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PROLOGUE

The upturned glass tumbler moved with an unnerving decisiveness across the smooth table top, vibrated, and almost stopped, as though even this inanimate object was afraid of the enormity of its task.

Twenty-six pieces of white cardboard formed a complete circle, each two inches square and bearing a letter in crimson from A-Z. The glass moved from D-E then hesitated. Widdington shuddered as he caught sight of his own reflection in the inverted base like the distortions cast by a funfair house of crazy mirrors: lips compressed, a thin bloodless line, fair hair tousled, black-ringed eyes accentuating the fear within him. The trembling of the tumbler might have been his own, a kind of hypnotic force which he was emitting. Staring. Wanting to scream. Seeing it (himself) coming towards himself. No!

Another letter, A. Then retreating.


Stop! For Christ's sake somebody stop it. Smash it!

But nobody did. Neither Sallus nor Borden moved. Their eyes followed the course of the glass, amazement on their features. Widdington thought, you don't give a damn because you haven't asked. I have. I'm in the hot seat. I asked about my future.

T this time. One to go. Keith Widdington was already anticipating the final letter, knew what it was, what it had to be. H!

D…E…A…T…H!

Silence. The tumbler was back in the centre of the table, lifeless now, an empty shell, its work done. A question had been asked and answered, that was all that was required of it.

‘Looks like you bought it, Kipper,’ Sallus gave a laugh that seemed to become strangled in his throat. His pallid anaemic complexion was now suffused with a greyish tinge and the long slender hands resting on the table trembled.

Keith Widdington licked his lips, dropped his gaze.

‘It's only a game,’ he said weakly. ‘Like … like …’

‘Like Ludo,’ Mel Borden smoothed a hand across his forehead and discovered that he too was sweating heavily. ‘Or Monopoly. You win or you lose, but either way it doesn't mean much because it's only a game after all. I vote we have some light on the scene.’

Sallus was grateful for the opportunity to move away from the table. His legs felt weak, the calves aching as though he had just completed a long hike and the finger which flicked down the light switch shook.

The three men blinked in the dazzling white glare from the fluorescent strip, glanced at one another. Widdington was badly shaken - that much was plain.

‘They sell Ouija boards at a fiver a time,’ Borden found his cigarettes and rolled one across the table to Mark Sallus. ‘we made one for nowt and that can't be bad.’

‘You don't think that … that …?’ Widdington's voice tailed away as a lump bobbed up and down in his throat.

‘That there's actually anything in it?’ Borden flicked his lighter, held it across to Sallus and then lit his own cigarette. ‘No, of course there isn't. It's one of those tricks like conjurers used to perform at parties when we were kids. The glass is moved by some kind of vibration which we make by leaning on the table and touching it. Or it could even be telekinesis. Maybe a mixture of both, but whatever it is you'll never convince me that any one of us here is capable of calling up any kind of spirit or even contacting one.’

‘But you're an atheist,’ it was an accusation rather than a statement from Widdington.

‘So what's that got to do with it?’

‘You don't believe. You refuse to accept that it is possible for anything spiritual to exist. There has to be an explanation for everything where you're concerned, Mel.’

‘Of course there's an explanation for everything. Finding it isn't always easy, but it's always there. Otherwise things wouldn't happen. As simple as that.’

‘Scientists and writers,’ Sallus laughed. ‘are either agnostics or atheists. Usually the latter because they refuse to accept that there might be something that's beyond their ken. You'll make your mark in this life, Mel, because you're bloody-minded enough to come up with logic where it doesn't exist. I shudder to think what'll happen to you in the hereafter.’

Balls, Mel Borden thought but resisted the temptation to start up another ‘there-is, there-isn't argument. Not this time; Kipper was too shaken. Lived on his nerves. That was why the youngest member of the trio had failed his chemistry BSc for the second year running. Nerves. They were stretched to breaking point and this Ouija experiment of Mark Sallus' hadn't helped any. Borden blamed himself for not having refused to participate in the first place. There couldn't be anything in it, though. No way. Mumbo jumbo like the voodoo Sallus had been brought up with during his childhood in Haiti.

‘And when d'you sit your bocor finals, Mark?’ Borden tried to turn it all into a joke. It was the only thing left to do now, for Widdington's sake.

‘These aren't matters to joke about,’ Sallus snapped.

‘Well, I think they're one big fucking bad joke,’ Borden noted the way Widdington was shaking and had difficulty in controlling his anger towards the third man. ‘This is Cambridge, England, not Mirebalais. And even if your old man did die at forty-six from lung cancer …’

‘He died because they cursed him,’ Sallus stiffened, fingers gripping the edge of the table.

‘Jesus Christ!’ Borden scraped his chair back, stood up. ‘Don't give us all that crap again. Your old man smoked eighty fags a day, so his chances of lung cancer were increased beyond the normal risk. He was also the boss of a tobacco plantation and it's conceivable that a percentage of the native labour force hated his guts just like any workforce in this country despises the management on principle, whipped up to hatred by shop stewards with chips on their shoulders. But all that hatred does is to push up their own blood pressure, doing them more harm than the guy at the top.’

Mark Sallus sighed deeply, made every effort to check his rising anger. He glanced at Widdington. The kid looked real bad. So would anybody who had just read the death sign. Anybody who knew, that was.

‘We could've worked it wrong,’ Sallus said. ‘Maybe the glass just went a bit haywire.’ He shrugged. ‘It's some years since I've seen it done. The last time …’ a man had died but it would not be wise to tell Widdington that, ‘… the last time it was a failure, because there was an atheist in the company.’

Keith Widdington nodded, trying to force himself to believe what he wanted to believe. Churchgoing didn't do one a lot of good. Seeping oneself in any kind of belief was a bad thing. Borden was right. Everything had a perfectly logical explanation. And if you couldn't find it that was just too bad.

‘Anyway, I'm going to turn in,’ Mel Borden picked his jacket off the back of the chair. ‘Late nights are for birds and booze, not hocus-pocus.’

They watched him go, listened to his footsteps receding down the uncarpeted stairs, heard the slamming of the front door.

‘I'm sorry, Kipper.’ Stubbing out the butt of his cigarette in the ashtray seemed the most important task in the whole world to Mark Sallus right then. ‘It was just a little game, nothing more. Now it seems I've offended both of you.’

‘Not me,’ Keith Widdington managed a half-smile. ‘I'm OK, Mark. Honest. It was just that … well, seeing that glass move was rather frightening. To me, anyway. I'm afraid I agree with what Mel said, though. It was either done by vibration or telekinesis. It couldn't have moved otherwise. Could it?’

Mark Sallus turned away, took his time answering, prayed that he was good enough to lie convincingly. ‘I shouldn't pay too much attention to Ouija boards. Like you said, they're just a game. Schoolkids buy 'em to play with.’

‘Yes, I know, but … but the letters … the words they spelled. It can't just be a coincidence.’

‘Coincidences are funny things,’ Sallus felt the dampness beneath his armpits. ‘I've come across a lot stranger in my time. I'm not worried. Neither is Mel.’

‘I thought he was going to blow his top. You could see how agitated he was, boiling up for another of his explosions.’

‘You know as well as I do how edgy Mel Borden is most of the time. He flies off the handle at the slightest thing. That's what comes of being not just clever but brilliant. Even brilliant doesn't sum up Mel. If anybody tried to take his IQ it'd go right off the top of the scale. Try discussing politics or religion with him and you're asking for trouble. Mel has no place in his make-up for either. He's insular to the point where the world's population is made up of computers. He's one himself. He ticks over on processed data in that thing he calls a brain. He's got no time for the human element.’

‘You were crazy to ask him round here tonight. He isn't a mate of ours. He doesn't have any mates.’

‘I wish I hadn't now. It was stupid of me to suggest what we did tonight, anyway. Strictly speaking, there should have been four of us, but Sanderson's in a blue funk over his finals and cried it off. No, Kipper, we didn't conduct the thing properly so you can hardly take much notice of the outcome.’

‘I guess so,’ relief showed on Widdington's face. ‘By the way, Mark, d'you think there really was anything in all that hocus-pocus you told us about Haiti - zombies and all that?’

‘I don't know,’ Sallus chose his words carefully, determined not to alarm his colleague again. Take the zombie legend for instance. Bocors are very powerful out there, even more so than the plantation owners who employ a large majority of the native population. The Cochon Gris are the worst of the voodoo cults. They're cannibals into the bargain and specialise in selling people's souls to the devil in return for a period of prosperity. They carry out all sorts of revolting sacrifices, like cutting off a pig's testicles and drinking its blood while it's still alive. They claim to be able to suck a man's soul out of his body after dark through a crack in his hut. The victim usually dies the following day.’

‘Christ!’ Widdington paled. ‘You don't really believe that, do you?’

‘Not entirely,’ Sallus laughed with more confidence this time.

‘These bocors are fiendishly clever though, up to every trick in the book and a few more besides. They're reputed to be able to raise the dead by letting the corpse sniff its soul, which they've trapped in a bottle after they sucked it out. In all probability the poor guy has never actually died in the first place, but they've administered some kind of drug which only simulates death. They are then able to resurrect him physically although he's nothing more than a vegetable. In this way they have ample labour to sell to the plantation bosses.’

‘Ugh!’ Widdington grimaced. ‘Can't the law do something about it?’

‘The bocors are the law,’ Sallus pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘The police are shit-scared of them just as everybody else is. I remember one day when I was a kid the Rada cult, who are supposedly the “good" guys, performed some rituals in Mirebalais itself on Damballah's day. They hung a ragged old tailcoat and the remnants of a top hat on a crucifix and sacrificed a white hen and cockerel to it. If that isn't blasphemy I don't know what is. The commissioner broke the proceedings up before they'd finished. The next day he died. A heart attack. Nobody could prove otherwise. A coincidence maybe or else they'd got at him in some foul way. The police usually leave the bocors alone and life ticks over peacefully.’

‘Do they …’ the worried frown returned to Keith Widdington's face. ‘do they ever use … Ouija boards?’

‘No,’ Mark Sallus smiled reassuringly. ‘As I've already tried to get home to you, Ouija boards are just games, playing at it. The bocors are much more insidious. They have mastered the art of telepathy to such an extent that it defies explanation. Just before I left Haiti there was a member of the Cochon Gris who had surrendered himself to the police and was being held in Mirebalais gaol pending interrogation. He was terrified out of his wits and thought he could beat a murder rap if he spilled the whole bag of beans. The last thing he'd got on his mind was suicide, but the bastards got at him in spite of strict security. He was found hanging in his cell. He'd made the rope by shredding some garment and pleating it. His gaolers tried to revive him but they were too late. Just before he died he told them that Baron Cimeterre, one of the Petro gods, Lord of the Cemetery, had ordered him to take his own life. Sure, it could have been some kind of vision that had played on his distraught mind, but it's happened before on countless occasions. There's no place you can hide from the bocors once they've made up their mind to get you.’

‘There's one person they wouldn't get,’ Widdington laughed hollowly. ‘Mel Borden. His computer brain would reject all but relevant data.’

‘Maybe and maybe not. However, I can't imagine the bocors of Haiti having the slightest interest in Mel Borden.’

‘Well, as least there's nothing in what happened tonight,’ Keith Widdington was determined to convince himself of that at all costs. ‘Another couple of months and we'll all have split up. Me, I'll be just your average man in the street,’ a bitter laugh. ‘because I've failed in everything I've put my hand to and by that time I'll have reconciled myself to the fact. You'll be in the food labs, Mark, doing your damnedest to invent new brands of everything that are higher in polyunsaturates than anything that has been produced hitherto, so that we all stand a better chance of living six months longer than our allotted span. Meanwhile, Mel will be working on advanced nuclear technology in order that the world population can either die slowly and painfully from radiation burns or, if they're lucky, be blown to nothing in a matter of seconds. He's hell bent on a suicidal course and determined to take us all with him.’

