

[image: Cover Image]



The Labyrinth
Night Hunter No. 6

Robert Holdstock
writing as Robert Faulcon

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com






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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PART ONE

The Mask

His house was right at the top of the dry road that dropped so steeply towards the tiny harbour. From the window of the kitchen, where his grandfather made him work, Janni could stare out across the red-tiled roofs of the village to the lazy sea and to the misty rise of the hills on Pangothera, twenty miles away. Since he had never in his life left his own island, Mykera, those dimly seen hills, which shimmered in the heat, or peered at the world from swathes of heavy cloud, were a sign of the magic that he knew existed there. Pangothera was a mystery world, a place of monsters and of skeletal warriors who still guarded the beaches against the raiding galleys of old.

From the window, too, he could see the boats arriving from the mainland. There was very little shipping trade to this tiny island. Four times a week Spiros Pyslakis ploughed back and forth in his ramshackle ketch, bringing supplies from the shops that clustered on the invisible shores of Greece. Other men from the community bobbed out on the azure ocean, fishing. Sometimes a diesel engine muttered distantly and Janni would watch the dark shape pass out of sight as it skirted the island in search of a better harbour.

Today Janni was chopping vegetables, the first of several chores that would stop him going out to play in the dry vineyards, further inland. His friends were all there. He could hear their distant laughter. If he went into his attic bedroom and peered through the window he could see them, tiny white shapes scampering among the stubby trees. Where they played, dry dust drifted into the baking air. The whole village, blinding white, was unbearable to look at during the heat of the day.

Janni was nine. He very much wanted to be playing with his friends. But a month ago he had become the keeper of the island’s secret. And that meant – and the fact had been beaten into him – he was not like the other children. Not now. Not now that he had been told …

He spent a long time in his tiny room, enviously watching the activities of Nikos and the others, then he went back to the kitchen, morosely watched the dust swirl below the door and the closed shutters as a hot wind blew up, and sat down at the table again. And it was then he heard the sound of activity and the noise of the mainland ferry’s engine. He gasped with surprise and ran to open the shutter that faced the sea. It was several hours early, which was strange.

Standing in the window he stared down the hill to the distant quayside. The ferry was a dark grey ship with a high wheel-housing and a canvas-covered passenger area. Its funnel still belched black smoke and two crew members were sluicing down the deck. The widow Drossos had returned and was wending her way along the shore to the pathway to her own house. The only other passenger was a man whom Janni had never seen before. A stranger. A darkly dressed man who made the boy shiver as he watched him.

The dark man spoke briefly to one of the crew. Then he picked up his small case and began to walk slowly up the steep road. He was dressed in a black suit, which must have been making him swelter in the heat, even though the collar of his white shirt was open. He wore dark glasses and a black, wide-brimmed hat. He walked steadily towards the village, stopping occasionally for breath.

For some reason, Janni felt very frightened.

The boy quickly cleared the vegetables away and closed the shutters. The kitchen was clean and tidy. The wooden table was scraped and washed. He set it with knives, forks and plates for the evening meal. There was fresh bread on the dresser, and cheese and olives in brine by the sink. If the man was coming to this house he would at least have some basic hospitality.

Where was his grandfather, though?

Janni ran from the house, across the street, across the crumbling walls of the old inn and towards the steep cut of land that overlooked the bay where the fishermen kept their smaller boats. Dimitri was down there. He had seen the ferry arrive, and perhaps he had seen the stranger. He had abandoned his boat, whose hull he was creosoting, and was walking as swiftly as he could along the pebble beach, towards the harbour. He seemed excited and when Janni called to him he stopped, shaded his eyes against the sun and then waved back.

It would take Dimitri too long to climb the cliff path. He was an old man and seemed to be almost fatalistic, now, about dying.

The stranger was almost at the top of the street, walking in the shade between the white-washed houses. Janni scampered back to his own house and entered the cool kitchen, standing in the half-light that gleamed in through the edges of the shutters. He watched the door.

