let him see the gape of her jaws and smell her breath. And, ‘Very well, then.’ She glared at him. ‘Is all understood?’


He couldn’t speak, and so simply nodded his head.


Releasing him, she turned to Malinari. ‘I think I hear running footsteps. Are they coming to their senses, do you think?’


He shrugged. ‘Very possibly. As you’ll recall, the Captain was on the phone speaking to someone when we broke in. Also, I killed a steward and hurled him down a deck. That should definitely have alerted them to the fact that something is amiss.’


‘Then perhaps it’s time we introduced ourselves,’ she said. ‘To the rest of the crew, and then to the passengers.’


‘Aye,’ Malinari agreed. ‘To all of them eventually. Myself, I am sorely in need of refreshment, and I’ve heard the cuisine aboard these pleasure cruisers is superb.’


‘Cuisine?’ She laughed throatily. ‘Then you shall have your choice. What’s your preference, blonde or brunette?’


‘Redhead, I think.’ Malinari leered. ‘There are bound to be a few among the fourteen hundred on board. But first there’s an arms locker we should see to – just a few small arms – in the purser’s cabin on the main deck. We should heave that overboard, I think. Our leeches have work enough with all our burns, without that they’re overtaxed healing bullet holes, too!’


‘I agree,’ she answered. ‘As for the rest – the passengers and crew – it won’t be long before they discover that the only safe places are on the open decks, out in the sunlight.’


‘Safe while it lasts,’ Malinari nodded thoughtfully. ‘And at least until tonight. By which time – if we’re assiduous in our work – we shall have a good many thralls to instruct, vampires in the making.’


As they left the radio room and made for the shattered door to the bridge deck, the radio operator came staggering in their wake. Malinari glanced at him, reminding him, ‘Now don’t let us down, will you? If in five minutes’ time this ship isn’t making headway, I’ll know where to come looking for an answer. Oh, and as for that rock I mentioned: the Aegean has plenty of them, as I’m sure you’re aware. So find one on your charts – the nearest one will do – and take us to it.’


He pointed at the telephone dangling over a varnished spoke of the wooden wheel where the Captain had let it fall. A second spoke supported the First Mate’s limp body; it was sunk deep in the socket of his right eye, having got stuck in his skull when Vavara had slammed him face down onto it. Hanging there like a wet towel, his blood had pooled around his knees and was still spreading.


But the phone was squawking like a tiny strangled chicken, making shrill enquiries. And: ‘Carry on, then.’ Malinari pushed the radio operator forward. ‘Do something – speak to whoever it is – tell lies and live. But remember, if you intend to survive this, don’t do or say anything too rash.’ And with a final monstrous smile, he followed after Vavara, out through the door and into hell.


Hell for the passengers and crew of the Evening Star, but to the Wamphyri a way of life and of undeath that they had kept mainly suppressed for far too long …
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THE SURVIVOR


Three days later …


Gunnery Commander John Argyle was thirty-eight years old, a good six foot, two inches tall, immaculate in lightweight warm-weather order, blue-eyed, blond, and crew-cut beneath his flat-topped naval officer’s cap … and plainly annoyed. As a man who had gone to sea at eighteen and climbed up through the ranks to his current position – in which he was a stickler for regulations and discipline in general – it was these despised ‘civilians’ or, in ratings’ below-decks parlance, ‘landlubbers’ who were the cause of his considerable displeasure.


More to the point, however, it was the fact that the Captain had seen fit to detail him as escort to this polyglot party of non-nautical and apparently seriously disturbed people. Only add to this their implied VIP status … it did nothing to curb Argyle’s feelings of resentment. For in his estimation – based on previous, mercifully infrequent contacts with such ‘VIPs’ – the abbreviation usually stood for Virtually Incompetent Plebs!


And as for this foursome …


… Well, what was one to make of them?


Three of them sun-browned and one pale as a ghost; three of them comparatively ‘old men’ and one little more than a girl or ‘young woman’ at best; three of them Caucasian and one as Chinese as they come – in his looks if not in his accent, which was ‘pure’ Eastender London – and all of them wont to converse with his or her fellows in a kind of double-talk as alien as Martian to the down-to-earth gunnery officer!


Argyle realized that he’d been scowling just a moment after the leader of his charges – a slightly overweight, broad-shouldered, somewhat lugubrious-looking man called Trask – gave him a much sharper sideways look and said, ‘Can’t we get in closer than this? I’d like to get down there, ‘alongside’ or whatever, and see if we can take a look in through the bridge’s windows.’ His voice over the headphones was tinny, but even so there was a definite bite to it.


The group of five was standing in the mid-section observation bay of a Royal Navy anti-submarine jet-copter, hooked up to a safety rail with the boarding door open. In front of them and below the oval door frame, the silvery curve of the streamlined starboard pontoon was plainly visible; to anyone suffering from vertigo, it would seem the ideal launching platform into oblivion! Trask and his colleagues had been in a great many far more dangerous places, however, and the height and frequently dizzying motion when the chopper manoeuvred were the least of their concerns.


‘We can indeed get down there and “alongside or whatever”,’ Argyle eventually answered. ‘In normal circumstances we’d even be able to land on her – God knows she’s big enough! But we’ve already tried that, remember? And if this really is a new variant strain of the plague …’ He let the sentence taper off, shrugged, and went on, ‘Well, it isn’t a good idea. It could be airborne, and this chopper’s fan is disturbing an awful lot of air. You don’t want to be breathing plague germs, do you?’


Now Trask looked at Argyle more closely, even penetratingly, and there was something in the older man’s keen green eyes, and in his frown, that warned the gunnery officer not to appear too defiant. But if Argyle couldn’t say it, he could at least think it:


Get in closer, my backside! What, to a fucking plague ship? What a fucking idiot! A Virtually Incompetent Pleb, indeed!


But even as Argyle smiled (albeit inwardly) at his own wit, again Trask’s eyes were flashing their singular warning. And:


‘So, you’re an expert in these matters, are you?’ He cocked his head a little on one side. ‘You know all about this plague, right?’


‘I know enough to stand well back from sudden death,’ said Argyle, stiffening at Trask’s dry tone, his deadpan expression. ‘I know that if it’s killed off an entire shipload of passengers and crew in the few days since the ship sailed from Cyprus – taking them all out before they could even tell us what was going on – and that if a chopper only has to touch down on the deck to cost the lives of a pilot, two aircrew, and the ship’s doctor—’


‘You know nothing!’ Trask snapped, cutting him off. ‘You’re merely guessing, and you’re being deliberately obstructive. You don’t much care for me and my people, and you think that you’re wasting your time with us. We’re sightseers – sensation-seekers, that’s all – and you’d much rather be back on Invincible in the officers’ mess with your shipmates than looking after a gaggle of dumb boffins. And as for us: since we can’t possibly achieve anything here, we’d do best to bugger off home and let the Navy handle things their own way … right?’


