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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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NECROSCOPE: INVADERS

(A RÉSUMÉ)

Harry Keogh, the first Necroscope, is gone, his essence splintered, dispersed, and shards of his metaphysical mind dispatched into the darker corners of the myriad Universes of Light. Thus, to all intents and purposes, he is dead.

Death: the cessation of life. The absence of life, and the End of Being. Or at least, the living have always deemed it so. But as the Necroscope above all others (except perhaps the dead themselves) was aware, death isn’t like that. Mind goes on.

For how may any great poet, scientist, artist, or architect simply dissolve to nothing? His body may quit, but his spirit – his mind – will go on, and what he pursued in life he will continue to pursue in death.

Great paintings are planned, and landscapes scanned in the dead mind’s eye, and never a brush applied to canvas. Magnificent cities rear, and ocean-spanning roadways circle the planet, but they are only the dreams of their dead architects. Songs as sweet and sweeter than anything devised by Solomon in his lifetime are known to the teeming dead, which can never be known to the living; for he sang the ones we know more than two thousand years ago, and time has improved him.

But here a seeming contradiction: if death is such an empty, silent place, how then all the singing, painting, building? How do the dead go on?

To questions such as this there was no answer until there was the Necroscope: a man who could look into the graves of men and into their dead minds. And through him – only through Harry Keogh – the dead were enabled. He taught them deadspeak, how to converse with one another, and joined them up across the world; he brought sons and daughters to long-lost mothers and fathers, reunited old friends, resolved old doubts and arguments and reinspired the brilliance of great minds guttering low. And without ever intending it – scarcely realizing what was happening – he became a lone candle flickering in the long night of the dead. And they basked in his warmth and loved him for it.

But as much as Harry Keogh gave the dead, just so much and more he received. From his mother, who in life had been a psychic medium, the germ of that metaphysical skill from which his greater abilities derived. From August Ferdinand Möbius, a long-dead mathematician and astronomer, knowledge and mastery of the Möbius Continuum, an undimensioned place (for want of a better description) parallel with all time and space. And from Faethor Ferenczy, the history of a vampire world and its undead inhabitants, some of which -much like Faethor himself – had from time to time found their way into our world. But it should be stated that this latter knowledge was obtained more out of the extinct vampire’s longing for life than his love of the Necroscope …

And from that time on – from Harry’s discovery of vampires in our world, to the time of his “death” in Starside -the Necroscope was dedicated to their destruction. For he knew that if the terrible Lords and Ladies of the Wamphyri weren’t put down, then that they must surely enslave mankind.

But in the end – himself a vampire and fighting the Thing within him to his last breath – even Harry gave in, “died,” and was no more. Oh, really …?

But for every rule there has to be an exception, and Harry Keogh, Necroscope, was – he is – the exception to the rule of negative interaction between the Great Majority and the living. For in life he was the master of the Möbius Continuum, and used it to pursue vampires. So that now, in death …?

Harry Keogh was not alone in his lifelong war against the Wamphyri. Recruited into E-Branch as a youth, he had the backing of that most secret of secret organizations almost to the end. And even when Harry was himself no longer entirely human, still Ben Trask, the Head of E-Branch, was his friend. It was Trask, the human lie detector, who saw the “truth” of Harry: that he would never turn on his own kind; but still, best to take no chances, and Trask had been tasked to hound him from Earth.

Nevertheless, when at last the Necroscope returned to Sunside/Starside, to fight his last great battle there, he went of his own accord and not because he was driven out.

And it was Ben Trask, too, along with many more members of E-Branch, who saw – who were given to see – Harry’s passing on the night he died.

It was a vision, a hologram, a real yet unreal thing. They saw The End of Harry as if it were here and now when in fact it occurred in an alien world on the other side of space-time.

Thirteen witnesses in all, in the ops room at E-Branch HQ; they all saw the same thing: that smoking, smouldering, hideous corpse, cruciform and crucified in midair, tumbling backwards, head over heels, free of the floor as on an invisible spit. And despite the crisped and blackened face, Ben Trask had known who it was, that this was Harry.

And for all that they encircled it, still the thing seemed to fall away from them, growing smaller, receding toward a nebulous origin – or destiny? – out of which ribbons of neon light reached like myriad writhing tentacles to welcome it.

The figure dwindled, shrank to a mote, and finally disappeared. But where it had been –

An explosion! A sunburst of golden fire, expanding hugely, silently, awesomely! So that the thirteen observers had gasped and ducked down; and despite that this thing was in their group mind, they instinctively turned away from the blinding intensity of its glare – and of what flew out of it. All except Trask, who had shielded his eyes but continued to watch, because that was his nature and he must know the truth.

And the truth of it had been fantastic.

Those myriad golden splinters speeding outwards from the sunburst, angling this way and that, sentient, seeking, disappearing into as many unknown places. Those, what, pieces? Of the Necroscope, Harry Keogh? All that remained of him, of what he’d been and what he’d meant? And as the last of them had zipped by Trask and vanished from view, so the writhing streamers of red, blue, and green ghost-light had likewise blinked out of existence …

… Returning the ops room’s illumination to normal. Then everyone had known that Harry was no more, that he had died in Starside in an alien vampire world. And only Ben Trask – Trask the human lie detector – recognized the “truth” of what he had seen, and knew that death, especially in the Necroscope’s case, simply wasn’t like that …

Time has passed, twenty-one years of time, during which a different Necroscope – but a true son of his Earth father – has come to manhood in that same alien world that claimed Harry. And no less than his father, Nathan Kiklu (called Keogh by his friends in our world) is a vampire hunter. But Nathan has his own problems and hunts his enemies in Sunside/Starside.

Between the Earth and Nathan’s parallel vampire world are two “Gates.” One is natural, the other came into being when an ill-conceived Soviet experiment backfired. The first Gate lies along the route of a subterranean river flowing through a cavern system under the foothills of the frowning Carpatii Meridionali, the Transylvanian Alps.