Soon he heard the gentle sound of a footfall on the sand of the street. The approach stopped. The man was standing right outside. Janni held his breath, wondering what would happen next. When the latch clicked and the door swung slowly open, he let his breath go, sharply. Then he swallowed as the dark-suited man stepped inside and stood silhouetted against the brightness.

For a long moment man and boy just stared at each other. Then the stranger slowly closed the door behind him, cutting out the light and the drifting dust. The door closed with the faintest of clicks. The man removed his sunglasses and hat. Cold eyes that were an icy grey stared at Janni. The man’s mouth stretched in a humourless smile. His thin moustache was as silver as his slicked-back hair, but his face was angular and hard, young looking. Sweat glistened on his bronzed chest, staining the white open-necked shirt.

When he spoke his voice was soft and very deep, very gravelly … and somehow very menacing.

‘What’s your name, boy?’

‘Janni.’

‘Is your father Dimitrios Mezetsis?’

‘My father died in the war, sir,’ Janni said nervously. The stranger looked at him sharply. He seemed angry for a moment. He frowned. Then Janni realized he was more alarmed than anything.

‘He died, you say …’ the stranger whispered.

Janni nodded. ‘So did my mother.’

‘You mean you live alone here?’

‘No, sir. My grandfather Dimitri lives here too.’

The stranger repeated those last words almost inaudibly. He walked to the shutters and opened them, staring down towards the harbour. The sudden light made Janni blink. The stranger was very tall and had to stoop slightly to see out of the window. Janni walked slowly behind him, staring up at the man’s broad shoulders and the salt-marked and dusty black jacket that covered them.

‘What’s your name, sir?’

‘My name?’ The stranger laughed. Without turning he said, ‘You can call me Angeli.’ He paused then pointed into the day, ‘Is that your grandfather?’

Janni glanced through the window. Dimitri was by the harbour, bent double as he caught his breath. Then he glanced up the steep road, waved and began to walk excitedly towards the house.

Angeli closed the shutters. He walked distractedly around the kitchen, looking at the pots and pans, the food, the clay flagons of wine. He tore a piece of bread and chewed it thoughtfully, watching the boy who stood on the other side of the table.

After a moment he said, ‘Your grandfather is the guardian of a very old secret. Did you know that?’

Janni nodded. He felt quite pale. His legs were shaking slightly. He knew, now, that Angeli was the man the Mezetsis family had been waiting for since before even the time when grandfather had been a boy. The family had been waiting for Angeli for hundreds of years. For thousands.

‘What else do you know?’ Angeli asked carefully. His eyes had narrowed to glittering slits. He chewed quietly, then moved to a hard wooden chair and sat down, still watching Janni.

‘I know that our family was sent here when the great flood destroyed the Old Kingdom.’ Janni hesitated for a second. His heart was racing. ‘I know we are the Keepers of the secret of the Labyrinth. My grandfather is the Labyrinth builder. When he dies, I will be the Labyrinth builder.’

Angeli nodded slowly. ‘Everything you have said is true,’ he murmured in his deep, menacing voice. ‘Except for one thing. It should have been your father. I was expecting to find your father here.’

‘He died a year ago.’

‘So you said.’ Angeli chewed more bread, his narrow gaze not leaving the nervous youngster. ‘How did he die?’

‘His fishing boat was hit by a submarine. We never found any remains.’

For more than a minute Angeli traced a pattern on the wooden table. Then he said, ‘The old man should have been dead. It’s lucky that he wasn’t.’ He spoke musingly, words not really intended for Janni. ‘There has been a breakdown in the chains of the Watch,’ he went on. ‘Your family has been watched and protected for centuries. Something has gone wrong. I don’t know what, but something … ’

‘The war, perhaps,’ Janni suggested.

Angeli glanced at him sharply. ‘Perhaps,’ he echoed. Then again he stood and peered through the shutters. Dimitri was half-way up the steep hill, his trousers and shirt flapping, the sweat on his face making his skin gleam. He was shouting something, but the words were lost by distance and his own breathlessness.