‘That's a slight exaggeration,’ Sallus glanced at the clock on the mantleshelf, saw that it was past three in the morning and wondered whether he ought to try and persuade the other to stay the night. ‘but I don't think there's any doubt that he'll be a leading nuclear scientist before the end of the decade. I'd prefer to believe that he's intent on producing a deterrent to the ultimate in warfare, rather than a means of destroying nations whether eastern or western.’

‘There'll be a nuclear war eventually,’ Keith Widdington felt another depression coming on, swamping his recent fears in a tide of hopelessness and resignation. ‘Every country in the world is waiting for it. One crackpot somewhere could trigger off the end of civilisation just like that. Thousands are pestering regional emergency planning offices daily for “beat-the-bomb” advice and government bookshops are making a small fortune out of every advisory booklet they publish, regardless of how ineffective the advice is. The long-awaited government announcement on the whole subject of civil defence still hasn't been made, because they're frightened to tell the electorate that this time they can't do anything to help them.’

‘You sound just like Mel,’ Sallus stood up, hoping that the other would take the hint and either return to his own digs or sleep on the sofa by the window.

‘What percentage of the population of Britain would survive a major nuclear attack?’ Widdington was undeterred. ‘Well, I'll tell you. About twenty-five per cent. The Russians are already claiming that their civilian casualties would amount to no more than five per cent. Allowing for all their bullshit propaganda, it still figures who would come off best and why they really aren't scared of the western world.’

‘Which enforces my argument that we need the likes of Mel Borden to produce an effective counter bomb.’

‘Dog eat dog. I'll tell you something, Mark, if there was another world to emigrate to I'd be on the first rocketload out of Mother Earth. Anyway, I can see you're itching for bed and I won't delay you any longer. And thanks for your hospitality this evening.’

‘You're OK, aren't you?’ there was genuine concern in Mark's tone. ‘I mean, you're not going to let this business play on your mind, are you?’

‘No,’ Keith Widdington shook his head. ‘I won't. Honest. Can't say the same about the bomb though, and I guess that goes for about three quarters of the world's population.’

A few minutes later Mark Sallus was on his own. He let out a deep sigh. Hell, he'd had no right to ask the other two to join him in his experiment tonight. He should have known, should have learned from his boyhood. Fate had one's future all cut and dried and she didn't forecast your death so brutally unless you'd offended them. Of course they knew you'd die because they'd kill you so it was a pretty safe bet; the voodoo cults held the key to most of the mysteries in Haiti.

Sallus gathered up the letters of the alphabet, dropped them into a drawer, and placed the tumbler in the sink. It couldn't have been a coincidence. No way. The message had been too clear, too precise, the glass never once deviating from its course. D…E…A…T…H.

Widdington was going to die; there was no getting away from that!




Keith Widdington knew that it was all a dream. That was why he refused to let it frighten him. It was a kind of semi comatose state that a lot of university students experienced; the brain overcharged and running like an engine with the choke full out. You couldn't relax, couldn't switch off even in sleep. You saw open textbooks, their pages a mess of indecipherable print demanding your full attention. You were forced to stare hopelessly at them, trying to convince yourself that not only could you read them but your brain was absorbing all the information, storing it away. One day you'd have to dig it all out. If you could find it again.

This time it was different though. There was somebody at the door trying to get in. They couldn't because it was locked, but neither would he be able to get up off the couch and let them in. He didn't want to, anyway. They could either stay there or go away. The choice was theirs.

Something jogged his memory, almost awakened him. A book of fables his mother had bought him long before he'd even learned to read. He'd studied the illustrations for hours on end, asking endless questions and not really understanding the answers. That was his trouble: always asking questions. One picture in particular, a hideous skeletal figure struggling to open a locked door, a rotund man laughing and jeering on the other side. It had stuck in Keith's mind all his life, long after that book had found its way to yet another jumble sale. Death being denied entry. Overleaf there had been a second picture of the same room, the door open wide, that fat man lying inert on the floor. There was no sign of the intruder; he had been and gone, and left his mark.

It had frightened Keith in his infancy, making him cower beneath the bedclothes at night every time a gust of wind rattled doors and windows. Now, tonight, he heard the rattling of the door again, loud and insistent. But he wasn't afraid because he knew it was only a dream, emanating from that juvenile illustrated story of the man who had tried to cheat death. Eventually the noise died away, as he knew it would.

Sometime later he smelled smoke, but he did not become alarmed because it was still all a dream. He tossed and turned, coughing as the acrid fumes irritated his lungs, aware of the tension that refused to allow mind and body to relax. It was no good trying to fight, you had no choice other than to let the ravages of overwork take their toll, ride them out like a ship caught in a violent storm at sea.


And then he realised that it was no dream! Gasping for breath he sat up, swung his feet to the floor. Thick smoke filled the darkened room. Choking, he flung himself at the door, wrestled with the old-fashioned brass knob. Panic. Of course it wouldn't open because it was locked! A faint glimmer of hope that died instantly when his groping fingers failed to locate the key, scrabbling on an empty lock, then on the floor below. The key was gone!

Reaching for the light switch, an instinctive reaction; pressing it, hearing the loud click, a groan of despair escaping his lips as the darkness prevailed. Panic once more, beating on the wooden panels of the door with his fists, trying to shout but only managing to croak hoarsely. ‘Let me out. For God's sake somebody open the door!’

Nobody came and yet he could hear people somewhere down below, probably on the first floor of this block of converted flats. Running feet going downstairs, none coming up. Shouts. Screams. A baby crying somewhere.


‘Let me out. For God's sake somebody let me out!’

Widdington beat the door again, kicked at it with his bare feet, tugged at the handle, braced himself and pulled with every ounce of his waning strength. With a loud crack the handle came away, catapulting him backwards so that he hurtled across the room, falling headlong over a chair and taking it with him until he hit the solid sink unit with a force that jarred every bone in his body.

Scrambling back again on all fours, sobbing his frustration when he found the door still shut, this time not even a handle to pull on. He lay there on the floor struggling for breath, retching as he drew in only thick pungent smoke. He closed his eyes, felt the pain, the heat scorching his naked body. Somewhere flames crackled hungrily as they devoured timber that had been devastated by woodworm. Falling masonry. More screams.

Widdington thought about crossing to the window and trying to see what was happening down below, but he knew he'd never make it. Every vestige of strength had drained from his body leaving him jellified and helpless, the terror starting to build up. There was a fire somewhere on the first or ground floor that had shorted the supply of electricity. That didn't account for the disappearance of the key, though.

Someone had already tried the door; he'd heard them in his sleep and ignored it. Now everybody was outside. Except himself!

Feebly, he began another search for the missing key, splinters from the rough floorboards lodging beneath his fingernails. After a minute or so he gave up, leaned his back against the wall and tried to draw in air. Another paroxysm of coughing; he spat something out and tasted blood in his mouth, vomited again. He was sure he'd cracked a rib.

Weakening fast, it was the heat that was doing it, coming up through the floor. Surely it wouldn't be long before the whole building collapsed. It was like being roasted on a spit.

Not bothering to fight any longer, resignation brought Keith Widdington a kind of serenity that he had not experienced for years. Even the pain was dulled somewhat. He was almost relaxed.

He tried to think. You couldn't really blame that Ouija game, it had only done what had been asked of it, spoken the truth. Strange that the warning should come so close to the end. But there was no way you could shut Death out. The door had been locked but he'd still got in.

It didn't really matter a damn, Widdington concluded. He'd failed all along the line, there was nothing to live for except a routine humdrum existence. University had been a waste of time. Anyway, what was life except a time of waiting to die? He thought about Sallus and his obsession with polyunsaturates and Borden's quest for the ultimate in nuclear annihilation. Two extremes. But he would cheat them both by dying now. Damned funny that. A laugh that had him vomiting again, slowly sliding from a sitting position until he was lying on the floor. His skin was dry, cracking with the heat. No chance to breathe at all. Like drowning on dry land, wanting to get it over with but instinctively clinging to life. It would be like this when the Russians opened up with their nuclear missiles, everybody being burned up while life still throbbed feebly through their bodies, prolonging the agony. You wanted to die yet you still fought against it. That was what life was all about; striving to stay alive. For what purpose?

Voices. Whispering, mocking. Widdington tried to turn his head but he hadn't the strength. Anyway, he wouldn't be able to see. Total darkness everywhere. Maybe he was blind, his eyes burned out of their sockets by this inferno. The flames were louder now, much closer. This could even be Hades itself.

Then he saw them, faces that seemed to materialise out of the smoky darkness on the opposite side of the room. He wondered for a moment if they existed solely in his imagination, but he couldn't be sure. Three of them: features that were lined and wizened with age, deep-sunken eyes that glowed with sheer malevolence, the nostrils two flat gaping holes, lips blistered and curled into a mocking sneer. Gloating. Hating.

It wasn't just the three inexplicable visitors to his bedsit that made Keith Widdington shield his face in terror with arms that were almost too heavy to lift; it was the five small white squares of cardboard which they held aloft with skinny festering fingers. Five cards so arranged that the scarlet letter painted on each one formed an unmistakable word:

D...E...A...T...H.

Widdington was aware of their voices, their monkey-like jabbering and gloating drifting with him into oblivion.





PART ONE: THE PETRO GODS: BARON SAMEDI, BARON CIMETERRE, BARON CROIS AND OTHERS




I : Chapter 1 - THE MERCENARY

The man had lain motionless in the long grass since before dawn. The sun climbed towards its zenith and the heat of the day increased but still he did not move, not even to swat at the swarm of flies which alighted on his Negroid features, crawling along his thick lips, exploring his wide nostrils, seeking the shade inside his ears.

From his elevated position in the rolling foothills he had an unrestricted view of the small plateau half a mile or so in front of him and a couple of hundred feet lower than the ground on which he lay. Approximately fifty acres of barren rock that had been made even more sparse by the efforts of a bulldozer, levelling any slight mounds, removing all scrub bushes so that there was not enough concealment even for grazing coney. In stark contrast, from the centre rose a series of squat concrete buildings reminiscent of those which he had observed on Shell Island a mere fifty miles away. Windowless, ugly. A single turret beyond, slits in the stone blocks, and if you looked hard enough you could just make out a face in the shadowy interior. The armed guard had been relieved sometime after ten o'clock. The watcher had noted the changeover, tried to work out some pattern of routine - but at Caerlaverock there was none. One man went in through the lower steel door, another came out five minutes later. From this distance there was no way of distinguishing between them; it might even have been the same guard returning to the main block. The prostrate man on the hill knew it wasn't. Drab grey uniform, the stiffness of the movements suggesting some form of armour breastplate worn beneath the grey cloth, Nazi-style steel helmet protecting the back of the neck, knee-length boots. The uniformed man glanced cursorily around him before he was admitted into the central block, saw the two dark grey Alsatians lying panting in the midday heat by the barbed wire perimeter fence and knew that there was no need to patrol the area. The dogs would have alerted him to the presence of any stranger within a hundred yards of the compound.

The man on the hill blinked rapidly in order to move some flies from his eyelids and maintained his vigilance. His mouth was dry, but there was nothing to drink, so he pushed the discomfort from his mind and concentrated on the now lifeless scene through a shimmering heat haze. His sweeping gaze took in the towering forested hills all around, their lush dark greenery, the buzzard which drifted effortlessly with ragged moth-like wings, the woodpigeons clattering noisily from cover at its approach.