The second Gate lies in an artificial complex built in the late ’70s and early ’80s by the Soviets in the base of the Perchorsk ravine in the northern reaches of the Uralski Khrebet – Russia’s Ural Mountains. While E-Branch has access to and control of the natural Gate, the Perchorsk Complex lies outside the Branch’s sphere of influence. Closed down five years ago by the Russian premier, who diverted water from the Perchorsk dam into the mainly ruinous scientific complex to flood it, recently the artificial Gate has been reopened by the leader of a burgeoning military faction. This was done out of greed; the power-mad Russian general who ordered it had found out that Sunside/Starside is rich in gold; he and a platoon of soldiers went through into Starside in an attempt to fathom the extent of its riches.

Their expedition coincided with a vampire resurgence; the Russians were taken, and before the general was done away with, two Lords and a Lady of the Wamphyri extracted from him and the men in his command knowledge of our world.

Under constant guerilla attack by Nathan, the three Great Vampires, Wamphyri, decided to take their chances on Earth. Invaders (albeit secret invaders), they used the natural Gate to enter our world at E-Branch’s Romanian “Refuge,” a special hospice for traumatized orphans on the banks of the Danube at the junction of Romania, Bulgaria, and the former Yugoslavia.

Slaughtering the Refuge’s personnel and inmates, the trio split up, dispersing themselves abroad in the world …

E-Branch alone knew of the vampire invasion. Zek Föener, the love of Ben Trask’s life, had died in the massacre at the Romanian Refuge; but in her final moments the telepath contacted Trask to tell him what was happening. Thus Trask was “with her” when she died – at which moment, in his grief of griefs, he had vowed revenge!

But the rest of the world couldn’t, mustn’t be told. Else panic at the thought of an invisible, almost invincible plague loose among us would run riot. E-Branch’s Minister Responsible must be told, however, and he gave the Branch carte blanche to track down and destroy the monsters out of Starside. Moreover, liaison with many of the world’s great powers guaranteed their assistance, too, in the event that Trask’s organization should need it. These were, of course, covert agreements; only the most tried and trusted leaders were privy to the facts, and then not to all the facts …

Some three years after the invasion, finally E-Branch “locators” -human-bloodhound trackers of men and monsters – picked up the “mindsmog” spoor of the Wamphyri in Western Australia’s desolate Gibson Desert. But even as plans were made to counter the menace, so a timely quirk of synchronicity (not to mention the paradox of a once-familiar phenomenon) took place.

Jake Cutter, a young man with a dubious record, had been incarcerated in a top-security Turin prison for certain acts of vengeance which in fact amounted to murder. But murder only insofar as the law’s legal definition. For Jake had taken revenge on a gang of drug-running thugs and rapists – affiliates of the Russian Mafia – who had brutalized and murdered a woman of his intimate acquaintance.

In answer to Jake’s revenge serial killings, the leader of the gang – a mysterious Sicilian called Luigi Castellano – made arrangements to have Jake killed inside the prison. Learning of this, Jake had attempted to escape. But prison guards in Castellano’s pay had opened fire on him as he scaled the prison wall. In which moment of extreme danger, there had come an astonishing intervention. At first Jake had thought that he’d been shot; he had actually seen the bullet – or the track of a golden bullet, or the coruscation of its ricochet, or something – strike home into his forehead. And then he had fallen, but not to the hard-packed earth of the prison’s exercise yard.

Instead Jake had “fallen” into the Möbius Continuum – and instantaneously more than five hundred miles through the Continuum – to Harry’s Room at E-Branch HQ in London! Harry’s Room, which decades earlier had provided accommodation for the original Necroscope during his brief tenure as prospective Head of Branch, and which Branch espers had since maintained in pristine condition. Simultaneous with Jake’s appearance at E-Branch HQ, so the same espers – especially the locator David Chung – sensed that something of the Necroscope had returned. Trask, however, remembering what Harry had become before he quit Earth for Starside, could scarcely help but wonder what facet of him had come home. And Trask was also given to wonder: when Harry Keogh died, had his vampire been purged, or had it purged him …?

The three invaders from Starside are Lords Malinari and Szwart, and the female Vavara. Malinari “The Mind,” a mentalist of phenomenal power; Lord Szwart, who is the very essence of darkness, a constantly mutating victim (and survivor) of his own metamorphic nature; and Vavara, whose hypnotic disguise is that of a beautiful woman when in fact she is a hag.

When these Great Vampires came into our world they brought four lieutenant servitors with them, one of whom, Korath Mindsthrall (whose name identified him as being “in thrall” to Malinari the Mind), was sacrificed as a means of gaining entry to the Romanian Refuge.

Thus when the vampire trio destroyed the Refuge, butchered its staff and inmates, and took new thralls before splitting up and venturing out into our world, Korath Mindsthrall’s dead and broken body was left behind, pulped and drowned in a metal pipe in the shattered sump of the gutted Refuge. The true death for a vampire thrall whose ambitions were always above his station, or so Malinari had suspected.

For Korath had been his man for long and long, and a great deal of Malinari had rubbed off on his lieutenant. Too much for his own good …

Meanwhile in the Möbius Continuum, some faint echo – some fragment, residual memory, ghost, or intelligence – of the Necroscope Harry Keogh had become aware of scarlet life-threads where they crossed the blue threads of men. One such blue life-thread was Jake Cutter’s, and because of its prevalence in some future conflict, the Harry revenant traced it back to its source … to Jake in the Turin prison, and indeed to the rigged jailbreak.

But the revenant had its limitations; spread throughout all the Universes of Light, Harry’s presence – his ability to effect changes in the mundane world of men – was at best tenuous. Also, his nature and Jake’s were opposites in so many ways, and yet very much of a kind in so many others. And here he was, the very man, Jake Cutter himself – as unknown to the spirit of the ex-Necroscope as Harry was to him – about to die under the hammer blows of brutal bullets. But down future-time streams Harry had seen Jake’s blue thread crossed by scarlet vampire threads, and the once-Necroscope knew for a fact that, “what will be has been,” or that it would be. Wherefore Jake’s life couldn’t possibly end here. But how to save it?