Angeli seemed to come to a sudden decision. He walked quickly to the dresser, opened cupboards and found the cloth bag containing flour. He sprinkled flour on the table, then drew swiftly with his finger.

Janni watched excitedly. Angeli drew the Labyrinth, effortlessly tracing the double spiral which curved back on itself; the pattern of the leaf, with the entrance and exit forming the stem.

‘Is that the Labyrinth?’ Angeli asked quickly.

Janni smiled. He had been prepared for this. ‘It’s what everybody thinks is the Labyrinth,’ he said.

‘What is it, then?’

‘It’s the Mask.’

Angeli stared hard at the suddenly confident youngster. ‘The Mask? Who told you that?’

Janni said, ‘My grandfather. When my father died, my grandfather told me all that I needed to know.’

Angeli smiled thinly, but the gleam in his pale eyes was intense and excited. ‘How many lines, then? How many lines to create the Labyrinth out of the Mask?’

‘Seven,’ Janni whispered, his heart threatening to burst. The room swam. He was dizzy with excitement.

‘Show me,’ Angeli murmured.

But the boy shook his head. ‘Four are for the builder alone to know. I can show you only the two lines that are the key to the Inner Realm.’

‘Then show me those.’

‘First you must show me a line.’

‘Which one?’

‘You must show me the Line which goes Deep.’

They were the words he had been taught. When the Labyrinth builder was summoned he would have only this way of knowing that he was being properly called. If Angeli could change the spirals in such a way that they would show how the Labyrinth would penetrate the deeper earth, then – and only then – could Janni demonstrate that he was truly the Guardian: he could show Angeli the lines that opened the Labyrinth into eternity, two of the six remaining ways of changing the flat leaf-pattern into the Eye of the Universe.

Angeli reached out and drew the Line which goes Deep. Quickly Janni showed the Keys to the Inner Realm. The mask was transformed. The pattern, crudely drawn in flour, began to shimmer with power. An ancient force was being tickled. Its symbol was drawn, and the barrier between worlds was being scratched. Quickly, Angeli wiped his hand across the centre of the pattern. The Keys were obliterated. Only the edge-spirals of the Mask were visible now.

And the Line which ran Deep …

The entrance to the dark realm.

Angeli stood. He leaned against the dresser and watched the door. Janni went to stand by him. He felt very calm, now. He was uncertain as to what would happen; he just knew that he had to go with his grandfather and with this strange man whose accent was so foreign. He would travel to some other part of the world. The work that his grandfather would begin, he would finish …

As long as his grandfather was agreeable to the boy being part of the expedition.

He had come! At last he had come! The dream was no longer a dream. The years of waiting were ended and it was he, Dimitri Mezetsis who had been chosen to build the new Labyrinth.

Dimitri reached the house and stopped for a moment, catching his breath. He wiped his handkerchief across his face, straightened his shirt and ran his fingers through his straggling white hair. He wished he had shaved. His face was covered with a week’s grey stubble.

When he was over the worst effects of the climb to the village, Dimitri went to the door of his house and stepped into the cool interior. The appearance of Angeli startled him slightly. Janni stood by the tall stranger, staring at him with a blank expression.

‘Are you … the Collector?’ Dimitri asked.

The stranger nodded slowly. ‘I am Angeli. I’ve come to fetch the builder.’

‘Yes … yes …’ Dimitri said. He walked nervously across the room and began to gather food and water for the journey. ‘This is a wonderful moment,’ he said. ‘Wonderful. I thought that perhaps you would come in ten years’ time. And I would be dead.’

Angeli said, ‘The Labyrinth will take many years to build.’

‘Forty years,’ Dimitri said quickly. ‘It must be forty. No less, no more. Forty years from the day of starting to the evening of the day on which it opens to the Deep …’

‘Forty years,’ Angeli agreed softly. He watched the old man. Dimitri went into the narrow hallway and fetched his coat and a small case of clothes that he always kept ready. He was aware of the strained silence in the house. He became nervous, glancing at his grandson and at the foreigner.