Back to Caerlaverock. Every detail corresponded exactly with the roughly drawn sketch map which he had chewed to a squelchy pulp several hours ago and then swallowed. Two guard dogs by day, four by night. Even the approximate position of the radar circuit had been marked in by the one who had prepared the map with such accuracy. It lay somewhere between the perimeter fence and the beginning of the forest, where there was a deep moat, invisible from up here, cut out by those same bulldozers and filled by a raging mountain torrent which had been diverted to pass through it. Not deep enough to swim, but if you tried to wade it would cut the soles of your feet to ribbons on a bed of broken glass. That was primitive stuff, though, like the fence itself, designed to deter casual trespassers and curiosity seekers. There were more sophisticated defences prepared against the really determined, those who came under the cover of darkness for insidious reasons: like the 25,000 volt circuit, a foot high and only inches away from the boundary fence, switched on at sunset and turned off at sunrise. Invisible during the nocturnal hours, you'd never even know that you'd found it.

Another craving plagued the watcher. Tobacco. He knew his own weaknesses, which was why he'd jettisoned his cigarettes in the stream way back. He couldn't stop himself from thinking about them, though. Not because he was nervous, he just needed a smoke.

His body beneath the ragged denims was soaked in sweat, saturating the material so that it clung wetly to his skin. His bare feet inside the worn boots were blistered and sore after miles of cross-country walking and hill climbing. Avoid contact with anybody had been his orders. Personally, he wasn't in the slightest bit interested in what lay inside the place known as Caerlaverock. Everybody knew it was a missile base, the newest and most up-to-date in Britain but controlled by the USA. There had been photographs of it in almost every daily paper over the past few weeks, mostly taken from the air. That was just a waste of time, they might as well have photographed some old Anderson-type shelters left over from World War Two. It was what was below ground that interested them. The negro's only interest was in his pick-up at the end of the mission. It wasn't easy, but it wasn't impossible. Not for him. He laughed softly to himself. Maybe he was the only man who could do it. They knew that and that was why they had sought him out.

Shell Island had been relatively easy since the security wasn't so tight. That was because they hadn't much to hide - six Convair F-111Es. You only had to watch them taking off from and landing back on the island's runways to know that. Useful, but that was about all you could say. Hardly an efficient defence force. In no way was the base connected with Caerlaverock. For the negro it had probably been just a trial run. Now that hurdle was behind him and the big one lay ahead. But they weren't putting him in the firing line for peanuts. No, sir! Once he'd breached Caerlaverock the price was going up on the open market! Somebody was going to have to dig real deep into their pockets if they wanted that kind of information. It wasn't going to come all as one neat package deal either; a bit at a time and a down payment on the next instalment. And so on.

He forgot his discomfort as the sun moved westwards. He had to check his impatience whenever his thoughts turned to money. This wasn't the kind of job that could be rushed. It was a two-way gamble, all or nothing. And he couldn't do anything before darkness. He flexed his fingers and leg muscles then forced himself back to the business of watching. Not even the smallest detail could be overlooked; it might mean the difference between success and failure.

The guard was changed again about three-thirty. The man who had been relieved did not linger talking to his colleague, but hurried back immediately to the central block. The Alsatians got to their feet lazily and moved close to the eastern side of the main building where there was now an elongated patch of shade. Within minutes the stillness had returned. Even the buzzard had given up his relentless hunt for an unwary young rabbit and had glided on over the horizon.

Half past seven. The temperature had dropped, but the atmosphere was still and airless. Cloud formations were building up in the western sky and the watcher wondered whether there might be a thunderstorm on the way. He didn't know whether it would be to his advantage or not, but a mercenary had to be prepared for all eventualities and afraid of none.

Shortly after eight o'clock he heard the first rumble of distant thunder echoing and dying away across the furthermost mountain peaks. It would bring the darkness faster. He experienced a thrill at the anticipation of nightfall. It was a different world then, the time when he seemed to come alive.

He felt the first few heavy spots of rain about twenty minutes later. The black clouds scurried across the sky, bringing with them a false dusk which was vividly lit up by zigzags of forked lightning. The Negro sensed the electrification of the atmosphere, his pulses racing, every nerve responding.

Even when the deluge came he did not move. Not once did he take his eyes off the missile base, watching large puddles rapidly forming on the compound around the buildings, the Alsatians now sheltering beneath an overhanging ledge, their alertness having waned as they huddled together. Through the slit in the elevated tower he could just make out the whiteness of a face against the background shadows. No way was the storm going to lull the guard into a sense of security; natural phenomenons called for even greater watchfulness. It was all part of CIA training.

The silent watcher's ragged clothing was saturated within minutes. He could have eased back into the shelter of the nearest pine trees only a dozen or so yards behind him, but he did not. Physical discomfort was something he had learned to accept in his early boyhood, all part of his upbringing. He remembered that first time his father had taken him out into the bush a couple of miles beyond the village and left him there armed with only a crude spear. No instructions had been issued because he was expected to know. All the boys knew. Two nights and two days he must remain there at the mercy of prowling wild beasts, armed only with his puny weapon. To return to his home kraal would have meant an even surer death than at the claws of some hunting lion. M'taka would have demanded it. Even his father was powerless where the witchdoctor was concerned. M'taka ruled the village with his own brand of very real magic.

Only at sunset on the third day could the boy return. If he still lived. Then M'taka would take him for his own and his family would be very proud of him. It had happened so. He had lived and gone to M'taka and learned the things which were denied to most. Power would have been his in due course. But Africa was no more. It had been destroyed by the revolutionaries and the whites. Yet there were certain things that could never be destroyed. The knowledge of the old art would never die.

He waited until it was fully dark before he moved. The mountains on all sides cast their deep shadows and there was no moon. The storm had passed on, leaving a saturated landscape in its wake, foliage bowed and dripping. Far away he could still hear the occasional peal of thunder.

The Negro rose to his knees, listening. Behind him an owl hooted mournfully amidst the tall pines, as though disinclined to hunt the wet woods. Somewhere a dog barked. He stood up, moved uncertainly as the circulation in his legs started to flow again then headed in a north-easterly direction, flitting through the trees with the speed and stealth of a wraith.

It was half an hour before he spied lights twinkling in the valley below from an isolated farmhouse. A dog in one of the outbuildings was yelping. He grinned. Far better that it barked now and continued to bark rather than began at his approach.

He threaded his way carefully through a growth of gorse and blackthorn bushes on the steep slope that went down to the farm, forded a muddy stream at the bottom. Then he paused behind a fallen tree and waited. And the dog continued to bark.

It was almost an hour before the downstairs lights in the rambling old stone house went off and an upper one came on; another twenty minutes before that too was extinguished.

The Negro listened again in the darkness. Roosting poultry jostled for perching places in a wooden henhouse. Beyond that was a line of dilapidated brick buildings. From the end one a cow began to bellow plaintively for its calf. Scuffles, squealings came from the centre one; weaned piglets playfully taking advantage of life without the sow, reluctant to bed down for the night.

The man in the shadows breathed a sigh of relief and grinned to himself again. He should have checked before the long hours of observation on Caerlaverock. He'd been too impetuous, forgetting his boyhood training under M'taka. Fortune had been kind to him; he might have had to search a dozen farms in this upland sheep country before he found what he was looking for. But he had found it and that was all that mattered.

The collie in the lean-to barked more vehemently as he crossed toward the other side of the farmyard, his sodden boots squelching in the thick mud. But nobody was going to take any notice.

He opened the top half of a stable door and was greeted by an excited squealing and shrill grunting. Five sandy-coloured piglets crowded below him, snouts upturned expectantly.

He moved fast, decisively, reached down, grabbed the nearest, held if aloft and briefly checked that it was a boar. A hand closed over its mouth, cut off its squealing. The door was closed again and he was retracing his steps, clutching the struggling animal beneath his arm.

The collie's barking had risen to an angry incessant pitch, the cow bellowed louder, and the four remaining piglets squealed for their lost brother. But nobody came to investigate the cause of the commotion. Maybe nobody even heard.

The Negro did not slow down until he came to a wide clearing amidst a tall larch plantation. He was not even breathing heavily in spite of the long uphill climb, his temples pulsing with excitement rather than exertion. The animal in his left hand struggled and fought but was powerless to escape, its screams resembling those of a human baby as it sensed the closeness of death.

He altered his grip, now holding it by the back legs, fumbling in the pockets of his damp trousers until his fingers located a clasp knife. The blade was honed to a razor sharpness; he had worked on it the day before in readiness.

It was a task which he had learned from M'taka sliortly after his initiation rites. Simple if you knew how, decidedly difficult if you didn't. Strong thick fingers located the animal's testicles and stretched them out. The creature gave a loud scream like a wounded hare as the blade sliced through the tender skin tissues, kicking with its front legs in sheer desperation as the loose bag was severed.

The mercenary dropped the knife in his eagerness, felt the warm thick blood jetting over him as he hoisted the castrated animal aloft, his thick lips wide as he pressed his mouth to the gaping wound, leaning backwards as he drank fully, gulping down the iron-tasting fluid. It was too thick to quench his thirst; he could always slake that later in one of the mountain streams. Its flavour reminded him of those far-off days when his native land was still free, long before the guerilla fighting which had proved futile in the end.

The piglet's struggles were growing weaker all the time. Finally he lowered it to the ground where it lay kicking feebly, whimpering faintly until at last it jerked a few times and lay still. He sank to his knees, cleaned off his lips with his tongue. It had been good, as good as it used to be. He wondered why he had neglected the pleasure so long, but then he had had no need up until now - no need for the power which was already beginning to revitalise his body.

Suddenly he became aware of the wind soughing through the branches around him, a wild sound that seemed to carry strange voices with it, weird incoherent whispered chantings.


It still worked. They still heard him. They were answering his call Damballah Ouedo still lived!

He flung himself prostrate, eyes rolling, a new sweat oozing from his pores. It was the first time he had ever done it on his own, entirely without help. It was a terrifying experience, one that could not be revoked. M'taka's words seemed to vibrate in his brain. ‘Damballah Ouedo does not return empty-handed whence he comes. Call him not lightly.’

The man on the ground was muttering, babbling his reasons and praying that they might spare time to listen before … The wind increased, its force bending trees, swirling dead leaves which had lain undisturbed since last autumn, whipping at the ragged clothing as though it sought to tear it from his body and bare him before a mighty presence. Not just his life, his duppy was at stake, the dark forces liable to snatch him to satisfy a malicious whim. He bowed to them all, Baron Samedi, Baron Cimeterre, Baron Crois, Erzulie who demanded total devotion and tolerated no other female whether mortal or goddess, and a host of lesser deities who might take offence at their omission, finally reciting the three Credos and three Ave Marias as best he could from memory, trying to recall the exact words the old houngan had used. Shuddering, trembling, he lay there when he had finished and waited. Nothing more could be asked.

And then, suddenly, the wind dropped!

It was some time before he struggled to his feet, glancing furtively about him in the darkness as though he expected some monstrosity to materialise out of the black woods. But all was silent, even the owls had ceased calling. The gods had come and gone, answered his calling, and still he lived. And he knew that he was stronger, physically and mentally, better equipped to face the tasks which lay ahead of him this night. More than that, he was invincible, an ambassador of the powers that ruled the dark hours, an envoy of evil.