The answer came in a moment, but without Harry’s instigation! A golden dart, one of his myriad familiars, striking home in Jake’s head to enhance whatever there was of the metaphysical in a currently mundane mind. A dart of knowledge, yes, and a set of scrolling numbers – like a computer screen running amok, conjuring the Möbius Continuum – which in its turn bore Jake to Harry’s Room, at E-Branch HQ in London …

Australia, and Trask took Jake along for the ride. For whatever Trask’s misgivings – and he of all men should know the truth of things – the rest of his espers saw Jake as a possible answer, and perhaps the only answer, to their needs: a weapon as powerful as anything the Wamphyri could bring to bear. But first, of course, he must accept what had happened and come to terms with it, learn to utilize the great gifts that he may have received, which as yet remained undeveloped in him.

To which end and between times, when the Keogh revenant was able, it/he spent time with Jake; usually in Jake’s subconscious mind, his dreams, when he was relaxed and more receptive of esoteric knowledge. But just like Ben Trask, the ex-Necroscope found Jake obstinate, cynical, and frequently infuriating. For Jake had his own agenda, a certain Sicilian criminal called Luigi Castellano, and until that had been dealt with he knew he could never be his own man or anyone else’s …

In the nighted, gurgling black sump of the ruined Romanian Refuge, Harry and Jake used deadspeak to talk to the sloughed-away Korath Mindsthrall where his polished bones clattered endlessly in the swirling water of a filtration conduit, and they learned the histories of Malinari, Szwart, and Vavara. And now the ex-Necroscope can only hope that in the waking world, Jake will remember what he learned in dreams.

But here a problem:

Despite Harry’s warnings, Jake – of his own cognizance, his own free will – has agreed a pact with Korath, giving him limited access to his mind. For without the vampire he could never remember Harry’s numbers, the formulae that conjure the Möbius Continuum. And without Jake, the dead but still dangerous – very dangerous – vampire can never stray from his watery grave.

Together, however, they have the incredible mobility of the Möbius Continuum. Moreover, Korath (once Mindsthrall) now knows hope where no hope existed. Enabled, he can now begin scheming toward a suddenly feasible future …

On Australia’s South Pacific coast, Trask and his team of espers have tracked down and attacked Lord Nephran Malinari in his casino aerie in the Macpherson Range of mountains; his lieutenants and various vampirized victims have been killed, destroyed utterly, but the Great Vampire himself has escaped.

Jake Cutter played a major part in what measure of success E-Branch enjoyed; but aware of his compromised position – and alone in this knowledge, unable or unwilling to tell Trask and his espers about his “problem” – he can find little or no satisfaction in his newfound status within the organization.

All Jake wanted was to be rid of a strange, unwelcome tenant: the ex-Necroscope, Harry, who had seemed intent on taking up partial (and perhaps even permanent?) residence in his head. But now that Harry has gone, a very different and far more devious intruder has taken his place. Now, too, Jake finds himself plagued by Harry’s warning: “Alive or dead makes no great difference. Never let a vampire into your mind!”

As for Ben Trask: many of his concerns have been assuaged, but still there are questions that remain unanswered. Foremost among them: why Jake? Why has this problematic young man been chosen, apparently against his will, for work as important as this? Jake Cutter – spoiled as a child, unruly as a youth, and reckless as a man. Why him?

And not only the Head of E-Branch, but the ex-Necroscope, too (in his immundane, incorporeal fashion), has wondered why. For those myriad attendant golden darts, revenant of his once-being, are apart from Harry and given to act of their own accord. He is the advance guard and scout, but they are the soldiers, the army. Thus it was with Jake: the ex-Necroscope found his life-thread, and so found him, but the dart struck home of its own cognizance. Why? Why was Jake chosen?

Perhaps Harry should look to his own past for an answer, but in certain cases the past may be just as devious as the future. Even in a mind freed of bodily restraints there are bound to be blank spots, times and places that remain forever unremembered. And in the Necroscope’s life entire years were lost like pages torn from a book.

Perhaps the answer lies there …


PART ONE

IMAGES


1

IMAGES OF THE PAST

Ben Trask and his people were home again, but there was little enough time for rest and recuperation. The world might well be described as a small planet, but it was still a big place; its evils were many, and England had always had its fair share.

Compared with what Trask and his principal espers – David Chung the locator, and Ian Goodly the precog – had encountered in Australia, the routine of E-Branch HQ seemed drab and almost boring. Almost. But here in the heart of London, in Trask’s own even smaller world of gadgets and ghosts, he knew that he could never really get bored. For even when the ghosts were quiet, the gadgets would keep right on going, and vice versa, though often as not they were active at the same time.

Right now the gadgets – in the shape of the HQ’s telephones, its ground-based and satellite communication systems, its computers, TVs, and video screens – were in ascendance, catching up on time lost when Trask, a handful of his espers and technicians, plus a couple of new people, had been out of touch by virtue of their work on the other side of the world. But the Head of E-Branch knew that the ghosts would come into their own soon enough. He knew it because he commanded them. Ghosts of a sort, anyway.

And for eight days now he had been steadily working his way through all the paperwork, sorting the priority jobs, detailing his workforce to whichever tasks best suited their various talents, and generally breaking up the logjam. It had to be done, because Trask knew that sooner or later he’d be on his way once again – that he, personally, would be on his way, for this was a personal thing now – out into a world threatened by the greatest of all possible evils.

An evil born in another world, with a name that was similarly alien and undisguisably evil … Wamphyri!

Despite that there was other work to be done, this was the name, and the thought, that was uppermost in Trask’s mind where he sat at his desk, in his office at the end of the main corridor in E-Branch HQ, pen in hand but stilled for the moment, not scratching away at one or another of a hundred different documents and forms. Stilled, brought to an abrupt halt by this sudden thought – or perhaps not so sudden, because for some three years now it had never been far from his mind – that in a world where Zek was no more, in this monstrously, unbelievably depleted world, the Wamphyri were. They were here, and because of them, she was not.