For a moment Argyle’s mouth fell open in astonishment. This sudden outburst – for all that it was mainly correct – seemed to confirm his original opinion. But since he was here to cater to these people, pander to their needs … he gritted his teeth and said, ‘Let me assure you, Mr Trask, that I’m only—’


‘Don’t you go “assuring” us of anything!’ The girl standing beside Trask spoke up, narrowing her eyes where she stared into Argyle’s face as intensely as Trask himself. ‘Mr Trask’s right: you’ve been thinking your nasty, pig-headed thoughts all along. You consider us high-powered, mentally impoverished bureaucrats or something: morbid thrill-seekers swanning around the Mediterranean, who’ll eventually report back to our bosses in Whitehall and make out we’ve actually done something. But at the end of the day it’ll be you who gets stuck with the job.’


Argyle frowned back at her, rubbed at his chin awhile, finally grinned wonderingly … and genuinely! Both Trask and the girl, they’d come pretty close. ‘Actually,’ he answered, ‘I was thinking you might be Lloyd’s underwriters or something. From Mr Trask’s expression, I would have guessed he was calculating his personal losses!’


Relaxing a little, Trask shook his head. ‘My future losses, possibly … and not just mine or Lloyd’s but the world’s. So let me straighten you out, Commander. We’re not the bureaucrats and utter assholes you might think we are. But this time around we are the experts. Yes, there was, and probably still is, a plague here, but it didn’t originate in China and it isn’t what you’ve been made to believe. In broad daylight like this – high noon, as it were – it can’t do us any harm. The only mistake the Navy made, which in the circumstances was pretty much understandable, even if it wasn’t what you’d been advised to do, was to send in that recce chopper in the twilight, after sundown.’


‘Would you care to explain?’ Argyle had begun to sense something of the other’s authority now. Just looking at this man he knew he wasn’t exaggerating, waffling, or just plain lying, yet at the same time he wasn’t saying too much, either. So what the hell was going on here? What was it all about? ‘You see, if you really want me to commit this aircraft, placing the pilot, your people and myself in danger, I really should know what—’


But again Trask cut him off. ‘No, you really shouldn’t! You see, Commander, even if I were to tell you, it’s doubtful you’d believe me – and I certainly wouldn’t blame you. But if or when you’ve seen something of it for yourself …’


‘Seeing is believing,’ said the girl. ‘Well, in most cases, anyway, where people aren’t quite so stiff-necked, locked into their own little worlds. But at least it’s encouraging that you are actually beginning to think now, and not just snarling away to yourself.’


The Commander gave a small start. For it was a fact that he had been ‘snarling away to himself’ – getting all hot under the collar – and it was also a fact that he was ‘actually beginning to think now’. Which made one too many times that Trask and the girl had seen through him. But right through him, to the core!


‘Who on earth are you people?’ Argyle stared at Trask, then at the girl – also at the tall pale man, and at the yellow one – and began to feel more than a little foolish as he tried to grin and frown at the same time, and only succeeded in blinking his confusion. The way they looked back at him (not in contempt, no, but rather, what, sympathetically?) made him feel very much cut down to size. So that again he felt prompted to inquire, ‘I mean, all I was told is that you’re E-Branch. So what does that make you? Mind-readers? Psychics or something?’


Or something, obviously.


For the girl only smiled and looked away; likewise her colleagues, the tall man and the small yellow man both, while Trask said, ‘Now maybe you’ll be so good as to have the pilot take us in closer? There’s no danger, Commander. Not as long as we don’t try to alight on this lady, and even then not until nightfall.’


The ‘lady’ Trask had referred to was a cruise ship that had beached herself on an unnamed island – or more properly a fang of sun-bleached rock – between the island of Ayios Evstratios, itself little more than a boulder, and the popular Greek island resort of Limnos ten miles to the north. Except E-Branch’s best bet was that she hadn’t simply run aground in some kind of accident but that she’d been wrecked deliberately, and it was just possible that the wreckers were still aboard. As for a mutating strain of the Asiatic bubonic plague: that was the cover story, certainly, but as Trask had stated it was a very different kind of plague that he and his party expected to find here. They had even dared hope (albeit remotely) that they might also discover its source here … and put an end to it forever.


‘What do you think, David?’ Trask asked the smallest of his colleagues after Argyle had ordered the pilot to take them down and in a little closer. ‘How does it look to you?’


‘Mindsmog,’ said the other at once, his voice taut as piano wire over the headsets. ‘The ship is full of it, stem to stern. This is where they escaped to, definitely. But I find it doubtful that they themselves are still here. It’s too thin. There’s no heavy presence or presences that I can detect, just a lot – a hell of a lot – of individual sources. Not that we can put a great deal of faith in that. For it was the same on Krassos for a while until we learned what we were doing wrong, or what they were doing right. Our “old friend” is good at shielding himself, while she … I don’t need to remind you what she can do! Still and all, I reckon they’ve moved on. They must surely have known they’d make one hell of a target sitting here. So I don’t think we need worry so much about them as what they’ve left behind.’


Trask offered a grim nod of agreement. ‘They’re on the run, and they’re all through with doing things quietly, covertly. We hit them in Australia, Krassos, London, and ruined their plans. Now they’re deliberately giving us work – leaving a trail, yes, but one of destruction – in the full knowledge that while we’re dealing with problems like this …’


‘… We can’t concentrate on tracking them,’ the yellow man, whom Argyle knew to be called David Chung, finished it for him. ‘Yes, that sounds about right …’


‘Liz?’ Trask glanced at the girl; and, totally bewildered by their double-talk, Argyle looked at her, too. Now that a little of his venom had been drawn, that wasn’t at all hard to do. Liz Merrick, as she’d been introduced to him when first the Commander met up with these people, was maybe five-seven and about as pert as a girl can get – as he’d found out the hard way. She’d be twenty-something; she was all curves, long-legged and willow-waisted, and when she smiled (she had actually smiled when they had been introduced, but that hadn’t lasted long) it was like a ray of bright light. Her green eyes were a very different shade from Trask’s – deep as a beer bottle, deep as the sea – but her stare could be equally unnerving. Her hair, black as night, and cut in a boyish bob, had the shine of natural good health to it … and Argyle suspected that if he had photographs of her in a swimsuit he could earn himself a month’s salary selling them to HMS Invincible’s crew! Come to think of it, it appeared that at least one member of the crew had already contrived to get to know her a little better; she was wearing ship’s fatigues three sizes too big for her that had never looked nearly this good on any sailor of Argyle’s acquaintance!