He walked fast now, feeling every muscle rippling beneath his ragged clothing with renewed vigour, until once again he topped the rise which looked down on Caerlaverock, the missile base which hid the launching site of Spectre Mark III.

And he knew now that the defences would not keep him out.

The Negro came to the moat and paused, listened again. No sound except the rushing of the water as the mountain stream foamed around its detour as though angry at the delay and eager to be back on its age-old course. He stepped into the icy torrent, fought to keep his balance, and waded out. The current was already swelled by the recent downpour and threatened to sweep him away. But it would not because the old gods had answered his call. Nothing could stop him. He would not fail his masters, neither mortal nor immortal. The broken glass beneath his feet powdered, yielding to a mightier invincible force.

With some difficulty he scaled the opposite bank, securing a grip on the sheer muddy side and hauling himself up. Keeping low, crawling, scraping his belly along the ground, the multitude of puddles soaking his clothing again.

His progress was slow; it had to be for two reasons. He had already worked out the distance from the moat to the electrified fence. Forty-two yards. He was six feet tall; that meant twenty-one times his own body length. On no account must he mistake his own calculations. In addition, the guard in the tower certainly had infrared binoculars so his movements had to be slow in order not to draw attention. As for the prowling Alsatians and the radar barrier, Damballah Ouedo would take care of them.

The thick rubber gloves which he carried in the back pocket of his ribboned trousers enabled him to lift the electric strand just high enough for him to pass beneath. The powerful wire cutters snipped an opening in the barbed wire barrier and he released the severed ends carefully so that they would not catapult back noisily.

Now he was through, on the last lap. Starkly outlined against the starry sky he saw the ugly symmetrical shape of the squat buildings and tower. From where he lay now he was also able to make out the low funnel-like object which protruded from deep underground. This was the launching silo for the Spectre Mark III; just where they had told him he would find it. A vertical, gigantic tube of death.

He rested, the lower half of his body almost submerged in a deep puddle, trying to work out his next move. He looked for the dogs but there was no sign of them. They were probably skulking beneath that protective ledge. They wouldn't come near him for they would already have scented the power with which he was imbued and recognised it for what it was. The animals would cringe; they wouldn't dare to whine.

He had to get below ground somehow. It wasn't going to be easy; reinforced steel blast-proof doors that were only opened from the inside and then probably by computerised combinations. He wondered what M'taka would have done in his position; probably called upon Damballah again. No! The gods of Petro would not take kindly to a second plea for help so soon after the first. In their almightiness they did not tolerate fools. Anyway, the old witchdoctor's medicine would most certainly have been strong enough to gain him entry had he been here now.

Of course! He wondered why he had not thought of it before. The launch silo! It led down into the bowels of this place. It was the obvious means of entry. He licked his lips, felt the coldness of sweat breaking out all over his body. The sides of that mighty cylinder would be as smooth as the interior of a shotgun barrel; no footholds nor any means by which to climb down. There was only one way. Hang at arm's length and then drop. And pray to Damballah Ouedo that his fall would be soft with no broken bones.

Crawling again, not wanting to hurry, like a schoolboy on his way to the baths for his first swimming lesson not knowing what terrors the deep water held, almost hoping that something would happen to prevent him going through with it.

A loud rumbling, the sudden electrification of his body making him stop and glance away to the east. The storm was coming back again, dark clouds that swallowed the stars and then lit up the whole mountain landscape with a jagged flash of vicious lightning. He cursed, shielding his eyes, then apologised mentally for his profanity towards his protectors. They had sent the thunderstorm back. For a reason. Possibly to give him additional cover.

The rain and wind hit him in one tornado-like gust that threatened to buffet him into the hard ground. Blinding continuous lightning.

Scrambling forward now, forcing his way through the heart of the storm, euphoric like some ebony god for whom the elements were compelled to yield a path. Immortal. It didn't matter if they saw him now because they were powerless to stop him in anything he chose to do.

Africa as it once was, ruled by those who harnessed the latent forces and worshipped them. One day it would be like that again. The defeat was only temporary whilst Papa Legba, the giver of opportunities, waited for the right moment. Then the remnants of the once-proud tribes would rise again and drive the foreign foe from their land. And then Africa would be dark again. This inhuman weapon of destruction which lay below him had to be destroyed in the name of his own country.

The Negro reached the silo and ran his hands along its smooth exterior, strength seemed to rub off and give him even greater strength. Mighty, and growing mightier by the second. On his feet, chanting wildly into the wind, hearing the rush of voices urging him on, promising him a place amongst the gods when his time was nigh. But first …

He pulled himself up on to the ledge which surrounded the muzzle of the gigantic cylinder, swayed slightly as he got his balance, drew himself up proudly to his full height, arms outstretched in a mute salute to those who guided him and watched over him. Lightning flashed all around, bathing him in a fiery flickering glow.

One flash nearer, lower than the rest, a horizontal stab of vicious flame, followed by a crashing report that bounced off the hillsides and followed the winding valley down into the storm-black night.

The Negro straightened up, a puppet suspended at full stretch by invisible strings then slowly crumpled and pitched outwards, hitting the muddy ground with a dull squelch. He was not aware of the half-wild Alsatians which bounded out of the darkness and stood at bay a yard or so from him. Low growls rumbled in their throats, hackles stood stiffly like hedgehog spines. Wicked yellowed fangs capable of tearing him to shreds.

But the animals hung back, tails curled between legs, vicious half-starved creatures which feared no man … except the one who lay prostrate before them.

Then the Caerlaverock guard dogs cringed and moved back. They were afraid.




I : Chapter 2 - EXECUTION

‘Yeah?’ Gruber looked up from his desk in the white-walled cell-like office and regarded the senior security officer who had just entered with an expressionless stare. Thick-set, close-cropped red hair, the rimless spectacles accentuated the froglike countenance of the CIA Caerlaverock based chief. Ruthlessness exuded from him. That was why he had the job.

Sax Blurton had the same stamp about him, only less pronounced, the drab uniform denoting his role of subordinance as opposed to the other's grey civvy jacket and trousers that you almost took for a suit at first glance. They both understood each other, as did every other agent on the base; you could be taken out as easily as the next man if you put a foot wrong, regardless of rank or service.

‘We got his file,’ Blurton dropped a square of printout on the desk and turned it round so that Gruber could read it. ‘Lu Machin. Believed illegal entry into Britain 1979. Wanted by FBI on three first-degree murder charges. Origin of birth, Africa, 1938. Known mercenary, fought in Angola. Suspected of ritual murders in Mombassa 1958 …’

‘OK, OK, I can read,’ Gruber scrutinised the details, stubbed out his Marlborough and lit another. ‘This is the guy, all right. We had him listed in '78. They did, too, by all accounts. The ideal fall guy for a test run and maybe a lot of other things as well.’

‘They're slumming it, aren't they? Jesus H. Christ, a boneheaded nigger hit man expecting to get in here!’

‘He nearly did, didn't he? You tell me, Sax, why he got as far as the silo. Feet cut to shreds by the glass in the moat but still able to crawl several hundred yards, not to mention cutting the live wire and the barbed fence, the dogs didn't pick him up and neither did the radar. If Wallace hadn't gone out when he did to relieve Szulc the bastard would've dropped down the silo. What would've happened to him down there is by the way, but the fact is he made it all the way. You tell me?’

‘I guess the electric storm must've had something to do with it?’

‘Crap. That jerk who tried it back in April finished up looking like a joint of roast that'd been forgotten on Sunday and fetched outa the oven Monday morning. And his IQ would've made the nigger look like he hadn't got one at all. You might cut the live fence if you know where it is or you're lucky. The barbed wire is relatively easy, but the dogs ain't and if they don't drag your guts out for tripe then you sure won't cross the radar. Get me?’

‘No,’ Blurton said. ‘but I see what you're drivin' at.’

‘Good,’ Gruber leaned back, flicked ash on the floor. ‘This Machin. He's dangerous because of what he's been mixed up in. Cut his teeth on a voodoo drumstick. And we can't rule this stuff out. Hitler and a lot of others used it. It isn't just jiggery-pook that belongs to untamed parts of the globe. The Russians have had several tries at getting to Spectre. When they ran out of conventional ideas they began getting really imaginative. We expected it. First they had to find a guy who was hooked on this black magic stuff, somebody dispensable to shove in the front line. So long as he got in it didn't matter what happened to him because he didn't know anything to give away.’

‘Yeah, but it hasn't done anybody any good, least of all the nigger.’

‘That's what they'd have us think. We'd fry him in our own cosy little crematorium, the rest of the world wouldn't miss him and that'd be that. By the way, what did the lie detector show?’

‘Negative.’

‘I expected it to. He was probably deep in self-hypnosis, which is another way the Russians have learned to beat our most sophisticated devices.’

‘He swears he had just come to wreck the joint because he hates all whites and was convinced Africa was our principal target after the white population had been evacuated.’

‘Which he may well have believed, but that's neither here nor there. The fact they'd got him in was sufficient. Now we've got to strike the counter-blow before it's too late. What's his shape?’

‘Rough, but he won't die unless he's given a helping hand. A shoulder wound where Wallace shot him and bleeding from the feet but no arteries cut. And, of course, the results of a little persuasion down below. What's it all about, chief?’

Gruber's glare said: mind your own fucking business. Instead he replied. ‘They wanted to get him killed inside Caerlaverock. They wanted to plant his duppy inside walls they couldn't penetrate any other way.’


‘Guppy!’

‘Soul. Ka. Whatever else you want to call it. In a place like this, it could be more effective than any conventional plant because you'd never be able to pin it down. Somewhere out there,’ Gruber waved a hand vaguely to demonstrate the outside world, ‘the enemy has enlisted the help of somebody who really knows his hocus-pocus. They've got to get one of their converts in here, so they feed him all this shit about the western world going to make another Hiroshima out of Africa and tell him go wreck the joint and promise him a fortune when he's done it. So, when he's consulted with all his various gods and devils and performed his gobbledegook, along he comes. We snuff him and, hey presto, there's a sleeper in the camp.’

‘You really believe that, chief?’

‘More or less,’ a faint smile crinkled Gruber's thin lips. ‘But, whether I do or not, we've got to nail the bastard down so tight that his duppy gets stifled.’

‘And how do we do that?’

‘I guess for once we can indulge in a little folklore. Anybody down there with him now?’

‘No, I left him locked in C2.’

‘Good. We'd better both be in on this, just you and me, Sax. And maybe it'd be wiser if we didn't say anything to any of the others at this stage.’

‘Sure, chief. What you got in mind?’

‘Go see Borden or Whittaker first, will you Sax? Tell them we need one of those steel spikes like they use on the electromagnet pulses. And if they want to know what we want it for, tell the smart sons of bitches it ain't none o' their goddamned fuckin' business!’

Sax Blurton nodded and turned to leave. As he pressed the communications button for access into the Flight Launch Control unit laboratories he became aware how dry his mouth had become. He had a feeling that whatever the chief of security had in mind was going to be far from pleasant. Lex Gruber had a reputation for going to extremes, which was why the CIA had given him this job. He had the killer make-up; they all had it here.

Lu Machin was manacled securely to a steel chair in the ten by eight bare cell staring fixedly ahead of him, his swarthy face a mass of cuts and bruises, his lower lip split and bleeding. Twin trickles of blood had congealed below his nostrils. It looked as though his nose was broken by the way his laboured breathing blew out tiny blood bubbles.

The denim shirt had been ripped from the right side, exposing a crudely bandaged shoulder. From the soles of his worn-down boots blood flowed more freely, forming a saucer-sized pool on the floor. He did not turn his head to look at Gruber and Blurton. Possibly he was unaware of their presence.