And he was surprised to hear the rumble in his throat that was a growl trying to escape, surprised to see his hand turning white where it now gripped the pen like a dagger. The Wamphyri: Malinari, and Szwart, and Vavara, alive or undead in his world, the world where they had murdered Zek! And still her last words – her last thoughts, which she had sent winging to him – sighing in his memory, from which he could never hope to erase them and would never want to, but guessed he’d be the better man for it if he could:

Goodbye, Ben. I love you …

Then the blinding flash of white light that had woken him up that time three years ago – which he had hoped was only the glare of his bedside lamp, perhaps blinking into life where his arm had hit the cord as he threshed in his nightmare. Trask had hoped so, yes, but deep inside he’d known it wasn’t so. For the truth and Ben Trask were soul mates. The truth was his talent, and sometimes his curse. Times such as that time.

That blinding flash of white light …

… Which wasn’t white at all but green, and which wasn’t blinding but merely blinking. One of the tiny lights on Trask’s desk console, drawing him back to Earth, to the present, to the now. He unfroze, tripped a switch, spoke to the duty officer:

“What is it?” His voice was a harsh rasp.

“Sorry to interrupt you, boss,” the answer came back; Paul Garvey’s voice, even softer than usual. Garvey was a full-blown telepath, and despite Branch protocol – a mainly unspoken policy that espers would never use their talents on each other – still it was possible he’d inadvertently detected something of Trask’s mood of introspection. “This one’s for you. It’s Premier Gustav Turchin, calling from –”

“Calcutta?” said Trask, cutting the other short. And casting a glance at the small occasional table where he’d deposited the morning newspapers, he frowned.

“Right,” said Garvey. “He’s calling from –”

“The German embassy,” Trask nodded, understanding dawning. “The sly old bastard!”

After a pause, mystified, Garvey said, “Well, you seem to be way ahead of me! Anyway, it sounds urgent.”

“Earth Year,” Trask said, nodding to himself.

El Niño had let India off light this time around, but the world’s rapidly changing weather patterns were only one of the Earth’s problems. Pollution was another, and a big one; Turchin would be in Calcutta to lie his head off at the Earth Year Conference there, answering Russia’s accusers in that respect. Not that he would want to, for just like Trask he knew the truth of it: that indeed the destitute Russian military was muddying the world’s waters. But at least the conference – one of many Earth Year conferences – would free him from several far more weighty problems back home. It would also make him the spokesman of his people, helping with his image to boot.

In Brisbane Trask had worked out a deal with the premier: his help with Turchin’s problems in return for certain important information; this could be it coming through right now. As for where it was coming from:

The morning newspapers carried the story. Last night Turchin had been insulted by Hans Bruchmeister, one of the German delegates. There and then he’d threatened to abandon the conference, fly home, and leave the rest of them to get on with it. But since Russia (along with the USA) was alleged to be one of the worst offenders, what would the conference amount to without a Russian representative? The other delegates had tried to cool things down, but Turchin had insisted:

“When I have received Herr Bruchmeister’s apology – when I’ve stood face-to-face with him in the German Embassy here in Calcutta, bearding the lion in his own den, as it were – then and only then will I be encouraged to stay. For after all, I’m the Russian premier. And I must consider my reputation and the honour of my people …”

Of course, Herr Bruchmeister had been persuaded to apologize, with the result that Gustav Turchin was now in the German Embassy building in Calcutta. But:

Oh sure! thought Trask, reading between the lines, understanding the real meaning of the report. Bearding the lion in his den, bollocks! Turchin engineered the whole thing in order to get a few minutes on a secure line and speak to me!

Paul Garvey was waiting patiently, and Trask said, “Patch him through to my office, will you?”

“Just pick up your telephone,” Garvey answered. “I’ve put him on scrambled, so there may be some static.”

The intercom quit blinking, and one of Trask’s telephones took over the job. He picked it up and said, “Trask?”

And an edgy voice on the other end said, “Ben? You appear to be busy. I told your man this was urgent.”

“It’s only been a minute,” Trask answered.

“It felt like an hour!” the other grunted, and continued: “Look, I’m in the German embassy, and this is supposed to be a secure line –”

“And scrambled at my end,” Trask told him.

“– But it’s still risky. I like to keep my conversations as private as possible. So I’ll be brief and probably a little cryptic.”

“Wait!” said Trask, and tripped his intercom switch to the Duty Officer. “Paul, is John Grieve in? Good. Find him and tell him he’s needed in my office right now.” Then back to Turchin:

“Okay, go ahead, and I’ll try to follow you.”

“You … and your Mr. Grieve?” said the other.

“That’s right,” Trask answered. “You could say he’s my interpreter.” And to himself: When the gadgets can’t get it done, then it’s time for the ghosts!

“Your E-Branch always did have the pick of the crop,” Turchin said knowingly, a touch of jealousy coming through.

And Trask told him, “Yes, but all natural-grown. It’s well known that when you force a crop, the produce is usually inferior.”

“We’re blunt today,” said the other, as a knock sounded on Trask’s door.

“Blunt and highly pissed off!” Trask told him. And then to the door: “Come in.”

“Ah!” said Turchin. “Mr. Grieve. And now we can get on. But tell me: what’s pissing you off, Ben?”

“Admin,” Trask told him. “Frustration. All the duties that won’t let me get to my real duty. Too many small things getting in the way of the big things.” And then he sighed. “I’m sorry I was rude. But still, this isn’t a good day to try, er, bearding me in my den, I assure you!”

“And I am sorry I was so impatient,” said Turchin. “Nerves are showing on both sides, it seems. As for bearding you,” – his voice lightened up a little – “you’ve obviously read this morning’s papers. The Times, perhaps?”

Trask switched the phone to his desk speaker and said, “Yes. Your little tiff at the conference? You’re getting good at that sort of subterfuge. But very well, now you can be as cryptic as you like.” John Grieve had come in and was standing by the desk with a notepad.

Grieve was in his mid- to late fifties and had been with E-Branch for half that time at least. Despite being extraordinarily talented, he had never been a field operative; Trask and previous Heads of Branch had found him too useful in the HQ, as duty officer or on standby, to send him into the far more dangerous world outside. In any case, he wasn’t a particularly physical sort of person.