As he was thinking these things the chopper performed a jig in a small thermal, and for a moment the beached and apparently derelict pleasure cruiser sidestepped out of view. In that same moment Liz glanced at Argyle, and said, ‘That’s better. But now, if you’ll try to keep your mental observations low-key, this is one “Virtually Incompetent Pleb” who’s trying to concentrate.’


Argyle’s jaw fell open. Dumbfounded, he could only stare at her. But the shipwreck had swung back into view maybe a hundred feet below and a hundred yards away, and as Liz focused all of her attention on it her forehead had wrinkled into a deep frown of intense concentration. Taking one hand from the safety rail, she lightly touched her fingertips to her temple forward of her right ear—


—And in the next moment gasped and jerked back on her line as if she had been physically thrust backwards, rebounding when the nylon safety line reached full stretch!


Trask caught her arm – Chung, too – as she steadied herself and made a wild grab for the safety bar with her free hand. She couldn’t have fallen, anyway, but some kind of temporary disorientation had completely thrown her. And:


‘Liz?’ Trask said again, no longer her superior but more an anxious father figure now as he continued to support her. ‘Are you okay?’


She took a deep breath and tried a wan smile, but under her tan she was visibly paler, as if the blood had drained from her face. Argyle, believing he knew what this was, said, ‘It’s just motion sickness, very much akin to seasickness. I see plenty of it. She’s not used to the rhythm of the chopper, that’s all.’


Trask barely glanced at him, then spoke to Liz again. What was it? What did you get?’


‘People,’ she answered. ‘Hundreds of them – men, women, and children – all of them in shock, not knowing what’s happened to them but knowing enough not to come out on the decks in the sunlight. It’ll be “instinctive” by now; the filthy stuff in their blood will have done it to them. And the terrible craving: it’s already there!’ She offered a small, involuntary shudder. ‘It’s horrible, Ben … it makes your skin crawl! In the last twenty-four hours they’ve all of them infected each other. Now they’re hungry again. Soon they’ll separate into factions, and then … and then …’


‘I know,’ said Trask. ‘I know. A mini-bloodwar!’


And Argyle said, ‘Hungry? People on the ship? But you can’t possibly know that! And, anyway, you must be wrong. This is a big pleasure cruiser and the galley will be full of excellent food. It’s only been a few days, and if there’s still anyone alive on that vessel they’ll—’


‘—Most of them will still be “alive”,’ Trask told him. ‘If not as we understand life. And yes, they’d be perfectly capable of surviving on the ship’s food … except they’ll be driven to go for something more to their liking.’


Most of this had flown right over Argyle’s head. ‘Not as we understand life?’ He frowned. ‘I’m not sure I understand any of what you’re saying! You can only mean they’re incurable, better off dead.’


‘Something like that,’ Trask answered after a moment, sighing his resignation.


‘But—’ The Commander was plainly confused, very uncertain now, and feeling well out of his depth.


‘—But I want to get in a whole lot closer,’ Trask told him yet again. ‘And I do intend to look inside.’ He tapped a fingernail on a pair of binoculars slung around his neck. ‘Those huge panoramic windows in the bridge will do nicely.’


Standing in line, hooked up in their safety harnesses, from left to right the five were Argyle, Trask, Liz, Chung, and last but not least the tall, pale, almost cadaverous figure of a man called Ian Goodly. Now the latter spoke up. ‘We’ll have to sink her, Ben. According to the charts, this rock is only the tip of a steep-sided submarine mountain. If we were to send her to the bottom here, the abyss would finish it for us. In fact there is no “if” or “were” or “would” about it. Though I hate to have to say it, that’s how it’s going to be: the only way we can ensure that nothing of this ever, er, resurfaces.’


‘You’ve seen it?’ Trask said, sharply.


‘Oh, yes,’ said the other. ‘The ship-to-ship missiles going in, the explosions, the stem going up in the air, and the rapid slide backwards off those rocks.’


‘Sink her!?’ Now Argyle exploded. Finally he had had enough of this gobbledegook. ‘What? You’re talking about Invincible having to sink her? You must be out of your tiny minds, you people! This is an ultra-modern pleasure cruiser and even her lifeboats are worth millions! Just looking at her I’m sure she can be refloated, then sailed or towed away – that is, of course, after we’ve made sure she’s clean. But even if she’s too badly holed, still the salvage contract alone would be worth—’


‘—Nothing,’ said Trask. ‘Nothing is coming off that ship.’


‘You are fucking crazy!’ Argyle exploded again. ‘And if you don’t mind, next time I start a sentence I’d like to be able to finish it! I’m getting heartily sick of—’


‘Commander?’ the pilot’s voice sounded in his headphones.


‘Oh! … bloody hell! … Yes?’ Argyle snapped, still glowering his fury at the four.


‘The air-sea rescue chopper has spotted something starboard of the wreck,’ the pilot came back.


‘Something?’


‘Someone,’ the other specified. ‘A living someone, still on board and active. Do you want me to patch you through?’


‘Yes,’ said Argyle. ‘Of course. Patch us through. We may as well all hear what’s going on. Who knows? That way I might actually get to learn something, too!’


‘Roger,’ said the pilot. ‘And I’ll take us starboard of the wreck so you can see what’s happening.’


The air-sea rescue helicopter had accompanied them out from the carrier HMS Invincible where she lay at anchor like a small land mass in her own right on the horizon some five or six miles away. Starboard of the wreck, about the same distance away from her as Argyle, Trask and party were to port, now the big rescue chopper sat like a great hawk on the air, with the ripples from her down draught spreading out in choppy concentric circles on the surface of the dead-calm sea.


Along with its regular crew, the rescue chopper carried two other members of E-Branch’s contingent: a roguish, leathery old Gypsy by the name of Lardis Lidesci – possibly of Hungarian or Romanian descent, if Argyle was any judge of ethnic origins – and a young Englishman called Jake Cutter, who seemed to stand somewhat apart from the rest of the team, as if he wasn’t quite one of them. Like the others, he had a very definite ‘attitude’. But where theirs seemed intense beyond the demands of the situation, his was … different. Argyle had spoken to him on first meeting, and it had seemed to him that Cutter wasn’t all there; not meaning that he was in any way mentally deficient, but just that he appeared very much preoccupied despite that he tried to hide it. And, while the Commander had no way of knowing it, he’d hit the nail right on the head.


Preoccupied: to engross or fill the mind of (someone) or to dominate (someone’s) attention, thoughts, mind, etc., and so on. And therefore, from a defining viewpoint, Jake Cutter could be said to be very preoccupied. But, for the moment at least, he was concentrating … on what could be seen through his binoculars: that tiny human figure on the shielding collar – almost a small deck in its own right – that protected the upper deck from the hot stench of the ship’s slipstreamed ‘chimney’ array, a delta-shaped set of six massive exhaust flues high over the stern.