‘Motherfucker!’ Gruber muttered and glanced from the twelve-inch steel spike and mallet in his right hand to the .38 automatic Smith and Wesson which his companion held loosely.

A few moments of total silence in which the hate of the two men seethed and threatened to boil over. But they were too well disciplined to let it. They hated the prisoner, basically because he sought to destroy that which it was their duty to protect. For Gruber it went much deeper, more personal, going back almost a decade to a bar brawl in Brooklyn when a black youth had responded to a muttered insult and almost killed him. He forced himself not to think about the past and jerked himself back to the present. ‘Son of a bitch,’ he hissed.

Blurton glanced questioningly at his chief and received a brief nod. It was an order that needed no words. The younger man swung his pistol up, flicked the safety catch and brought the barrel to bear on Machin's head. The negro gave no sign that he saw or understood. It did not matter, anyway.

Blurton took a trigger pressure, braced himself. He'd forgotten to bring a silencer; there was no time to go back for one.

The shot exploded deafeningly in the soundproofed room, the stench of cordite pungent, acrid. Machin slumped forward, a bloody hole almost dead centre in his forehead. Not quite. His eyes were still open, staring blankly. Blurton wondered briefly whether the fucker was already dead before he'd fired.

‘Unfasten him, lie him on the floor,’ Gruber's voice was a hoarse whisper. It might have been the powder smoke searing his throat. Or it could have been years of hate building up to a climax.

The other stepped forward to obey, holstering his pistol. The death penalty had been ordered and carried out. It was the uncertainty of what was to follow that worried him. It wasn't going to be instant cremation this time, the removal of a fellow human, taken out of existence so efficiently that he might never have lived at all. Something else first. Something awfull. Something he didn't understand. He unfastened the dead man, let him slide to the floor.

The Negro was slumped on his back, arms by his sides, legs close together. Still bleeding, staring up at the ceiling with wide lifeless eyes. Blurton caught his breath, felt his guts heave as Gruber dropped to his knees, spike clenched in his left hand, hammer raised. Oh, Jesus God, no! This wasn't happening. It couldn't be. Not here, in Caerlaverock, where everything was ultra-modern, computerised, life organised down to the last second. But it was!

He turned his head, winced as steel rang on steel, then forced himself to look. Gruber was wrenching the spike free, tugging it out of a deep gash in the Negro's chest, wiping it clean on the tattered bloody shirt. Sax Blurton found his gaze irresistibly held by that of the corpse, the features seeming to sag, relax. Almost peaceful.

‘I don't know if that's the right thing to do.’ The chief pursed his lips, hadn't even paled, totally unmoved in every way. ‘Jesus, I sure don't know but there again I don't know what else to do. A year ago I'd've laughed my fucking eyes out, but lately I've learned that things happen which you can't explain. Maybe I should've used a wooden stake, but we don't have any. Can't see that it makes much difference anyhow. If the bastard wasn't dead he sure is now and let's hope for all our sakes that his duppy ain't gonna hang around here.’

Blurton managed to drag his eyes away, found the white walls so dazzling that it hurt. He was scared to hell but he daren't show it. Down here Gruber was the law; complete and utter. You didn't ask questions because there was always the chance you might end up like the nigger. Any one of them could, even Borden the British scientist if he put a foot wrong, because nothing here came under British law. The British government couldn't intervene in anything without permission from the White House, and that had to be authorised by the President himself. They all knew it, accepted it. That was how highly-rated Spectre III was, the only real deterrent to nuclear war because after everybody had finished blasting everybody else and East and West were reduced to smoking ruins, Spectre would still be here waiting to complete the annihilation. Whatever nation, however sophisticated and destructive its bomb, Spectre was housed in an invincible base and would still be there at the end to take its revenge. Nobody would win. The world knew it, lived in fear of it. There would be no conquerors, an end to everything, leaving God to start from scratch and rebuild if He wanted to waste His time all over again. One life, a thousand, were neither here nor there when it came to eliminating the risks of such a holocaust. Machin, the guy who came for a peek last spring and frizzled himself up on the fence. There would doubtless be others, people who would just vanish, no questions asked or answered because it was in the best interests of everybody. Gruber was judge, jury and executioner in hell's own acreage. And you didn't forget that. Because next time you might be in death row.

‘Sure, chief,’ Blurton hoped the slight tremor in his voice didn't show; an officer would be ‘taken out’ rather than risk a weak link in the set-up. They won't ask anyway.’

‘Good,’ a hint of a smile on Gruber's lips, curling at the edges almost as though he'd enjoyed what he'd done. ‘Maybe we've killed this one in time. And don't waste energy trying to find out why the radar failed, just get the fence and the circuit repaired. Report back when it's done.’

The door clicked shut and Sax Blurton was alone. That was when it hit him hardest, churning his guts so that he couldn't hold back the force of vomit, retching until he was empty, white and trembling. The worst part was there was no escape, no opting out. You came to Caerlaverock and you stayed because you were a priority risk if you went back into the world outside. They didn't tell you that until you were here and then it was too late.

It was a life sentence with no remission.




I : Chapter 3 - PRISONERS

Mel Borden wished that Whittaker would piss off, go back to his quarters and read, or do anything that would keep him out of Launch Control on his rest day. The guy was a pain in the ass and he wasn't making life any easier for either of them.

‘I can manage OK,’ Borden glanced up from a sheaf of graphs and foraged for a red ballpoint. ‘No need for you to waste your day off.’

‘I'm not wasting it,’ Chuck Whittaker was tall and thin, slightly balding so that he seemed older than thirty-five. ‘I'm doing something useful. HEG is supposed to reduce the targeting information required by the computer, but we've gotta check that it won't reduce the efficiency too. Tomorrow may be too late. We might already be too late.’

‘I don't think so.’

‘It doesn't matter what you or anybody else thinks, it's been building up for so long that sooner or later it's gotta bust. And when it does the world's gonna be caught with their pants right down around their ankles. Except us. That's when we take over, the clean up force.’

‘And nobody wins.’

‘Right. That's what we're here for. You're the guy who modified Spectre II and now you're left holding III by the tail and no way are you going to be able to let go. Just you remember that.’

‘I'm not being allowed to forget it, am I?’ It was a sod when you gave the western world the weapon they'd been dreaming about for years, and then found yourself number two to the scientist who had got as far as thinking about an Independent Targetable Re-entry Vehicle, but couldn't incorporate it in everything he'd done so far. The dividing line was a thin one; the mountaineer who stuck the flag in the summit of the conquered mountain and his mate who scrambled up a few seconds later. Whittaker might have made it eventually, nobody would ever know for sure. But they wouldn't demote him, just appoint a right-hand man who knew all the answers. Not even a partnership.

‘Hybrid Explicit Guidance will enable Spectre III to be retargeted in thirty minutes and the entire force in eight hours.’ Whittaker spoke fanatically, almost as though to say: “Because I made it do that”. ‘Spectre II couldn't do it under the hour and the entire force took ten hours. The Russians could do a lot in that short time. It's our job to make sure they don't get the chance.’

‘It'll work. I'm sure of it. We'll know by the end of the week anyway.’

‘They're pressing us to have it all processed by Wednesday.’

‘Maybe we'll even manage that. By the way, what was going on last night?’

‘Somebody got through. As far as the silo. I don't know the details, but I gather it's all been attended to otherwise we'd've heard for sure.’

‘As far as the silo!’ Borden exclaimed. ‘Then that means they must've breached the radar.’

‘Look, Mel, you know as well as I do you don't ask questions in this place. That's Gruber's worry and I'd hate to fall foul of that four-eyed bastard.’

‘Yeah,’ Borden grimaced. ‘All the same I reckon we've a right to know what's going on. Tell you what, Chuck, if you're set on working your rest day get some HEG data processed for me, will you?’

‘Sure,’ Whittaker seemed glad of a task with a definite purpose and, gathering up a sheaf of graph papers, he said. ‘I'll see you later. If you want me I'll be in Processing.’

Mel Borden felt the relief of being alone again. He hadn't a lot to do, not as much as he'd made out to Whittaker. The retargeting would work OK, it was just a matter of confirming it via the computer. If he didn't feel like it he didn't have to do another thing all day. Except be here. On duty. Just in case …

It would happen one day. Sooner or later was anybody's guess. The media and a lot of other cranks forecast next year. Orwell had implanted that date in their minds. They might just be right but they wouldn't live to gloat over it. Like a firm of bookmakers he'd read about who were openly taking bets on the apocalypse. Now that was a downright crooked racket. If you were one of the survivors and somehow managed to collect your winnings it wouldn't do you any good, because once Spectre was launched that was the end of everything. For the punters it was pay now, die later and lose your stake money into the bargain.

He found himself staring idly at the wall, a mass of wires, buttons, closed-circuit TV screens. They had a camera on him too, he knew that for a fact. Right now they were probably sitting watching him and saying. ‘Look at that idle fucker, that's all he's gonna do for the rest of his natural, sit on his ass and do nothing!’ The thought started up a creeping feeling in his testicles which spread upwards into his stomach, knotting the muscles. Fear! He was as much a prisoner as if they'd locked him in death row in one of their inhuman state penitentiaries. They all were - Whittaker, Gruber, Blurton and the rest of them. Maybe, if worldwide disarmament was ever implemented, the White House hierarchy had plans for blowing this place up and everybody in it, levelling the site with bulldozers; an unmarked communal grave, Caerlaverock personnel legally written out of existence.

Few of them had any ties. At least not ones strong enough to spark off a full-scale enquiry if they were never heard of again. Borden thought about Judy; they'd even talked of getting engaged next year. Then the Yanks had come up with this offer right out of the blue. In all probability they knew more about him than he knew himself; he didn't really want to know the extent of their enquiries.

Judy was waiting patiently in Croydon for his return. She wrote twice a week to the London address he'd given her (the one the CIA had given him) and her letters usually arrived all together at Caerlaverock about once a fortnight with an elastic band round them. Sure you can answer 'em, Mel. She knows of course that you're on special duties and likely to be for some time to come. Nothin' to stop you corresponding though. We trust you, Mel, you know that. Seal your letters down, we don't want to read 'em, we wouldn't pry into a guy's love life, at least not that of one of our top boffins. In a set-up like this you gotta have trust on both sides.

Shit! They knew it and he knew it. Pussyfooting about with each other. He had to take it, there was no alternative, but Judy was on his conscience. With hindsight he'd've made sure they split up before he came to Wales. But he had never guessed. Or rather he'd tried to kid himself that they'd let him go after a year or two. It was too late now. And Judy wasn't taking the hint he'd thrown at her a few weeks back. I still love you my darling, (true), but quite honestly I can't see any future for either of us. I may be in this top security job (understatement of the century) for some considerable time, two or three years, maybe more, and even then I can't make any promises. I'll wait, she wrote back and repeated it in her next three letters, for ever if necessary.

He usually wrote to her on his rest days. It was something to do. You realised just what those serving life sentences went through, a frustration and boredom that built up to a pitch. Eventually you'd go over the top. But not here. God, they'd catered for that too. You knew you were on some kind of tranquilisers, but apart from going on a hunger strike you couldn't dodge 'em. They'd catered for your other physical needs too, more sophisticated than putting bromide in your tea; some kind of undetectable drug that dulled your hormones without destroying your masculinity. It was logical, otherwise they'd have either had to shuttle a load of hussies in once a week or else have a bunch of homosexuals cooped up below ground. Both were detrimental to security, so they'd taken the easiest and safest way out.