A little pudgy now, a lifetime smoker and short of breath, he was balding, grey, and prematurely aged. But he was also upright, smart as his physical condition would permit, polite and very British. With his head held high and stomach pulled in to the best of his ability, he might be an ex-Army officer or maybe a failed businessman – to the man in the street, anyway. But in fact he had always been E-Branch, and Trask relied upon him. Sometimes heavily.

In earlier times Grieve had two extrasensory talents, one of which had been “dodgy” (Branch parlance for an as yet undeveloped ESP ability) and the other quite remarkable and possibly unique. The first had been the gift of far-seeing (remote viewing), which had eventually ceased to work for him; his “crystal ball” had finally clouded over. But in any case this lost ability had probably been a facet of his greater talent, which was a different slant on telepathy. And with the loss of his “scrying,” so his telepathic skill had increased proportionately.

The trouble with his far-seeing had been that he needed to know exactly where and what he was looking for – otherwise he could “see” nothing. His talent hadn’t worked at random but required direction; it had to be “aimed” at a definite target.

And Grieve’s special brand of telepathy – which at times like this was invaluable – was somewhat similar. For yet again he must aim his talent: he could read a person’s mind only when they were face-to-face, when he was talking or listening to the target … even on the telephone! And so, like Trask, there was no way anyone could lie to John Grieve, not directly, and on occasions like this his skill made every kind of mechanical scrambler redundant. That in the main was why he could usually be found on duty at the HQ. For his was one ghost that worked hand in hand with many of the gadgets …

Trask had indicated to Grieve that he should stand beside him; he did so, and placed his notepad on the desk where Trask could see it. Then the Head of Branch spoke again to the Russian premier. “So what’s up, Gustav?”

And Turchin answered, “Not long ago we talked about – oh, this and that, a few small problems, some of them mutual – but nothing hugely important. Perhaps you remember?”

“Indeed I do,” said Trask, and Grieve quickly scribbled on his pad: Big stuff!

“You asked if I could locate someone for you,” the Russian premier continued. “An old friend, who flits about the Mediterranean quite a bit?”

Luigi Castellano? And: “Ah, yes!” said Trask. “Old what’s-his-name! Can’t seem to find hide nor hair of him. But then, he always did keep a low profile.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Turchin appeared contradictory. “Marseilles, Genoa, Palermo … He keeps in touch with the old gang. And he also has a good many new friends in my neck of the woods, too, or so I’m told.”

Grieve wrote:

Mob. Mafia. Russian Mafia.

“But I knew that much already!” said Trask. “What I really need to know is his whereabouts at any specific time, so that I can … well, contact him, you know? I mean, I owe him, and you know how I hate being in anyone’s debt.”

“One of your finer points, yes.” Turchin chuckled. “But as I was about to say, I’ve been looking for him myself – and for pretty much the same reasons – all of the good things he’s done for us, and never asks a rouble in return. Not that I have much to offer him anyway. But now that you’ve opened my eyes to him, well, I really do think we should be more appreciative.”

Grieve scribbled furiously. Turchin wants him, too. Drugs. L. C.’s making millions; he’s helping to ruin both Russia’s economy and the world’s health! Turchin hadn’t realized how bad the drugs trafficking situation was. Now that he has, he wants L. C. taken out.

“Well, what do you suggest?” Trask said. “Are you going to take care of it? Will you make some sort of presentation … or should I see to it? If it’s me, please remember that I’m still in the dark as to his whereabouts – the old gadfly!”

“Well, it’s like this,” said Turchin. “I’ve had one of our local people back home come and see me, someone who owes me for a change. In a week or so he’ll introduce and recommend an intermediary to our mutual friend – perhaps as a new club member? Then we sit back and wait for a report – place, date, and time. I think that should do it.”

“Hmmm,” Trask mulled it over, giving John Grieve time to scrawl: He’s coerced someone in the Russian mob to introduce an undercover agent to Castellano. When his man has learned L. C.’s routines, he’ll get back to us with a venue.

And Turchin continued, “But I’m afraid the presentation is going to have to be of your own devising, and preferably on our friend’s home ground. The greater shame is that what with these Earth Year conferences and what have you, I won’t be available. I can’t be involved personally, if you see what I mean …”

Whatever you decide to do with Castellano, it will have to be on L. C.’s or our territory. Turchin doesn’t want any part of it.

“Yes, I understand,” said Trask. “You want to keep it politically correct.”

“Well, I do have a certain position to maintain …”

He’s much higher profile than we are and would make a bigger target.

“And of course,” Trask said, “you don’t want to commit too many of your own resources.” (Meaning the Opposition – Russia’s own equivalent of E-Branch – of which Turchin was now the head man.)

“Simply can’t,” said the other. “There’s so much going on. I mean on a higher plane, you know?”

Up in the Urals. Perchorsk.

And Trask thought, He’s committed his espers to getting me those details on the Perchorsk Complex and Gate. While out loud he said:

“Ah, well, it can’t be helped. But still, we’ve got things moving at least. I’m glad that’s all sorted now.”

“Oh, but we’ve a long way to go yet, Ben. I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve filled in some blank spots. But if I seem a bit vague I’m sure you’ll understand.”

He’ll fax you some stuff. In Code. But nothing you’ll have too much trouble with.

“Good!” said Trask. And tried to finish it off with: “Talk to you later …”

But the other wasn’t ready to let him go. “Wait!” he said, and that edge – an edge of fear? – was back in his voice. “We had also talked about a little personal problem of mine? Well, time is pressing – I expect that very soon people will be looking for answers – and you mentioned some sort of solution that you might eventually have to hand? How are things going on that front?”

Perchorsk again? Russian military types? Putting some kind of squeeze on him? And – Necroscope? Grieve raised a surprised and querying eyebrow, looked at Trask.

Trask shrugged it off for the moment and said, “I’m working on it. Believe me, Gustav, you’ll be the first to know. But until then … well, I still have a few very big problems of my own. Three of them, in fact.”

“Ah, yes, of course! But you’ll also recall we talked over the possibility of your retirement and a place in the sun?”

Political asylum. Defection. But his, not yours.

“Indeed I do.”