Right now, however, with the engines at a standstill, there were no exhaust fumes, and the small, lonely figure was leaning or propping itself up against an open service hatch in the foremost chimney, from which it had emerged only a few seconds ago. Jake could see now that it was a man, but he looked so tattered and dirty in grimy coveralls that at first it had been hard to tell. And he was looking up open-mouthed at the two helicopters in a kind of stunned disbelief. Or was he simply in shock?


‘Mr Cutter?’ (The pilot’s voice crackled in Jake’s headset, causing him to start.) ‘Mr Trask is asking to speak to you. I’m patching him through now.’


‘Roger,’ said Jake, as he leaned out a little from the open hatch to watch the anti-submarine jet-copter come whup-whupping through one hundred and eighty degrees to the starboard side of the wreck, giving it a wide berth. And in the next moment:


‘Jake?’ Ben Trask’s harsh, gravelly, unmistakable voice was sounding in his ears. ‘Where is he? Where’s this … survivor?’


‘Our side of the exhaust flues,’ Jake answered. ‘In fact, he just a moment ago climbed out of one! You should be able to see him by now. He looks done in.’


‘Yes, we see him,’ said Trask. ‘But done in by what? By his experience, or by the sunlight?’


‘Doesn’t look like he’s shrinking from the sun to me,’ Jake answered. ‘He’s just shrinking, on the point of collapse. Maybe you should let Liz take a look at him.’


‘Wait,’ said Trask. And a few seconds later: ‘She says he’s in shock. He’s almost a blank in there, his mind shot to pieces. So he probably is a survivor!’


‘I can go down on their rescue gear and get him off there,’ Jake suggested. ‘Or I could do it my way and get him off faster still.’


‘No!’ Trask answered at once. ‘Keep the Continuum as a last resort. Send down the gear by all means, yes, but if he’s going to make it off that ship it will have to be under his own steam. You see that chopper standing idle on the promenade deck?’


‘I know, I know,’ said Jake. ‘That’s what happened the last time someone landed on her. They stayed landed.’


‘Right,’ said Trask grimly, and Jake sensed his nod. ‘So we won’t be making the same mistake. If this one really wants off, he gets off on his own. By the time you’ve reeled him in, Lardis will know if he’s okay or not. If he is okay, then it’s a lucky break – not only for him but also for us. And if he isn’t okay, well, Lardis will be able to handle that, too. It’s one hell of a drop back down to the deck or onto those rocks. Either way it won’t make too much difference.’


‘Ben,’ said Jake, ‘you know this is a rescue chopper, don’t you? I mean, the crew heard what you said just then, and if you were the captain I suspect you’d have a mutiny on your hands!’


‘Yes, I know it’s a rescue chopper!’ Trask answered. ‘And I also know what we could be dealing with here, as do you. So for now, just you get that gear down to him and then we’ll see what we’ll see. And meanwhile, Commander Argyle and I will be taking a shot at looking in through the panoramic windows at the sharp end … that’s the bridge, to you.’


‘Roger and out,’ said Jake, sourly.


‘That boss of yours,’ one of the rescue crew asked Jake, after the pilot had reverted to an on-board frequency. ‘What is he? Some kind of monster?’


‘Anyone who doesn’t know Trask or his work,’ Jake answered, ‘might easily make that mistake. But no, he isn’t a monster. He does know an awful lot about monsters, though. Don’t ask me to explain more than that because I can’t.’


‘And don’t ask us to lower the gear,’ said the other. ‘It’s our job, sure, and God knows we’d like to get that guy off. But if he’s a carrier …’ His shrug was by no means callous; on the contrary, if anything it was helpless. ‘Commander Argyle is the only one who can give that kind of order.’


Jake looked at him. The sailor was a young petty officer, a fresh-faced twenty-two-year-old with fair hair and freckles. He was also an expert at his job, and he knew the rules. Only this time he was torn two ways, between knowing what he’d like to do and knowing (or believing he knew) the dangers inherent in that course of action. It was the difference between his training – his duty and natural instinct to save life – and the knowledge that the life he wanted to save might be a plague-bearer, someone who carried the seeds of death. And that was a feeling that Jake understood only too well.


‘No sweat,’ he said. ‘So we’ll simply sit tight here – me, you, and your mates – and wait for the order from your Commander Argyle. I understand your position, but the order will come, I can promise you that. So even if we can’t lower the gear now, still we should have it ready.’


‘It’s already ready!’ said the other, scathingly. ‘On a job like this and once we’re airborne, it’s always ready.’


‘Whoa!’ said Jake, ruefully. ‘What would I know? I’m just a civilian, right?’


The rescue team was made up of three petty officers, and as far as they were concerned, Jake Cutter and Lardis Lidesci were precisely that: ‘just civilians’, alleged ‘experts’ who’d doubtless get in the way at their earliest opportunity. As for their boss – this Trask bloke and Co. on the anti-sub hunter-killer – well, Gunnery Commander Argyle would sort them out, for sure!


The three glanced at each other where they sat hooked up in their safety rigs, then looked again at Cutter and his Gypsyish companion. And even though Jake wasn’t a telepath – not in the fullest sense of the word – still it wasn’t hard to guess what they were thinking:


If this was what experts in tropical diseases were supposed to look like … well, it had them beat all to hell!


Jake was wearing a shirt, a flying jacket, jeans and cowboy boots; in fact, he looked something of a ‘cowboy’ to the crew of the air-sea rescue chopper. Long-legged, he had narrow hips and a small backside, but the rest of him wasn’t small. He was well over six foot tall – maybe six-four, if you included the heels of those boots – and had long arms to match his legs. His eyes were chestnut brown; likewise his hair, which he wore swept back and braided into a pigtail. His hair wasn’t all brown, however, but had contrasting, even startling shocks of white at the temples: this was a recent thing, a change that had taken place in him almost overnight. His face was lean and hollow-cheeked, and he looked like a week of HMS Invincible’s meals wouldn’t do him any harm … but on the other hand the extra weight would certainly slow him down; and Jake Cutter looked fast. His lips were thin (some might even say cruel) and when he smiled it was hard to make out if there was any real humour in it. His jaw was angular and thinly scarred on the left side, and his nose had been broken high on the bridge so that it hung like a sheer cliff – like the straight strong nose of a Native American – instead of projecting. But despite his lean and hungry look, Jake’s shoulders were broad, his chest deep, and there was more than enough of strength in him, both physical and psychological. Indeed, his mental powers bordered on the metaphysical, occasionally crossing those borders into realms that other men had never dreamed of visiting and certainly wouldn’t care to.