It was nearly a month before Mel Borden had tumbled to it. Four weeks without a woman hits you hard, or should do. The frustration was eating into him by the end of the first week; adolescent attempts to relieve a build-up of sexual tension, masturbating frantically. All he got from it was sperm-soaked tissues and a sense of guilt. Not guilt because of what he was doing to himself, but because of what he was doing to a slim, fair-haired twenty-year-old girl who was also having to get used to sleeping on her own at nights. She'd be doing it, too, and Borden prayed that she might be obtaining more satisfaction than he was; at least she had something which he didn't have. Hope. Even if it was futile.

Towards the end of the third week Borden's urge to masturbate had lessened; three times in five days and on the third occasion he hadn't been able to make an ejaculation.

God, he'd tried, but it wouldn't come. The revelation had left him listless and worried the next day. Then he'd realised. He was angry that night in the privacy (?) of his own quarters; bitter towards a supposedly civilised western organisation who were slowly proving themselves to be no better than Hitler's World War Two Gestapo puppets. Whatever else they did, they had no right to do this. His fury mounted towards them. He spent the next hour trying desperately to beat them, exerting himself to his very limits, physically and mentally, in an attempt to obtain an orgasm; he couldn't even hold an erection for more than a few seconds! Sweat glistened on his naked body and in the end he fell into an exhausted slumber. In his dreams he heard their mocking laugher, Gruber's jeering flat monotones. ‘We don't mind you jerking off, Borden. Do it whenever you feel like it, go into the john during the daytime if you need to. If you can!’

Three nights later he managed it, but his sensations were dulled as though his organs were only firing on one cylinder, his fantasies chopping and changing like a flickering old silent movie where you had to stop and wait for the projectionist to change the spool. Jesus Christ, the bastards had worked it all out to perfection, a diminished sexual urge rather than destroying it all together. And they knew your every private movement and thoughts, listening in to every instant of your waking day on hidden bugging devices, maybe even monitoring your orgasmic achievements, grinning their satisfaction. They'd got you. You go ahead and write to that bird of yours whenever you want, Mel. We'll look after your mail. They'd do that, all right, the bastards! They'd virtually made him a eunuch.

It was a pity he'd completed the HEG modification so soon. In a way his usefulness was expiring. Once the information had been fed into the Command Data Buffer System a trained monkey could operate Spectre III given the necessary orders. Now with three or four RVs and four target sets stored in its computer, one of which was the primary, either of the others could be selected by the launch control crews. He'd made it all too easy for them, and with each modification to Spectre III his usefulness was expiring. It was a frightening prospect if one stopped to think about it.

All that remained now was to perfect the Invertial Plus Onboard Pre-programmed Digital Computer, the first stage of which was controlled by gimballed motors, fluid injection controlling the second stage, building up to five nozzles by the third stage; all designed to carry an intercontinental ballistic missile to a maximum range of 14,000 km. And it could be retargeted en route if necessary, even recalled to base. Whittaker was now working out the fireball diameter for the three megaton single warhead, estimating fall out range. Borden had already made his own mental calculations, but he wasn't going to volunteer them. It was time to slow the pace down.

Borden experienced a feeling akin to stage fright as he sat there doodling with the red ballpoint, like suddenly becoming aware that everybody's attention was centred on you and had been for some considerable time. He tensed as a change of mood hit him, bringing with it memories of Mark Sallus and Keith Widdington. Guilt again. That night … all coming back, the tension, the sheer terror …

He had sensed the evil in the atmosphere the moment the three of them had each placed a finger on the glass tumbler. Something alive. Coming from Sallus!

It was a strange sensation, a kind of telepathic hypnotism; two wills battling fiercely, Sallus determined to overcome him, Borden desperate not to yield. Then Widdington had come between them, weaker, absorbing the full force of the power. Mel Borden had felt it switch from himself to the youngest member of the trio, glanced out of the corner of his eye and seen the psychological battering which Keith Widdington was taking.

Christ, he'd been glad to get out of that room. Whatever Mark Sallus had learned in Haiti he'd brought it back to England with him. Some dark force that was capable of penetrating your very soul - weird, inexplicable. It was an experience he'd never forget, it was still making its awful impact upon him and was one of the reasons why he now found himself at Caerlaverock.

Oh God, he'd known Widdington was going to die even before the tumbler had finished delivering its terrible answer. There had been death in the atmosphere, patiently awaiting a victim. Sallus knew what was happening and had fought to divert it from himself. It was survival of the strongest.

Widdington had been the weakest.

Borden had slept badly that night, alternating between periods of fitful dozing and wakefulness, staring into the blackness afraid that something lurked there, that Sallus had now sent it for him! You're next, Mel …

It was the screaming that had brought him scrambling from his bed, fumbling frantically for the light switch. Even now he could hear it if he closed his eyes. It was Keith Widdington, there was no doubt about that, the screams of a soul in torment incorporating the ultimate in terror and hopelessness. Borden could smell the smoke too, thick acrid fumes that had him groping blindly for the switch.

Then, as the room was flooded with light, the screams died away. No longer could he smell smoke, just a dryness in his throat that took two glasses of water to wash away.

It had been a bad dream, of course, a nightmare of childhood proportions. His nerves were stretched, nobody got a BSc without taking something out of themselves. He needed a complete rest, it was long overdue. All the same he would leave the light on until daylight.

He hadn't even made it back to bed when he heard the first of the fire engines in the street below, its siren screeching like an angry banshee. A sound of death! Then he knew. He knew that Mark Sallus had been used, tried to warn him. Whatever the nutritionist had summoned from beyond mortal ken, it would not return empty-handed!

Mel Borden had not seen Sallus since that night. The following morning he had packed his bags and checked out, left a forwarding address at the principal's office and headed south. Maybe he would even have left the country if he hadn't met Judy. She had detained him long enough for those who ran Caerlaverock to find him, and the lure of a salary beyond his wildest dreams had brought him to this place in the Welsh mountains from which there was no escape. No way out, cut off from the rest of the world as surely as if they had put him into orbit around the earth.

He tensed as the door swung open, had no time even to make a pretence of being engrossed in his work. The man who stood in the opening was tall and thin, moon-faced, wearing the uniform of a security guard. Grey eyes like chips of slate, the mouth a narrow slit. Ed Calloway glanced in, ran his gaze round the room, nodded and let his eyes do the talking. Just checking. Then he stepped back into the corridor and the door closed softly behind him.

Borden's fists clenched as he felt the fury springboarded by his helplessness surge over him. He wanted to rush out there, grab Calloway by the shoulder, spin him round, face to face. Don't you check my lab. Don't you dare set foot inside it. Because without me you wouldn't have a fucking job, none of you. You wouldn't have Spectre III because it wouldn't be in existence.

Mel Borden sighed, let himself go limp. It wouldn't do any good. They might even take him out and chance that Chuck Whittaker would be able to handle the CDBS without his help. He was already superfluous. And suddenly he understood why so many US scientists had defected to the Soviet Union. When it came to nuclear warfare there was no in between, no grey, no choice between black and white. Just black. You didn't realise it until it was too late. And when the dust had settled you didn't even become one of them. You were on your own.




I : Chapter 4 - VOLUNTEER DEFENCE CORPS

‘Red Alert. This is a Red Alert! Go to your fallout shelters at once and remain there until you receive further instructions. Nuclear war is imminent. This is a Red Alert!’

The green and white Land-Rover cruised down the main street of the small Welsh mountain village at no more than 15 mph. A dark-haired woman in her early forties, wearing a brownish green trouser-suit which might have been mistaken for a uniform of some kind, was addressing the crowd of bystanders through a megaphone protruding from the window on the passenger side. Her companion, a middle-aged balding man gripped the steering wheel, staring expressionlessly ahead of him.


‘This is a Red Alert! A Red Alert!’

The woman watched the people on the pavement intently, noting their reactions. Children stared uncomprehendingly, white-faced housewives clutching their offspring to them. Others were emerging from their front doors, gazing in disbelief. A young man in jeans and a black pseudo-leather jacket grinned broadly and tapped a forefinger against his temple. Others were running indoors or back down the street. A gathering of the young generation; catcalls, jeers, abuse.

The Land-Rover trundled slowly on past, the small crowd staring fixedly at the stencilled red lettering on the bodywork: Volunteer Defence Corps.

The passenger lowered her megaphone, drew it inside and turned towards the driver. ‘Well, how did I do?’ There was a note of genuine anxiety in her voice.

‘All right,’ he glanced sideways at her. ‘You did OK, Sybil. Just what the major ordered. Not your fault if they ignore you. One day they'll find out to their cost and then it'll be too late. Nothing we can do about it.’

‘Maybe we're doing too many trial runs,’ she sounded disheartened now. ‘like crying wolf.’

‘It's the only way. The fire brigade have daily drills, don't they?’

‘I suppose so,’ she leaned over and dropped the megaphone down behind the seat. ‘Let's get back to base.’

‘Base’ consisted of a three-storey black and white timbered house set back from the main road in its own two acres of ground, screened by an eight-foot high privet hedge on all sides. The tyres of the Land-Rover crunched on the wide gravel drive, circled the house and came to a halt in front of a dozen squat ugly buildings constructed of solid concrete blocks reinforced with asbestos and painted white. The glare of the sun reflected on the shiny surfaces and dazzled the occupants of the rugged vehicle as they clambered out, squinting at the tall imposing silver-haired man with the short clipped moustache who strode across the ‘parade ground’ to meet them. They found themselves standing stiffly to attention at the other's approach and didn't even feel self-conscious about it. Major Kirkton was that kind of man. You respected and admired him whether you liked him or not, a forceful personality that got through to you and made you feel just nicely inferior. It gave you confidence, because you knew he would automatically take responsibility whatever the situation, shoulder the blame and take the consequences if necessary. A man who knew no fear. Which was the main reason why, in an above average army career, he had progressed no further than the rank of major. Because he had never been afraid to tell his superiors where they were going wrong. And mostly he was right.

‘How'd it go, Joe, Sybil?’ Neither of them would have shown the slightest surprise had he barked ‘at ease’. The fact that he wore a baggy pullover with a hole in one elbow and a pair of grease-stained grey flannel trousers made no difference. He was The Major.

‘As before,’ Joe James timed the appearance of his blackened briar pipe from his pocket to coincide with that of the major's tobacco pouch, a kind of ritual in which a fill was expected and given without being asked or acknowledged. Not just a perk, a gesture of comradeship. ‘A few responded, others looked gone-out and, of course, there were the usual berks who think each time the circus has come to town.’

‘It's inevitable,’ Major Kirkton was not to be deterred. ‘They just don't believe how close we are to nuclear war. If the Soviets march on Pakistan - and judging by the report of their build-up of armaments on the border it's got to happen before long - then I'm afraid that will be that. Crash-bang-wallop and if you haven't heeded Kirkton's Volunteer Defence Corps then it'll be too late. By the way, there's been a bloke round from HMSO this afternoon; got a bit uptight about our latest circular leaflet. Almost admits that we'd gone one better than them, but then had the gall to accuse us of giving conflicting advice. I explained to him that if his chaps hadn't disbanded the Civil Defence in 1968 then I'd be sitting with my feet up right now. Had to send the blighter packing at the finish. If I stood around listening to his codswallop all day we'd never get the last of the shelters ready for firework night.’