“Well, keep it in mind,” said the other. “I would like to be able to visit with you some time – that is, if you do decide it’s time you settled down.”

For you read I. He is talking about himself. If or when he makes a run for it, he wants to come to us.

“And of course you’d be welcome,” said Trask.

“My time’s up,” said Turchin. “I have accepted – ahem! – Herr Bruchmeister’s apology, and he has allowed me these couple of minutes in private, away from my, er, retinue –”

“Your cretinue!” Trask grinned, however wryly.

“– Precisely, to make this call.”

“Let’s not leave it so long next time,” said Trask.

“Goodbye, Ben,” said the premier. And the line went dead …

Trask looked up and John Grieve was still there. Their eyes met and Trask said, “Do you want me to explain? I mean, a better or more complete explanation than the one you have now?”

“Only if you’re so inclined,” Grieve answered. “But in any case I think I got the gist of it – except maybe that bit about a Necroscope. I mean, Turchin knows we have a Necroscope?”

Trask shrugged. “He’s a pretty shrewd old fox. But anyway, don’t go worrying your head about it. He’s only guessing. And I will explain … but not just to you.” He glanced at his watch. “1350. I’m giving a briefing in just ten minutes, so I’d better be on my way. Whistle the rest of them up, will you, John? Especially Liz Merrick and Jake Cutter. I want every available man in the ops room in ten minutes – espers and techs alike – and woe betide any absentee who doesn’t have a watertight excuse.”

After Grieve had left, Trask sat there for a moment feeling old. Hell, he was old now. Or getting there, anyway. The reason he felt it so much on this occasion was because he’d failed out there in Brisbane, Australia. He’d failed Zek – failed to kill the one who had killed her.

And so back to that again. It was eating at him like acid, and he couldn’t afford to let it. Because that way the bastards would win. They would win and the world of men, or of mankind’s domination, would die – or undie. There would still be men, but they would be slaves, thralls, and the women would be odalisques, chattel, cattle. And the blood would be the life, but not human life. And everyone would be food.

That was why Malinari and the other two were here, but how they hoped to achieve it – how they planned to bring it about, in a world with equal amounts of night and day – that was something else, as yet unfathomed. Or perhaps not, for out there in Australia there’d been clues. Which was one of the things Trask must talk about (he checked his watch again) in just five minutes’ time.

He went to straighten his tie but wasn’t wearing one. Too damn hot, in this ongoing, never-ending, bloody El Niño summer. Talk about Australia. Huh!

Trask stood up, slid out from behind his desk and paced to the door, paused, shook his head in disgust and went back again. And picking up his notes from the pending tray, he thought:

Old and absentminded: me, Ben Trask, who once thought he’d be young forever. That was Zek. With Zek I could be young until I died. Or until she died. And she did.

But he knew what would make him young again: to see Malinari cut down, beheaded, burned to ashes. Malinari and the other two, and all of theirs that they’d corrupted. When they’d gone, then he’d be young again. For a little while, anyway.

But what the hell … this was E-Branch, and in the Branch you could get old pretty damn fast no matter what. If you lived long enough! And:

Damn it to hell! Trask got angry with himself, stamped his feet, shook a fist. There’s plenty of life in this old dog yet! And telling himself that he felt a little better, he headed for the ops room. On the way out, he remembered to snatch his light summer jacket from the coatstand …

For some forty-odd years now, E-Branch HQ in the centre of London had occupied the same site. Ostensibly, and viewed casually from the outside, the place was a well established hotel within easy walking distance of Whitehall; down below, it was precisely that – an expensive hotel. Its top floor, however, was totally given over to a company of “international entrepreneurs,” which was and had always been the sum total of a string of hotel managers’ knowledge about it.

The seldom-seen occupants of that unknown upper region had their own elevator at the rear of the building; private stairs, also at the rear and entirely closed off from the hotel itself; even their own fire escape. Indeed they – “they” being the only identification one might reasonably apply in such circumstances – owned the top floor, and so fell entirely outside the hotel’s sphere of control and operation. And while their private elevator gave them access to the hotel’s restaurants and various facilities, the hotel’s elevators stopped short of the top floor. Their indicator panels didn’t even show that such a floor existed. So that just like floor thirteen in many another hotel, E-Branch simply wasn’t there.

Except it was.

The ops and briefings room was at the opposite end of the main corridor from Trask’s office. Walking down that corridor, he necessarily passed Harry’s Room. An old name plate, looking a little tatty and spotted now, said just that:


HARRY’S ROOM



Trask paused and tried the doorknob. They had had knobs in those days, not handles. Now they didn’t even have handles! You just blinked at an eye-level spot marked ID; if the door recognized you it would let you in. Trask had often wondered about that: how did dwarves manage? Did they have to jump up and down or were they given special rooms? And what about someone sporting a recent black or bloodshot eye?

But Harry’s Room was undisturbed. It had remained the same ever since he’d stayed over here, when for a time he’d considered a position as Head of Branch. That had come to nothing and he’d moved on, but the impression he’d made had stayed. And no one had ever thought to change Harry’s Room, not even in the slightest degree.

The door was locked; its key swung on a hook in the D.O.’s key-press; no one went into Harry’s Room because … well, just because. Because it was a region out of time, and sometimes out of space. Because it was still his room …

And Trask moved on, but Harry stayed with him.

Harry.

Harry Keogh, Necroscope. The only man in the world – in this world, anyway – who could talk to dead people. And Trask shivered despite the unaccustomed warmth. The only man who had spoken to Zek in life who would have been able to speak to her even in … in …

But he must put that out of his mind. For now, out of the blue, there was another. And Trask didn’t know if he liked the idea of Jake Cutter speaking to Zek. With Harry, there had been warmth, courtesy, humility, and understanding. But Jake Cutter … was Jake Cutter. And there was something about him – still something about him, despite that he’d made a bloody good show of it out in Australia – that Trask couldn’t fathom.