As for Jake’s companion:


The Old Lidesci was short, barrel-bodied, and almost simian in the great length of his arms. His lank hair, once jet black, was greying now and in places turning white; it framed a leathery, weather-beaten face with a flattened, suspicious nose that sat uncomfortably over a mouth that was missing too many teeth. As for the ones that he’d kept: they were uneven and as stained as old ivory. But under shaggy and expressive eyebrows Lardis’s dark brown watchful eyes glittered his mind’s agility and defied the ever-encroaching infirmities of his body.


And if Jake had seemed a little cowboyish in boots, jeans, and his deliberately contrived casual manner, then what was the rescue helicopter’s crew supposed to make of Lardis? The Lidesci’s mode of dress was outlandish, like a cross between that of a frontiersman out of the Old West and a European Gypsy of that same era! It was all greens, browns, and greys; all tassels and tiny silver bells that jingled when he moved, so that the overall impression was that of a total outdoorsman, a fighting man, and a wanderer in endless woodlands. As if to verify all that: in a cutaway sheath under his left arm, Lardis carried a wicked-looking, razor-sharp machete, its time-blackened ironwood grip etched with several rows of notches …


While the crew had been spending a little time wondering about Jake and Lardis, Commander Argyle and the larger E-branch contingent aboard the hunter-killer had descended to within thirty feet of the stem of the stranded vessel and were looking through binoculars into the spacious bridge. For perhaps thirty seconds Jake watched the jet-copter hovering there, fanning the air over the stricken ship. But then, as the aircraft suddenly gained altitude, performing a slow spiral up and outward, Trask’s voice was again patched through to the rescue chopper. And if anything it was harsher than ever:


‘Where’s that rescue tackle? I want you to get that man off there, and I do mean right now!’


‘Fine,’ Jake sent back, ‘but the crew needs Argyle’s say-so on that.’


Ten seconds ticked by, and then Commander Argyle’s voice – stuttering and quite obviously shocked – said, ‘G-g-get him off there. Get that man off that b-bloody ship, and be bloody quick about it! But listen in: no matter how long it takes, no one is to go down there! He has to make it on his own.’


And once again Trask, saying, ‘Jake, the same rules are in force. If he isn’t what he would seem to be, let Lardis handle it his way. Is that understood?’


‘Only too well,’ said Jake. ‘Over and out …’
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THE TROUBLE WITH HARRY


Down below, on the shielding collar of the exhaust array, the rescue bucket had swung to and fro in front of the survivor’s face half a dozen times without him seeming to notice it. But as it finally collided with him, almost sending him sprawling, he appeared to wake up. Then, looking up at the chopper sixty feet overhead, and fending off the bucket and harness as once again it made a swing at him, he reached up an imploring hand, blinked his eyes, and seemed to be trying to say something.


The winchman directed the pilot on his headset: ‘Take her down just a few more feet. Good! Now hold it steady – hold it right there!’ And as the gear clattered down and skittered on the collar, jerking this way and that immediately in front of the survivor, a second petty officer with a loud hailer called down:


‘Don’t try to grab the bucket or it may haul you off your feet. Just sit yourself in it – your whole body weight – and adjust the harness straps. Then try to sit back and hang on to the chains. That’ll help you feel secure. And don’t worry, we won’t let you fall.’


The ‘bucket’ was more like one of those aerial chairs that children ride at fairgrounds. Suspended from four leather-sheathed chains, it had a back and sides but no legs. A webbing harness was fitted to the interior, with a safety belt dangling loose. And like an aerial chair, even a child could see how to use it … or should have been able to. But the man below was in shock.


As the bucket danced in front of him – now bouncing on the collar, now twitching to knee height, finally swinging out and away from him – he took a dazed, stumbling step toward it and tried to grab at it. After that … it was only sheer good fortune that saved him; one more staggering step would have taken him to the rim of the collar some twenty feet above the bridge deck, and the rescue tackle might easily have dragged him over the edge. But as it happened the chair spun around him, struck him behind the knees, and scooped him up.


And slumped in the bucket, with his arms and legs dangling loose – and likewise the straps of the harness, which he hadn’t fastened – he was winched toward safety, or to what would have been safety in any normal or routine rescue situation. But even as the gears wound him in and he flopped there, with his vacant eyes staring up at his rescuers from a pale, dirty, slack-jawed face, so Trask’s harsh, apparently emotionless voice was in the crew’s ears, telling them:


‘From now on you do exactly as Jake Cutter and the Old Lidesci tell you to do. They are acting on my orders, on authority conveyed to me by your Gunnery Commander Argyle. The man you’re bringing up from that ship may or may not be infected with this … this terrible disease. But the old man called Lardis is the world’s foremost expert in such things and he will know. In any event his decision – and whatever action he takes – has my full backing. Anyone attempting to interfere will not only be liable to severe disciplinary action, he may well be placing the lives of your entire crew in jeopardy!’


The rescue crew’s members glanced at each other but made no comment, and the bucket came up within reach of the hatch. Then Lardis yelled across to the man in the bucket: ‘You, I want you to give me your hand. Reach out and give it now!’ He leaned out of the hatch on his safety strap and offered a gnarled, purple-veined left hand to the survivor. The fingers of that hand were heavy with rings of purest silver.


The man in the bucket looked at Lardis, then at his hand. A flicker of vague recognition passed over his face, and his lips formed the word, ‘Szgany!’ But still his arms continued to hang loose in the down draught, and in another moment his eyes had gone vacant again.


Lardis glanced at the three petty officers. ‘Swing him in a little, but carefully.’ And to Jake: ‘In the event he makes any sudden move – tries to jump aboard – you know what to do.’


Nodding his understanding, Jake took out a specially modified 9mm Browning automatic from an inside pocket of his flying jacket and cocked it – at which the fair-haired, freckled petty officer gasped and said, ‘What the fuck … !?’


‘Just do as Lardis said,’ Jake told him, aiming his weapon directly between the eyes of the man in the bucket. And without further protest (for the time being at least), and beginning to understand just how serious this business was beyond any normal course of duty, the winchman swung the pulley arm in toward the hatch.


In that selfsame moment the survivor moved! He grabbed hold of the Old Lidesci’s hand (but so suddenly that Jake almost shot him), gave a wild inarticulate cry, and babbled something that to Jake sounded utterly unintelligible.


‘What did he say?’ said Jake anxiously. ‘What did he say?’


‘He called me “father”,’ Lardis grunted. ‘Said he’d cried out to me and was glad that I’d answered his call. Very complimentary! He doesn’t seem to be afraid of silver, either. But we’re not finished yet.’