He knew what the problem was, of course.

At last Angeli said, ‘I’ve spoken to Janni.’

Dimitri straightened up, watching the stranger carefully. ‘Yes?’

‘It would seem that you’ve told him the Lines. Shown him the Key.’

Dimitri felt a nervous flush of panic. ‘I had to. My son died … Janni’s father. He was also called Dimitri. I had to prepare Janni to be the builder, in case …’

Angeli smiled easily. ‘It was good that you did. You have trained him in everything? In the building?’

‘Everything.’

‘It was good thinking. But you understand …’

The two men’s eyes locked and there was a terrible tension between them. Janni seemed unaware of the shock that his grandfather was feeling.

Dimitri said, ‘The boy is so young.’

‘But he knows the secret. Only one of the family can ever know the secret beyond the time of training. That is the rule.’

‘I know, but …’

‘Are you ready to go?’ Angeli asked him simply.

Dimitri nodded. ‘Almost. A few minutes more …’

‘Get ready to go,’ Angeli said. His hand was resting on Janni’s shoulder. He tugged at the boy and walked outside with him. When the door closed, Dimitri stepped towards it, then put his hands to his face, trying to control the shiver of anger, and grief – and horror.

His little Janni! How horrible. How terrible. First son, then grandson. Make it quick, he prayed, his eyes half closed. Make it painless.

He looked at the crucifix as he thought these anguished thoughts. The crucifix seemed to mock him. It was there only because it would have been unthinkable in a village like this for there not to have been a crucifix. But Dimitri had no God to turn to. The man on the cross had ceased to be his God from the moment he had learned the Keys.

He turned from the crucifix. Thoughts of Janni would have to be put from his mind. There was no time for grief. His life on the island was finished: the family Mezetsis was finished. The Collector would keep him alive for the forty years needed to construct the Labyrinth, and then they would let him go. With Dimitri’s death (forty more years of life!) there would be peace for all the Mezetsis.

Dimitri quickly gathered the rest of the belongings he would need for the long journey. Where exactly the Labyrinth was to be built was a question to which he had no answer. But it would be far from here. Perhaps it would be on Crete, where Daedalus, the Mezetsis family’s guardian spirit and ancient mentor, had built the first of the great structures.

More likely it would be further to the north, on the mainland, somewhere among the ruins and remains of the war that had so recently devastated the continent of Europe.

Where was Angeli? What was taking the man so long to dispose of the boy?

Dimitri sat in the shady room, his canvas bag on his knees, his best jacket over his shoulders. He scratched the stubble on his face, then looked at the cold flagon of wine, wondering whether or not he had time for a cup before he left. Distantly, the engine of the ferry was vibrating and droning as the small boat was made ready to depart from Mykera. Dimitri stood up and went to the shutters, pulling them open.

He gasped with surprise as he saw Angeli and Janni walking down the hill, the two figures almost at the harbourside. For a moment he was too numbed to think clearly. What was going on?

He closed the shutters and turned quickly, running to pick up his bag.

From the corner of his eye he saw the flour on the table and noticed, for the first time, that there was a pattern drawn within it. Curious, he stepped closer. He stared down at the Labyrinth. He could see where someone – Angeli, no doubt – had drawn the Line which went Deep. Janni had marked the two secret Key lines, and they had been obliterated.

Angeli had tested Janni. He had not tested Dimitri himself. Janni would build the Labyrinth. Angeli was not intending to take the old man after all!

Dimitri howled his indignation and anger. He had waited all this time. And he was still alive, and therefore the task – at least the beginning of the task – should be his. His! And Angeli had even asked him if he were ready to go … what had he meant by that, if not to take him?

‘Wait!’ he shouted, as if his voice would carry through the shutters and across the still, dry air.

The flour on the table shifted. A small cloud of fine dust drifted upwards, attracting Dimitri’s attention again. The pattern of the Labyrinth seemed to be turning slightly. It shimmered. It seemed to become depthless, the lines of the walls gleaming silver, the space between them dropping away into a terrifying gloom.