Perhaps that was it: simply that he was unfathomable, to Ben Trask, anyway. For Trask’s talent no longer worked on him; face-to-face with Jake, his built-in lie detector switched off. The man’s mental shields were that strong and getting stronger. Why, he could be lying his head off and Trask wouldn’t know it, not for sure! He’d probably suspect that something wasn’t quite right, might even suspect his own talent, but had no way to determine the truth of it one way or the other.

It was much the same for many of Trask’s espers. Ian Goodly had difficulty reading Jake’s future; even Liz Merrick – who had something of a rapport with Jake – could get into his mind only when he was asleep and his shields were down. And that was yet another reason why Trask … why he didn’t like him? Why he couldn’t cotton to him? Because it was Trask himself, the boss, the faultless Head of E-Branch, who must break the Branch’s unspoken moral code by using Liz to discover what was going on in there, in Jake’s unruly head.

Unruly, yes, and Trask was sure that he still had his own agenda, that given the chance he’d go off and do his own thing, and maybe even get himself killed doing it. What, Luigi Castellano? A gang boss, drug-runner, torturer, and murderer with the Italian and French police – some of them, anyway – in his pay, and Mafia contacts deep in the heart of degenerate Russia? You couldn’t be a one-man army against odds like that and get away with it. You needed backing. Backing such as E-Branch might be willing to supply, and even Gustav Turchin, if only Jake would back off and give them the chance. If only he’d accept that he now had responsibilities ranging far wider than the gratification of his own blood-lust. And:

Hah! Trask gave a derisive snort. Jake Cutter’s blood-lust, indeed! But the fact was that Trask wanted Jake for himself, to use in satisfying his blood-lust, his craving for the blood and the lives of the Wamphyri.

At the end of the corridor, people were going into the ops room. “Two minutes,” said John Grieve, catching up with Trask and passing him. And three or four more of them right behind him, making sure they’d be there before he got started. He paused at the doors to let them go by, looked back and saw that the corridor was now empty, and followed them in …

The ops room. Half of it given over to gadgets, mainly communications, like the eye-in-the-sky links that could zoom in on an ongoing battle in Ethiopia and show you a pretty decent (indecent?) picture of a soldier grinning as he pushed his bayonet up the anus of a crucified “rebel.” Or the links to GCHQ, the listening station that could tap any insecure (and some “secure”) telephone conversations anywhere in the world. Or the extraps, computers whose sole function was to extrapolate: to use as many as possible of the known conditions of today’s world to try to determine and describe the world of tomorrow.

Pretty amazing stuff … until you realized what it really was, that all it was was a disassociated brain controlling nothing whatsoever. Using it, you could see and hear, but you could never taste, smell, or touch. And except on rare occasions you couldn’t change anything either. Trask sometimes likened it to God – but not exactly, because God is omniscient, and the computer can know only what you tell it; even an extrap is only guessing – but he likened it to God because of his belief that He was not omnipotent. Having given men free will, how could He possibly control their actions? Even if He could, how could He apply himself to any single act? How could He select or correct or counter any single atrocity when a million more were happening simultaneously all over the world?

Answer: He couldn’t … and in Trask’s case, He hadn’t.

Trask had thought a great deal about God since Zek’s passing. He had tried to come to terms with Him, but as yet hadn’t quite managed it. Instead he put his faith in the gadgets and the ghosts.

The ops room and its gadgets, which were usually attended by the “techs,” the men who controlled them. But gadgets, like God (in Trask’s eyes, at least), simply couldn’t do everything. And much less than God, their eyes and ears couldn’t be everywhere at once. Hence the ghosts.

For where it takes time to make a telephone or video call, telepathy is instantaneous. And where mechanical extraps could only “guess” at future events, precogs such as Ian Goodly occasionally “glimpsed” the future. And however diligently spies in the sky might search for chemical and nuclear pollutants in the world’s continents and living oceans, locators like David Chung could actually sniff them out, like an X-ray finding a cancer. In other words – and insofar as Trask’s weirdly skilled agents really did touch, taste, and smell much of the otherwise invisible – they were in many ways superior to the machines, principally in that they didn’t need programming … but there were times when they did need inspiring.

Electrical and mechanical clatter – the hum and buzz and stutter from the other side of the large room – fell to a minimum as Trask climbed four steps up to the podium, then turned to face a semicircular array of chairs in three ranks, so organized that no one’s face was hidden behind anyone else’s. And there they were: his ghosts, or the people who dealt with them, looking right back at him.

“No niceties,” he told them then, his voice rasping like a file on glass. “No congratulations on work well done. I’ve been through all that; and it was well done, but it wasn’t finished. So no ‘Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,’ because it isn’t, even if you are. It’s a bad afternoon – it’s a black afternoon – ladies and gentlemen. Worse, it could even be one of the last afternoons, before a hellishly long night. And without wanting to seem too melodramatic, you may be the only ones standing between the twilight and the final darkness.”

He looked at all the faces – blank, emotionless, waiting to receive emotion, inspiration. But where to find it? Why, in the truth of course, where Trask had always found it.

“You all know the problem,” he told them. “But until we – our Australian team – went out there, no one knew, we couldn’t be sure, that the problem knew us. Now we know. There are Wamphyri in our world, and they know that we know about them. Which makes it a very different ball game. Now we hunters have to be doubly careful and ensure that we don’t end up the hunted.”

It had happened before, some thirty-odd years ago, when an Earth-born vampire, Yulian Bodescu, blood-son of Thibor Ferenczy, had set himself against E-Branch to destroy it. Then, only Harry Keogh and his infant boy child, a Necroscope whose powers rivalled his father’s, had been able to stop the impending destruction of E-Branch and the plague of vampires that would have ensued. But Trask didn’t need to elaborate; his espers had read the files and knew the story almost but not quite as well as he did. But Trask had actually been there. And their faces weren’t so much blank or emotionless as respectful – deeply respectful. For of all the great survivors who ever were, surely Ben Trask must rank among the greatest.

And now that he had started – now that he’d settled down a little and saw how well he commanded the attention of his audience – Trask began to recognize those oh-so-respectful faces. Why, he even began to discover likenesses to faces that were no longer there! But with all respect, the latter were real ghosts now who existed only in fond memory and imagination.