Using his free hand, he took out a small aerosol dispenser that he passed to Jake. And, drawing his machete, he said, ‘He has my hand, this one, but if he should squeeze it too hard – perhaps with a fiend’s strength – then I shall have his!’


Jake leaned out a little on his line; showed the dispenser to the man in the bucket, and said, ‘This shouldn’t do you any harm. Close your eyes and don’t breathe for a moment.’


Continuing to cling to Lardis’s hand, the man looked to him for reassurance. ‘Do as he says,’ Lardis told him. And dangling there on thin air, the survivor closed his eyes.


Jake sprayed him in the face, a full burst of two or three seconds … and nothing happened. But the rescue crew wrinkled their noses and again looked at each other. What, garlic? Well, something that smelled like garlic, anyway.


The man in the bucket opened his eyes, took a deep breath, didn’t seem at all affected.


And Lardis said, ‘Now the acid test. Except it isn’t acid, but blood!’ And without pause he slid the razor-sharp blade of his weapon lightly over the back of his own wrist. And showing the survivor what he’d done – the slow drip of his blood into the abyss – he said:


‘No, I’m not your father. But I readily understand why you would cry out to him. So perhaps we can be brothers, you and I? Perhaps we already are, of a sort. “Szgany,” you called me. Aye, and you’re right. So what do you say? Can we be blood brothers, my friend from this world’s so-called “old” country, and doubtless from a long line of Szgany forefathers?’


The other said nothing, simply watched as Jake sprayed the blade of Lardis’s machete … before it descended to the survivor’s wrist and cut a thin red line there!


And the freckled petty officer burst out, ‘Now what kind of fucking voodoo barbarism is this!?’ Reaching past Jake, he made to grab at Lardis … and felt the barrel of Jake’s gun digging into his ribs. And:


‘Let it be!’ Jake warned him through clenched teeth. ‘What? Didn’t you hear what Trask said? Man, you’re under orders.’


‘But … but this is just a very frightened man!’ The crewman protested, drawing back.


‘Just a man, aye,’ Lardis agreed, with a curt nod. ‘Only a man – but a damned lucky one!’ And, as he sheathed his machete: ‘You can bring him in now.’


Meanwhile the survivor had done absolutely nothing. He continued to sit there, looking unemotionally at his wrist without really seeing anything. And if that could be called a reaction, it was his only one.


They swung the rescue tackle in, secured it and closed the hatch, then gentled the rescued man out of the tangle of chains and webbing. He immediately toppled into Lardis’s arms, and the old man fell back with him onto the crew’s padded bench and sat there, cradling him.


‘We have him,’ Jake told Trask on his headset. ‘He seems to be okay.’


‘Has he said anything?’ Trask’s voice had lost something of its sharp edge.


‘Said anything?’ Jake answered. ‘Hell no, nothing I could understand. Just looking at him, I’d say he still doesn’t believe he’s alive!’


‘Well, don’t let him say anything,’ Trask said. ‘Don’t even ask him anything, not until we’re back aboard Invincible and we can talk to him in private.’


‘Roger that,’ said Jake. And to Lardis: ‘Is he okay?’


‘Oh, yes,’ the old man answered, wonderingly. ‘In fact, he’s already asleep!’


‘Probably for the first time in three days,’ said Jake.


‘Probably, aye,’ Lardis replied gruffly. ‘And certainly for the first time in three long nights …’


Aboard the aircraft carrier Invincible, Trask’s contingent had bunks next to a large stateroom used for ship’s orders groups. They also had use of the stateroom, which was where the medics saw to the survivor.


On landing, however, Trask had been called to see the Captain. Which meant that he arrived at the stateroom some fifteen minutes later. Briefly looking inside and on seeing the medics, he called his people out into the cramped privacy of the corridor, all except. Lardis who stayed with the survivor.


And Trask was plainly bitter as he told his colleagues, ‘We have to go back to the Evening Star.’


‘We what?’ said Liz, very obviously concerned. ‘Are you saying I missed someone else? Ben, I can’t see how that’s possible. Okay, I know I overlooked the survivor, but in all that horror, confusion, and mindsmog … I mean, he was just one small human mind – that’s if you can call that crawling void a mind! But I swear that while he was being rescued I scanned the entire ship stem to stern, and—’


‘—This has nothing to do with survivors.’ Trask shook his head, cutting her off. ‘It’s a safe bet that there aren’t going to be any more of those. But the Captain’s had “a request” from our Minister Responsible, which of course was relayed to Invincible through the Admiralty. And the Admiralty, not being quite as “diplomatic” as our Old Man, has made it an order.’


‘We’ve been ordered back to that ship?’ Goodly spoke up in his typically high-pitched, piping voice. ‘But why? The ship’s doomed, Ben. I’ve already seen it going down. It will happen!’


‘I know,’ said Trask. ‘And we’ve got to ensure we’re not on board when it does! But that’s not the worst of it.’


‘So what is the worst of it?’ said David Chung, nervously.


Scowling, Trask leaned back against a bulkhead, scratched his forehead, and said, ‘As if we haven’t enough on our hands, now there’s this.’ And then, resignedly: ‘People, it seems that someone in high places – someone who should have known better, if not our Minister Responsible then maybe one of his superiors, possibly the Prime Minister himself – has let something of what we did on Krassos and what we’re trying to doing on HMS Invincible slip. That would be bad enough, but it seems it’s slipped all the way to some high-profile boffin at Porton Down.’


‘Porton Down?’ Liz frowned – then opened her eyes wide and gasped. She was plainly shocked.


Jake glanced from face to face and saw the same expression on all of them. ‘What?’ he said. ‘Porton Down? Isn’t that some kind of – I don’t know – some kind of research establishment where they mess about with … with … ?’ But there he paused, for he’d suddenly remembered what they messed about with.


Trask nodded his bleak corroboration. ‘Yes, I suppose it’s accurate to say they “mess about” down there in Wiltshire, for certainly they handle some of the messiest stuff on this small planet. We’re talking about the Porton Down Centre for Applied Microbiology and Research. And that same person in high places – the bloody idiot – has agreed with them that we should get them a sample!’


‘A sample?’ David Chung had backed off a pace. ‘A sample of what? Don’t tell me they—’


‘But I am telling you,’ Trask answered. ‘And it’s not only a sample they want but preferably a live one! Oh, if it was up to me Ian’s Cruise missiles would be on their way right now – and the Evening Star on her way, straight to the bottom! But now that the Admiralty’s involved it’s no longer up to me. If we don’t go in – and I do have the right to refuse, as the message makes plain – then the Navy will do the job their way. But do you think I’m going to allow that to happen?’


‘Not a snowball’s chance in hell,’ said Jake, fully in the picture now. ‘The idea of a thing like that getting loose on a ship of war like Invincible … it doesn’t bear thinking about. There’s more sheer destructive firepower on this ship than was used in both world wars!’