The disbanding of the Civil Defence had coincided with Major George Kirkton's retirement from the KSLI. Within a matter of weeks he had found life dull without the army routine to which he had become accustomed and, equipped with just one Series 1 canvas-topped Land-Rover, and the remains of an Anderson-type air-raid shelter in his spacious garden, he had formed Kirkton's Volunteer Defence Corps. In the beginning it had been the joke of the village but the major was not to be discouraged; he had often laughed with his critics over a pint in the Bull and Specs. Recruitment hadn't been easy. Joe and Sybil had been the first, together with his own wife Mary who had been largely responsible for compiling their duplicated six-page leaflet entitled. ‘How To Survive A Nuclear Attack’. The initial thousand copies had been distributed throughout the entire village on a door-to-door basis. A decade passed in which the major and his entire force of eighteen volunteers had constructed the fallout shelters for the benefit of the residents whether they appreciated it or not, whether they liked it or not.

Fifteen years later those same stencils were used to run off another thousand, slightly faded, survival leaflets. And another ten persons enlisted in the ‘Breakaway Organisation’, as one newspaper had recently labelled it in a tongue-in-cheek article. Furthermore, a maliciousness was creeping into governmental disapproval of Kirkton's Irregulars and, as the major himself had put it in his first public address only a week previously at the local village hall, that was a sure sign that the unofficial civil defence group was on the right lines. The right kind of people were responding; the others would follow.

‘Most of you have seen my shelters,’ his stentorian tones caused the air-rifle club's proud trophy perched precariously on a narrow shelf at the rear of the room to vibrate. ‘and I can assure every one of you here that not a single resident of this village will be denied protection when,’ a slight pause and no mention of “if”. ‘the occasion arises. A succession of governments have turned a blind eye and a deaf ear to the preparations for war that have been going on in the Soviet Union for years, as well as pandering to the insidious creeping tide of communism which has eroded our society and brought us to the brink of national bankruptcy under the guise of trade …’ a burst of cheering drowned his words and caused the battered ENP trophy finally to topple from its perch and bounce on the floor. ‘Since 1960, every Swiss home has to have, by law, a fallout shelter incorporated in its design. We are advised, in the event of war, to build shelters within our houses from upturned tables and any convenient furniture, reinforced with polythene bags filled with soil from the garden. How long, I ask, before cramp and stifling conditions drive you out into the radiation?’

More cheers, some laughter. Mirth, though, was a commodity that was in short supply lately. The Pakistan situation looked grave. Mary Kirkton, seated in the front row, was proud of her husband and that pride was becoming infectious. A fortnight ago no more than a couple of dozen people would have attended this meeting. No longer were they whispering amidst sneers that Old Kirkton had wangled a Home Office Red Alert Alarm System to his telephone, so that he could obtain a reduction in the rental. So much depended upon the major these days and those who had visited his shelters and witnessed for themselves the dedication of the man, his attention to minute detail to ensure the safety and even the comfort of his neighbours, had become his envoys.

‘Officials lead us to believe that we shall be given three, perhaps four, weeks' warning of the outbreak of war,’ a blue vein in the major's forehead throbbed visibly as he banged his fist down on the rickety trestle table, once again showing his contempt for officialdom, ‘and that is sheer rubbish, another means of attempting to vindicate their own lack of preparation, whilst at the same time working on the assumption that there will be few survivors to contest their original misguided advice. I tell you it could happen in a matter of hours and they know it! The Soviets have approximately two hundred targets in Britain and four hundred missiles with which to destroy those targets. They can afford to be generous when they bombard us with weapons that are one thousand times more powerful than the atom bombs which destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki!’

Dead silence apart from a shuffling of feet; a few frightened sideways glances in the rows. The listeners knew he was right, had known it for a long time, but they had preferred to try and convince themselves that he wasn't. Now was the moment of truth, the time to face facts.

‘As you all know, our petition, signed by every single person in this village, has failed,’ Kirkton's voice dropped but lost none of its impact upon the listeners, the smouldering fury, the will to fight. ‘Hence we have the most deadly nuclear missile in existence only a mile or so from our doorstep. Once again this government of ours weakened, allowed another country, albeit one of our allies, to infiltrate our soil with the very weapon which could be instrumental in the destruction of the world. Not content with that, the Americans have added insult to injury by stealing part of our heritage, sacrilegiously naming their missile base after one of our Scottish castles. Caerlaverock, on the shores of the Solway Firth, has in the past been a stronghold against invaders from south of the border, changing hands as it fell to the enemy then being recaptured. Seeped in bloody history, its name has now been taken in vain by foreign warmongers. Worse than that, it is controlled by the infamous CIA. CIA or KGB, what is the difference? Murderers legalised by those in power, and now we have them on our own doorstep, a threat which we are powerless to remove from our midst …’

Rousing cheers, everybody on their feet rallying to the call of one who still had the Bulldog spirit and who would fight to the last. And they would fight with him.

‘Let me conclude … let me conclude,’ the major had to shout to make himself heard, waiting until the hubbub had died down. ‘let me sum up and present you with a few relevant facts not covered in our leaflet. This government has drawn up plans for running what is left of our country when the ultimate disaster happens. Whilst the Cabinet skulk in their shelter, probably the only really effective one in Britain besides our own, they will delegate power and responsibility. England and Wales are to be divided up into ten regions for government and policing. Just ten! Each region will be under the absolute control of one man, known as the Controller. His power will be absolute. Thus we shall have ten dictators in Britain. This is when anarchy will begin. The Cabinet will never regain the control which it has delegated and democracy will die overnight. We are powerless to stop it … except here in our own community! Our aim is not just to survive, it is to restore democracy as we know it to our own lives, and we shall fight to the last man to achieve this, using any weapon available to us.’

Major George Kirkton was sweating, his features suffused with blood as he climbed down from the platform. Handshakes from all sides, his back and shoulders pounded until he felt sick and dizzy. But it meant that he had won the support of these people and they would fight with him. That was all that counted.

Slowly the room began to clear, Joe and Sybil standing by the exit handing out survival leaflets to those who had unwisely discarded their original copies. The major watched, proudly standing by his wife. The army had never listened to him like this, never given him a fair hearing. It had been an exhilarating night.

Of course, he had expected the media to be present in some form. Earlier on he had picked out the thin-faced stranger in the third row from the back scribbling on a notepad. Shorthand, that meant his speech would be quoted more or less word for word.

And now that same man was hanging back; Kirkton caught his eye and nodded. For once the major would be only too pleased to hold a press conference, the most effective way in which to warn the rest of Britain.





The Sunday People, 15 July 198-: THE BREAKAWAY MAJOR FORECASTS NUCLEAR DISASTER FOLLOWED BY REGIONAL TOTALITARIAN GOVERNMENT.

Major George Kirkton, late KSLI, has had his own breakaway Volunteer Defence Corps going for some years. Not only has he constructed his own system of fallout shelters, but he is also in the process of training a local ‘Fighting Force’, as he calls it, to protect local property and independence after the war, which he maintains is imminent, is over. In a vicious outburst last Wednesday night he blasted an ailing government, a treacherous and conniving White House, and a CIA who were on a par with the Soviet KGB. He has also published his own advisory leaflet entitled ‘How to Survive a Nuclear Attack’, available free upon request.

A government spokesman said that much of the information contained in Major Kirkton's publication was inflammatory, misleading, and dangerous. The official also added that the major's after-fallout plans amounted to nothing less than treason and, in the event of them being implemented, those concerned would be dealt with accordingly and might find themselves facing imprisonment.

He refused to comment on the government's own plans to deal with the aftermath of nuclear war, but added that speculation by the media and people like Major Kirkton were spreading needless fear and could result in mass hysteria. The government are confident that there is no possibility of nuclear warfare in the immediate future.

There was a footnote to the effect that although tension had escalated during the past week on the borders of Pakistan and Afghanistan, with further Soviet troops and armaments moving in, an invasion of Pakistan was not anticipated but rather an extension of the existing Cold War. The government were confident that the presence of Spectre Mark III, the most advanced intercontinental ballistic missile in the world, at the American controlled missile base in the Welsh mountains would prove to be an effective deterrent for years to come.




I : Chapter 5 - PHOTOFINISH!

Sax Blurton found the letter awaiting him on his desk when he entered Launch Control Security on the Monday morning. The postmark was Houston and it was three weeks old. The fact that there was a blue airmail stamp on it meant that it had been delayed somewhere, obviously by his employers whilst they checked the contents out. They were bound to, he accepted that.

A bulky official-looking brown manila envelope; he knew what the contents were even before he slit the flap open with his thumbnail. His divorce papers. After a three year drag it was all over: finis written to another chapter of his life.

Relief. A faint touch of sadness. Then anger. Anger because it shouldn't have turned out this way between Stella and himself and it wouldn't have done had it not been for the CIA. They had engineered it because they wanted him for this job and they couldn't have a wife hanging around in the background. They could just have arranged an accident, something nice and simple, cold-bloodedly efficient. Maybe they hadn't done that because they owed him something for the tiny part he had played in Watergate. It was unlikely, though; they didn't think like that. You were just a number with a plus or minus sign beside it.

A routine job in Las Vegas had triggered it all off. Every agent ran the risk of becoming a fall guy at some time. It was always on the cards that something had been set up for you. Like Zaner when he went to Berlin on a special assignment in 1979. Sax had worked with Zaner once and he'd been a nice guy, but you never could tell. Something went wrong somewhere along the line even though nobody would ever know for sure. There were rumours that Hymann had done a double deal with the KGB and Zaner had to take him fast. Zaner disappeared, Hymann was still operating and that in itself was conclusive.

Nevertheless, the Las Vegas trip was nothing nearly so insidious. Sax Blurton had relished the break and told Stella he'd be back in a week or two. She knew better than to ask questions. His only reservation had been that she was three months pregnant, but there didn't appear to be any complications and her mother had offered to come over and stay whilst he was away. Stella's mother still thought he peddled dishwashers and she had to be kept thinking that way.

Sax hadn't even been given the full facts of the case when he arrived at his destination. He'd got to make contact with a girl known as Frannie and compile a dossier on her. She'd had a White House politician in her bed and they were worried about what he'd told her and whether she had some outlet for the information that might have been passed on.

Well, there was only one way to discover what this chick might have found out in her bed and that was to get in between the sheets yourself. It was all part of the job, a kind of perk. Sax had done it before and no doubt he'd do it again. Maybe Stella guessed and maybe she didn't, but he wouldn't have told her even if he could. It wasn't being unfaithful; it was earning the money to buy the food which fed your family.

He'd found Frannie easily enough and getting into her bed hadn't proved too difficult either. She wasn't bad-looking, better still when she got her clothes off, anything she lacked in physical attraction she certainly made up for in other ways. Sax told himself the first time that it was an education from which Stella would benefit in due course; his wife was still inclined to be a bit prudish even after a year of marriage.

Frannie talked a lot. She'd lie for ages with her head resting on the insides of his thighs, sort of cuddling him to her pouted lips and keep breaking off to tell him about some guy who came down to see her twice a year and his wife still believed he came for a half-yearly conference. Well that was true, he did - in Frannie's apartment! She told Blurton all about Harless without being asked. He had told her about the plans to cut back Soviet wheat. Right then Sax didn't give a monkey's shit about Harless or the grain; Frannie had a talent for getting everything out of a man!

He could have gone home in the middle of the first week. He didn't. Because of Frannie. He stayed over until Sunday and then took the dawn flight out. Home first. He'd teach Stella a few things that she could be doing to him when she claimed she was getting too big to straddle or be straddled.

Houston. That was where his love bubble burst totally and irrevocably, about thirty seconds after he stepped out of the elevator on to the twenty-third floor. Stella's mother had already gone home and Stella would be joining her there later as soon as she'd told her hussy-fucking husband what he could go and do.