Such as Darcy Clarke. Darcy, the world’s most nondescript man, and the one with the world’s most effective, most beneficent – to Darcy – and reliable talent. For he had been a deflector, the very opposite of accident prone: a man with a guardian angel, who could stumble blindfolded through a minefield in snowshoes and come out the other side completely unscathed!

Darcy had been Head of Branch once over – until the thing that had got into Harry Keogh got into him, too, and robbed him of his guardian. Some might say it was Harry’s fault, but Trask didn’t think so. It was E-Branch, the job, this work that would get them all in the end. Darcy’s face lingered on for a second in Trask’s memory, then it was gone. Gone like Darcy himself.

But there were others, far too many others, ready to take its place; crowding in, they appeared to superimpose themselves on the new faces in the small crowd of people waiting for Trask to continue. And he couldn’t help but remember them.

Sir Keenan Gormley, first Head of Branch. Trask saw him as he had been: sixtyish and starting to show his age; round shoulders on a once well-built but inevitably sagging body, supporting a short neck and the lofty dome of his head. His green eyes a little muddied but missing very little, and laughter lines in their corners that belied the weight of his duties; his greying, well-groomed hair receding just a little.

Apart from a minor heart problem common in men of his age, Sir Keenan had been good for a lot more years yet … had been, until he’d met up with Boris Dragosani and Max Batu, ESPionage agents for Russian’s E-Branch. Dragosani had been a vampire and a necromancer, while Batu had been so deadly that he could kill with a glance. His “talent” had stopped Sir Keenan’s heart!

But all of that had been many years ago, and with the collapse of Communism the former USSR had suffered such turmoil it was still in a state of flux and political disarray even today. And in any case Dragosani and Max Batu had long since paid with their lives – paid in full, and more than paid – for all their evil deeds; they were gone into far darker places than poor Sir Keenan. All thanks to Harry Keogh.

Gormley’s face faded from the eye of Trask’s memory, and in its place, in his audience, was the living face of John Grieve, a contemporary of Sir Keenan’s from the old days, whose presence here had probably invoked the memory in the first place …

But that wasn’t the end of these faces from the past; they came in seemingly endless procession. Faces such as that of the seer, Guy Roberts.

Cursing, irreverent, far-scrying, chain-smoking Guy, who’d been the team leader down in Devon that time, after Harry Keogh had warned E-Branch about Yulian Bodescu. Trask remembered that time well; he still had small white scars back and front, under his right collarbone, where he’d been skewered by a pitchfork’s tine in the barn of Bodescu’s country seat.

That had been one hell of a bad time for E-Branch. And hell was the only word that adequately described it. Bodescu, a fledgling vampire, had killed Guy Roberts (or rather he’d butchered him, battered his head to a pulp) as Roberts tried to protect Brenda Keogh and her baby son. But Guy hadn’t been alone in paying the price of working for E-Branch.

Their names … they weren’t quite legion, but that was how Trask thought of them. So many friends gone from the world forever. Peter Keen, Simon Gower, and young Harvey Newton: Bodescu had killed them all. And then there’d been Carl Quint, blown to bits in the Moldavian foothills at the site of an ancient evil. Their faces came and went, and the list went on.

Alec Kyle, another ex-Head of Branch: his brain drained of all knowledge by the Opposition’s scientists in their HQ at the Chateau Bronnitsy. Kyle was quite literally dead – kept “alive” on their machines – until the incorporeal Necroscope had stepped in and inhabited the man’s body, reanimating it. Trask remembered it well: there’d been those who had hinted that maybe Harry had taken advantage of the situation, but again Trask had denied it. It hadn’t been Harry’s fault; he’d been sucked in by the vacuum that was Kyle’s vacant head, without which the world would have been in dire straits a long time ago.

And on and on. Sandra Markham, a neophyte telepath who had been the love of Harry’s life during the time of the Janos Ferenczy affair. But Janos’s mentalism may even have been as great as Nephran Malinari’s, and when he’d got into Sandra’s mind … that had been the end of that. The end of Sandra, too. The Necroscope himself had put the vampirized woman out of her misery, which only increased his own. But the list didn’t stop there …

The twice-dead Trevor Jordan, another telepath tangled in a vampire’s web of mentalism. Jordan had put a gun to his own head and pulled the trigger – at the “behest” of Janos Ferenczy. The Necroscope had brought Jordan back from the dead (God, that such things were or had been possible!) only to have E-Branch kill him a second time, believing that Jordan, too, must be a vampire. For when a man has died he should stay dead. Unless, of course, he’s undead.

And Ken Layard, a Branch locator who had located something best left undiscovered, whom certain of Harry Keogh’s “friends” from beyond the grave had been obliged to deal with in the Zarandului Mountains of Romania.

And Zek Foener, whose lost but beloved face had firmed up on the neck and shoulders of Millie Cleary. They were so different, those two, and yet in Trask’s affections alike in so many ways. Telepaths, for one thing, and loyal and true, for another. But Zek, poor Zek! Gone from him these three years and still unavenged: her eyes seemed to stare at him from Millie’s ever innocent face.

And finally the Necroscope – Harry Keogh himself – lost in time, space, and the Möbius Continuum. Dead, but not in the way we understand death. Gone … but not quite. Harry, wearing the face of Alec Kyle as he had worn it in life and somehow made it his own.

But here lay a problem, because Harry’s face simply floated on the eye of memory, drifting there and refusing to settle on anyone else’s shoulders. And then, as Trask searched through those suddenly real faces looking back at him, he knew why Harry’s face didn’t fit. It was because no one in his audience, in that small crowd of faces, would ever be able to accommodate it. And the one face he was searching for was missing.

With that realization the poignancy of Trask’s mood gradually turned to anger, a slow burn that began to twist his lips into a grimace –

– Until the door to the ops room quietly opened, and Jake Cutter and Liz Merrick stood there for a moment in the ominous, brooding silence and the knowledge that everyone’s eyes were on them. Especially on Jake.

Trask was scarcely surprised to note, in those same frozen seconds, that Harry Keogh’s phantom face fitted Jake to perfection. Which only served to make him more angry yet …
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