‘That’s right,’ said Trask. ‘And a lot more than enough to start World War Three! So since we’re the only ones who really understand what we’re up against—’


‘We’re going in,’ said Liz, with a small shudder.


‘But not you,’ said Trask. ‘Not this time.’


‘But—’ she began to protest.


‘No buts about it.’ Again, Trask shook his head determinedly. ‘You put ten years on me when Vavara got hold of you on Krassos, and frankly I’ve no years left to spare. Anyway, this won’t be like anything we’ve ever done before. On the Australian job, most of those vampires we tackled had Wamphyri or lieutenant overseers. They knew what they were doing. Likewise on Krassos. This time, the poor creatures we’ll be dealing with are barely thralls … not even that, for only three days ago they were people holidaying in the Med. Now they’re undead in the Med, and the ones who changed them are no longer here to offer them any kind of guidance. So if we should be attacked en masse—’


‘It will be a slaughter,’ said Jake. ‘And it’ll be us doing the slaughtering. We’ll be armed, and they won’t be. We’ll know what we’re about, and they’ll still be coming to terms with the unknown, the utterly horrific.’


But Liz shook her head. ‘They know what they are,’ she said ‘Oh, they’re confused for now, terrified as yet … but they do know. And that hideous hunger is growing in them. Down there in the dark, in the bowels of that ship – all eight decks – we’ll look like so much fresh meat to them.’


‘Except slaughter isn’t our job,’ said Trask, ‘and we won’t be doing it or having it done to us. Nor will we be going below decks. Not too far below, anyway. Our job is to get a sample – just one – and once we’ve got it and we’re out of there, we’ll call in Ian’s missiles. That will be the slaughter.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t call them “my” missiles,’ said Goodly. ‘I can’t help what I saw, can’t stop what will be.’ And:


‘My God … all those people!’ Chung shook his head, looked small and pale and sick.


And Jake said, ‘Am I missing something here? I thought we’d already agreed that we won’t do it, that we simply can’t afford to bring something like that out of there?’


‘Nothing living,’ said Trask. ‘When we’re in the air again, we’ll tell them we have a sample and they can sink the ship. By the time they find out the sample isn’t alive it’ll be too late to do anything about it.’


‘A dead sample?’ said Liz.


‘An undead one, yes.’ Trask stared at her. ‘They want infected blood, flesh, brain tissue. That’s why they’re asking for – Jesus! – an entire “specimen”. A person, for God’s sake! But we won’t let them have one. Oh, they’ll get what they want, but it won’t be walking on two legs, and it definitely won’t be thinking, calculating, and just waiting for its first opportunity.’


‘Flesh, blood, brain tissue?’ Jake frowned and continued to look puzzled.


But Trask only glanced at him and said, ‘No need to concern yourself. It’ll be more work for Lardis. For where that kind of thing is concerned, the Old Lidesci really is the world’s foremost expert. And not only on this world …’


They had been scheduled to go in that evening well before dark. It would have been sooner, but Trask’s one stipulation had been that he had to be allowed to speak to the survivor first. Invincible’s medics, however, had temporarily sedated that one in the hope that sleep would be conducive to recovery. Used to dealing with physical rather than mental trauma – and lacking the guidance of the vessel’s chief medical officer, assumed dead on the Star – they believed that sleep, a universal panacea, would be equally effective here. Perhaps it would be, but meanwhile their patient would be out for the next three or four hours.


After the E-Branch members had talked through and finalized details for the coming mission, Goodly and Chung returned to the stateroom. Trask took Liz and Jake aside to talk to them in private.


‘Things seem to be coming to the boil far more quickly than we expected,’ he said. ‘And it really does appear that Malinari and Vavara have thrown caution to the winds. As for Lord Szwart: well, we don’t know about him; we can’t say for sure whether he was trapped and died below when you destroyed that temple under London—’ he glanced at Jake, for once appreciatively, ungrudgingly ‘—or whether he escaped. But we do know that these creatures are tenacious beyond any other species. The other two … well, obviously they’re undead and well and until recently were living on that cruise ship. Or rather, on its passengers.’


‘Both of them?’ said Jake. ‘Look, I may not be as quick on the uptake as you people, but how can we be sure it wasn’t just one of them?’


‘Because when we returned to England,’ Trask told him, ‘our good friend Manolis Papastamos remained on Krassos with his men to prepare the way for our follow-up team. On the other side of the Palataki promontory, in a bight under the cliffs, they found evidence that suggested a boat had been kept there. There was a tunnel leading back into that labyrinth under the Little Palace, too. That was where Vavara was going when we forced her car off the road and into the sea not far from Palataki. The assumption has to be that she swam the rest of the way, or maybe clambered along the base of the sheer cliffs.’ He shrugged and added, ‘No easy task, not even for a strong man. But there you go … Vavara is Wamphyri, after all.’


‘And Malinari?’ said Jake.


‘Ian Goodly had a close encounter with him under Palataki,’ said Trask, ‘so we know he was definitely there. That was just before the fireworks. But the point is, if Ian had time to get out of there and climb to the surface before the dynamite blew that place to hell—’


‘—Then so did Malinari,’ Jake finished it for him.


‘Correct,’ Trask nodded. ‘And since he didn’t emerge on the surface—’


‘—It looks like he made his way to that cave and escaped by boat.’


‘Along with Vavara, yes,’ said Trask. ‘Let’s face it, Wamphyri or not, it would be damned difficult for just one of these creatures to take over a ship as big as the Evening Star. But both of them together … Nephran Malinari, with his powers of mentalism, and Vavara with her mass hypnotism? They could do it, all right. And they did. And when they met with resistance, with someone, or something, or some situation they couldn’t control—’


‘—Then they resorted to mindless violence,’ said Liz. ‘And there’s nothing so violent as a Great Vampire.’


‘As witness the mess they made of that bridge,’ said Trask, grimly. ‘I feel sort of sorry for Commander Argyle. He was just a bit too full of himself … until he saw that bridge. It’s as you told him, Liz: seeing is believing. Now he’s on our side. I heard him advise the Captain to give us carte blanche, but that was before the Admiralty entered the picture – or should we say before Porton Down came in on it.’


‘This Porton Down,’ said Jake. ‘I mean, how is it an outfit like that has so much clout?’


‘But that’s where they found the answer to HIV,’ Trask told him. ‘It’s also where they brewed up the antidote to the plague out of China, the new Asiatic Bubonic. Hell, they do good work! So maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe we should have thought earlier to open this thing up, ask for outside help. Maybe our Minister Responsible – or whoever it was who let the cat out of the bag – has done the right thing after all. I just don’t know.’