Something flowed up from that pit. The shutters and the door of the small house rattled, blown by a sudden wind. The pans, hanging on the wall, rattled too. The dust on the floor swirled in clouds about Dimitri’s feet.

The old man leaned closer to the table, peering into the magic place that he could glimpse through the crudely drawn spirals …

An enormous hand punched through the table top and reached quickly for his throat.

Dimitri jerked back, shouting out in horror and surprise. The hand was covered with a thick, stiff fur. A second blow ripped the table in two. The flour scattered, the pattern vanished, the room seemed to melt away, becoming hazy, indistinct and dark.

In the middle of that darkness the shape slowly rose from a foetal position, head coming up from knees, legs straightening, outstretched arms reaching for the cowering, terrified old man.

A dark body, an immense horned head, nostrils that flared and snorted as the creature breathed, eyes that gleamed with human bloodlust …

It stepped swiftly forward, almost a blur of movement. Its feet made a soft padding sound. Its stench was unbearable. Its belly rumbled and boiled with hollow hunger.

It tossed Dimitri high, then snapped his bones. It slit him open with a single shake of its great horned head. It reached into the limp, still living body and squeezed out the soft liver …

And began to gorge …

*

As the small boat slipped away from the quayside, Janni walked around to the rear railing and stood, tears in his eyes, watching the island move away into the distance. Angeli came up to him and placed a coat around his shoulders.

Soon, Mykera was a grey rock in the distance. Janni had spent many months of his life fishing, but now he was further from home than even those lazy trips had taken him. He knew, now, that there was no going back.

‘Will my grandfather be all right?’ Janni asked.

Angeli smiled. ‘He’s been well taken care of.’

The boat suddenly swayed as they hit deeper water. A cooler breeze sent salt spray into their faces. The ferry turned towards the unseen mainland of Greece.

Janni shivered slightly and turned to look up at the cold-eyed stranger, the Collector … Angeli.

‘Where will I go now?’

Angeli said, ‘To a country called England. Do you know about England?’

Janni nodded. ‘It was at war. It rains a lot. It’s a cold place.’

With a smile Angeli added, ‘You will now live there, and you will die there. In forty years’ time you will die there.’

‘But first I’ll build the Labyrinth again. For … Arachne.’

‘First you’ll build the Labyrinth,’ Angeli agreed, and smiled. ‘For Arachne.’

Janni shuddered. ‘And then I’ll be killed.’

As if it were a joke, Angeli laughed again. ‘But of course.’ He ruffled the boy’s hair, and then drew him closer, cradling Janni as if he were his own son. ‘But by that time, you’ll be more than glad of death.’

They watched the island fade into total obscurity. The diesel engine puffed out black smoke and the ship slowed, juddered and turned on the choppy seas.

‘I’m frightened,’ Janni said after a while.

Angeli squeezed him reassuringly. ‘Of course you are. But that fear will not last long. You have a great power, Janni. And Arachne will use it to create a greater power.’

The man looked down at him. His smile was a terrible smile, the smile of a corpse. ‘You will work hard. You will work harder than you have ever imagined. But then, that’s what you were born for, isn’t it?’

‘Will I be looked after?’ Janni whispered.

‘You will have whatever you desire. You will want for nothing. Except freedom.’

‘What if I die? What if I die before the work is finished?’

Cold spray made Angeli turn, and he led Janni into the warm and dry of the canvas-covered passenger area. ‘You won’t,’ he said. He sat down. Janni sat opposite him. Angeli said, ‘You won’t die because you can’t.’ He wrote a date on a piece of paper and showed it to the boy. ‘That is the date that will appear on your headstone, Janni. And a green field in the north of England will be your resting place for eternity.’ He sat back. ‘Close your eyes, Janni. Sleep for a while. We have a long journey, and a hard one. Do as I say, try and sleep.’

Janni stretched out on the hard bench and tried to close his eyes. But he remained awake watching Angeli and feeling the boat ride the swell.

When at last he slept, he dreamed of green fields.
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