‘God, I’d certainly like to think so!’ said Liz, with feeling. ‘You’d think we’d be hardened to it by now, but I for one never will be. Frankly, I’d far rather squirt aerosols or fire drugged darts than shoot silver bullets!’


‘You and me both,’ Jake agreed. ‘Surely anyone would rather cure than kill.’


‘Do you really think so?’ said Trask, looking morose again. ‘Perhaps you’d like to mention it to the Wamphyri. Huh! That’ll be the day!’ And then, changing the subject:


‘But that isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about. That’s something else, and it really can’t wait. It’s waited too long already. I don’t know, maybe it’s this Porton Down thing that’s brought it back into focus, but it is important that we keep it there.’


‘What’s bothering you?’ said Jake.


‘Actually, you are!’ Trask answered. But then he managed to grin, however sardonically. ‘No, I don’t mean in the old way – and yet, yes – perhaps in the old way, too. Okay, I’ll explain. You were down there under London with Szwart and Millie, and—’


‘—And we haven’t been checked out since,’ Jake cut in. ‘Is that it? You’re worried we might have been infected?’ His voice was suddenly wary, thoughtful; likewise his narrow-eyed expression. And Trask couldn’t help but think how much he looked like the Necroscope Harry Keogh. In another moment it had passed and he was just Jake again, except ‘just’ didn’t do it justice. For of course Jake, too, was a Necroscope. And in this world he was the Necroscope, the only one.


Trask shook his head. ‘I’m worried that the longer we leave it the less I like it,’ he said. ‘Jake, I owe you more than any man should owe anyone, and no way can I ever repay you. But you have to understand that my concerns, my duties, go much farther than personal debts, loyalties and friendships. I am concerned, yes – for you, and for Liz, your partner; for the Branch, too, and all the good people in it – but mainly for humanity. Maybe I’ve been caught up in this game for too long, I can’t say, but at least I’ve learned a few half-decent tricks. In my time with E-Branch … lord, I’ve seen some bad shit! So far I’ve managed to step clear, and that’s what I’m trying to do now. That’s all I’m trying to do now.’


‘Hold on,’ said Jake. ‘It seems to me you’ve missed someone out of these “concerns” of yours. I’m talking about Millie. She was down there under London with Szwart a lot longer than I was. So if you’re worried that maybe I’m a little more than I should be – and if that’s the case, personally I know nothing about it – then I’d suggest you stop worrying about me and check Millie out first!’


A cruel thing to say, perhaps. Harsh words: but as he spoke them Jake deliberately held Trask’s gaze, staring directly into his deep green eyes. And Ben Trask – being what he was, a human lie-detector – knew that Jake spoke only the truth and straight from the heart. If anything had got into Jake in that forgotten Roman temple deep under London, he honestly wasn’t aware of it. But, on the other hand, only four days had passed since then, and weird things had a habit of getting into Jake Cutter.


As for Millie Cleary, the newly discovered love of Trask’s life: ‘Millie is being checked out right now,’ he said. ‘That’s why she’s not with us. It was my excuse to keep her out of this … that she required extra decontamination and a complete physical. Not that I really needed an excuse – Millie was in a hell of a state when you brought her up out of there. You, however – as you just a moment ago demonstrated – seem in fine fettle. At least, you think so. And, anyway, I needed you out here with us.’


‘So let’s get to it,’ said Jake. ‘What is it you require of me? What’s the bottom line? What do you want me to do?’


‘Nothing much,’ Trask shrugged, perhaps a little uncomfortably. ‘Just that as soon as we’re done here and back in London, you let us treat you the same as Millie: let us put you through a one hundred per cent decontamination programme, a full medical check-up, and … and …’ But there he paused.


‘And?’ said Jake, thinking Here it comes!


‘And that you give us your fullest assistance in trying to help you with … with your other problem, the one you told me about on our way out here.’


Oh, ha-haaaa! He’s talking about meeee! A loathsome deadspeak voice chuckled in Jake’s head. This idiot believes that he can erase, remove, or otherwise dispose of me, as if I were some kind of mental disorder. Well, I’m not, and he can’t! And telling him about me was a great error. These so-called ‘psychiatrists’ you told me about can only do you enormous harm. Aye, for as you very well know, Jake Cutter, I’m no figment of your imagination – no alter ego, no Mr Hyde playing to your Doctor Jekyll – but as real and as valid as you are. The only difference being that, while you’re alive, I’m dead!


‘But very much alive in me,’ said Jake. ‘And I really don’t want or need you! And incidentally, I note you’ve accumulated a pretty good knowledge and understanding of this stuff: figments of imagination, alter egos, Jekylls and Hydes, et cetera.’


All from your reading materials, Korath answered. This, er, sudden ‘penchant’ of yours for psychology – especially schizophrenia and the like. Hah! And you’ve never once suspected that I was ‘reading over your shoulder,’ as it were. For the fact is that until I speak to you, you simply don’t know I’m there, you don’t know if I’m awake or sleeping. But in any case there’s no way round it. I’m here in your head whether you like it or not, Jake Cutter, and neither your Mr Trask nor all his psychiatric specialists put together can ever change that. Oh, ha-ha-ha!


‘Bastard!’ Jake muttered darkly, as Korath retreated. And:


‘Him again?’ Liz inquired, quietly.


‘Him!’ Jake growled. ‘Korath-once-Mindsthrall. And believe me, I want rid of him just as much as you do … well, short of prefrontal lobotomy, that is!’


Trask shook his head. ‘That doesn’t come into it,’ he said. ‘Don’t even think of it. We wouldn’t subject you to anything of that sort. But if we can find a way to shift this … this personal demon of yours—’


‘He says you can’t,’ said Jake. ‘And he makes a very valid point. He isn’t something I just dreamed up. He’s no figment of my own imagination. He was a lieutenant of the Wamphyri, one of Malinari’s creatures, and he was almost ready to ascend. That’s probably why Malinari wanted rid of him and rammed him headlong into that pipe under the Romanian refuge. Christ, what a way to die! But Harry Keogh and I, we talked to him there, and learned the histories of the Wamphyri … well, of Vavara and Malinari, anyway.’


‘But that was a mistake,’ Trask nodded. ‘For even dead vampires are dangerous to such as you.’


‘That’s right,’ said Jake, ruefully. ‘When they’re alive – or undead, if you prefer – you can’t have physical contact with them. They radiate corruption like some kind of ultimate contaminant, like plutonium, so that even their presence is poisonous. And when they’re dead, you daren’t even talk to them.’


‘I couldn’t, anyway,’ said Trask wonderingly, as always at a loss in this kind of conversation, still unable to fully accept the concept of a Necroscope.
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