Christ Almighty, she even had a photo of himself and Frannie. You couldn't see Frannie's face, it was conveniently turned away, but there was no mistaking the shape of her voluptuous breasts and the way she braced herself when she was about to orgasm, drawing her legs right up and clutching her ankles. Sax didn't try to make himself look even more foolish by trying to make out he must have a double somewhere. It was the porn pic of the year, capturing all the action. And for him it was the end, a shattering collapse of everything he'd worked for. They'd planned it well and executed it to perfection.

Those motherfucking sons of CIA bitches sure got you when they wanted you and didn't pull any punches! Stella was white with rage, shaking, the full fury of a woman scorned. She must have received the photograph a day or two ago to get over the initial shock and have had time to work herself up to this pitch. And he couldn't even tell her in his own defence that he'd had CIA orders to fuck Frannie.

And after all that they had only made him second in command to Gruber. He hated that crop-headed bastard for it. The chief was a killer through and through; the organisation just licensed him to murder. Maybe he'd recently grown bored with it and was getting his kicks from ordering others to do it, making sure everybody had blood on their hands.

Blurton hadn't been able to get the nigger, Machin, off his mind. Last night he'd dreamed about him and woke up sweating and almost screamed. For one terrible heart-stopping moment he'd thought Machin was in his room, lurking in the darkness where the colour of his skin provided him with complete camouflage.

Sax had snatched at the light switch, flooded the small cubicle with blinding fluorescent whiteness, cowering until his eyesight adjusted. But there had been nobody there. Logically, it was crazy to think that there might have been. Even if it was possible for somebody to get as far as the launch silo, no way were they going to make it down here. Not an ordinary person, not even the most highly trained saboteur. But Gruber hadn't meant mortals; he'd referred to something he called a duppy, a soul, an inexplicable thing that knew no barriers. And even Lex Gruber was afraid of it!

Blurton had spent the remainder of the night with the light on. He'd dozed and wakened, maybe even slept a spell, it was difficult to remember. For once he'd been glad to see Calloway when the gaunt-featured man came down to report that the night had passed without incident. Calloway hadn't mentioned Machin. None of them had, not even Wallace or Szulc or those who had taken the corpse down to the furnace to cremate it. There was an old worn-out cliche about walls having ears; in Caerlaverock they had an acute sense of hearing. Everybody in security knew that, because each of them had, at some time or other, been given the duty of changing the tapes and taking them down to Gruber for playback. Somewhere on the spool was your own voice and you just hoped that nothing you'd said could be construed ambiguously and that you'd not talked in your sleep. It was like a live TV or radio show. Irrevocable. You said something on the spur of the moment and everybody knew, marked it down against you.

Gruber was the real boss here. Even Whittaker couldn't overrule him. It was crazy that the boss, probably the world's number one nuclear scientist, had to be accompanied by armed guards on his monthly pass-out. Oh, but it's for your own protection, sir. The Soviets would give anything to kidnap you, maybe even kill you and reduce the effectiveness of Spectre. We know that the last thing you'd do would be to defect to the East. But if we so much as thought you might, you'd be removed, a bullet in your back in a crowded main street if necessary, and blame the Russians. You blame everything on the Russians.

Blurton wondered what made a man like Gruber tick. Impassive, coldly unemotional. He'd probably never been with a woman in his life; they were around to keep the species going and as there was going to be a population explosion in a few years they didn't need his help. If they had needed him to help out he'd doubtlessly have done so with the same degree of ruthless efficiency. Anyway he probably took the anti-hormone drug himself, whether he needed it or not, just to ensure that the human element didn't enter into the running of Caerlaverock. He was the kind of guy who would have made a first rate tax collector in civvy street. You played every move by the book. But if anything went wrong at Caerlaverock you didn't try blaming the book. Nothing had to go wrong.

Borden was the odd one out here. The guy himself knew it, as well as everybody else. Not just because he was British. That had a lot to do with it, though, because he didn't think big enough. Now he was the most likely to defect, but not to Russia. He'd just opt out because he couldn't stand the job, day in day out, for twenty-four hours a day. Everybody felt like that at the start, but when they'd been below ground for six months it was difficult to believe that anywhere else really existed. Acrophobia, if you analysed yourself. It was all part of the conditioning, much easier to be a member of a destructive force if you only thought of the world in terms of a map pinned on the wall of Launch Control office. You annihilated a country by striking it through with a red ballpoint. That way you never really missed it and you never believed that it had happened. Drawing pins for grave markers. Impersonal. That was the way the Russians did it; kept their people in the largest concentration camp in the world so that they never knew that other nations had real towns and real feelings. Occasionally one escaped, but it didn't matter because he wouldn't come back to tell the others about it, and if he did return his fate was assured. Simple. Effective. It was easier to go along with it than fight against it.

Blurton dropped his divorce papers into a drawer without even slitting the envelope. He knew what was on them. His attorney had received a cheque a month ago so everybody was happy. Well, satisfied anyway. He and Stella and his daughter, Emma, whom he'd never even seen, were the losers.

It didn't pay to consider the future. There wasn't any in an organisation like this. You were dispensable and you didn't forget that. Each day could be your last in an underground prison where gamma radiation fallout couldn't even get to you. One trip a month into civilisation and you spent the first hour blinking at the daylight and trying to convince yourself that there were actually people out here and it wasn't something you'd dreamed up in your warren. Even then there was no chance of a break. You watched the admin or the lab man. Each of you had a bullet with your name on it if you tried anything. Collaboration was out of the question; there was no such word at Caerlaverock. That was why they picked you the way they did; nothing to live for, even less to die for.

He wondered what they'd got on Gruber. Maybe nothing. This was the ultimate for him, the peak of his ambitions. You had to have a man like that as number one.

The door opened and Szulc came in. A small man with ferret-like features, it was rumoured he'd come out of Vietnam with a string of medals after killing six of the enemy armed only with a clasp knife. Looking at him it wasn't hard to believe, lithe and quick, not the kind of man you wanted to have stalking you on a dark night. Another hand-picked Caerlaverock specimen, moulded for it even before they'd found him.

‘How'd it go?’ Blurton knew the other had done a double shift; that was Gruber's way of punishing him for letting the nigger get in. Not a word of reprimand, just hit you so it hurt and you knew why. You didn't complain. You just did your stint. It was on record against you, written in indelible ink.

‘As usual. Quiet.’ Szulc wasn't being drawn about the other night. The nigger was dead and gone. They might send another, but next time it would be more difficult for the intruder.

Szulc unbuckled his holster and belt and hung them on a wall hook. It was Blurton's responsibility to check that there were always three empty hooks; that meant the tower man and the two patrolmen were out there doing their job. Only three men were allowed to carry pistols below ground. Himself, Gruber and Calloway. The ammunition cupboard had to be checked daily, too. Otherwise a man with time on his hands could make himself quite a bomb just for the hell of it.

The phone rang. It was Gruber. Blurton hated himself for the way his guts tightened but no way could he relax the muscles. The chief was only too well aware that he had that effect on the others.

‘I'll be right down,’ Sax Blurton hung up the receiver, caught his knee on the corner of the desk as he got up. Shit, he has you running like a school kid! He put the door on automatic lock and hastened down the brightly lit corridors.

Gruber didn't look up from his work as Blurton entered. He didn't insist you knocked but he looked sour if you didn't. ‘Take a seat.’ It was going to be one of those confidential chats. Blurton didn't like these sessions and the others gave him hostile stares when he went back outside, as though he'd been plotting against them. The chief carried on writing for a full two minutes; it gave a subordinate time to get nervy, put him at a disadvantage. It was all part of the power game.

‘Seen Szulc?’ Hard grey eyes, owlish behind the glasses, giving nothing away.

‘He checked his weapon in.’

‘He's unnerved. You've only got to look at him to see that. Nerves shot to hell.’

‘I guess he's shattered. A double nightshift …’

‘Balls. Something's gotten at his nerves all of a sudden. He was OK last night before he went on duty.’

Blurton's mouth had gone dry. It was like the chief was accusing him of being responsible for Szulc's condition.

‘Check him out. We can't take any chances after that business with the nigger.’

‘OK.’ Sure, chief, I'll check him out. But how the fuck when he's gonna be sleeping the next six hours away?

‘Put him on Internal tonight,’ Gruber seemed to read the other's thoughts. ‘and have the MO look him over when he reports in.’

A nod. When the chief picked up his pen and started scribbling again you knew it was time to go. Instead he took out a pack of cigarettes, threw one across to Sax Blurton. Szulc's nerves obviously weren't Gruber's only problem.

‘That girl of Borden's keeps writing,’ Gruber held up two stamped envelopes, the flaps of which were open. ‘She's gettin' a pain in the ass. She's read something in one of the dailies about this place. This guy Kirkton with his private army has been drawin' attention to it, shoutin' his fuckin' mouth off again. We thought that was all finished when his appeal was squashed. Sure everybody knows about Caerlaverock and what it is, but there's other things we don't want to get out, do we, Sax? And I ain't talkin' about that nigger now.’

‘Borden's trying to get rid of her.’ Blurton replied. ‘You've seen his letters yourself. He's told her there's no future, that he's likely to be tied up for quite some time.’

‘She's startin' to kick up a rumpus, asking questions. Why can't he tell her where he is? Is it because he's in Caerlaverock? She's smart-assed. Not that she can do anything but the last thing we want is the kind of bad publicity she might drum up - they've got my feller prisoner in there and are checkin' his mail in and out so's I can't get the truth. Damn right we are, but we ain't goin' to have no little hussy stirrin' this up. She's goin' to write to her MP accordin' to this last letter.’

‘You gonna …?’ Blurton felt a lump in his throat that shouldn't have been there. Borden carried a picture of the kid in his wallet. She was sweet, almost looked as though she could have been a virgin.

‘Not yet,’ Gruber picked up his ballpoint, tapped the cap on the desktop and made a little pinging noise. ‘No sweat if we have to, but we can't take any chances. It's more difficult over here, not from the angle of removing her, but because these bloody British scream holy hell if a kid gets knocked, and we don't want even a suspicion. You never know what she's said to her friends that might come out afterwards. She's being watched though. That ain't the point, we can't have Borden gettin' soft hearted, so I reckon it's best if she don't write to him no more. I want to see all incoming mail personally.’

Gruber started to scribble on some folded galleys and Sax Blurton stood up. Jesus, for one moment he hated the bastard more than he'd ever hated anybody in his life before. So casual, the way they pulled it. She'd better not write any more but if she persists, kicks up a row … A girl neither of them had ever seen. A name. A fly that happened to settle on you, maybe even by mistake; it had made a nuisance of itself and it mustn't get the chance again. Gruber wouldn't be able to sanction it. The death order would wing its way across the Atlantic. That's how thorough the organisation was.

Blurton made his way along the corridor that went through the living quarters. Thirty hutch-like rooms, every one alike, matching units that were painted white inside and out. Everything was white here. In the beginning it had an effect like snow blindness on the eyes, but after the first week you scarcely noticed it. Numbered doors, catches but no locks. They couldn't risk a guy locking himself in and doing something that nobody would know about. Everybody was numbered, even technical and admin personnel, although their rooms were slightly larger and better furnished. No sharing of quarters; collaboration was too great a risk. A colony of loners.

Sax Blurton stopped outside number 21, stood there hesitating. He had a right of entry at any time of day or night. But a man had to get his sleep; six hours was the minimum quota for security staff. Szulc was exhausted, he'd need eight at least.

Blurton half-turned away then swung back, one decisive movement because he knew if he didn't do it that way he never would. The door clicked faintly and swung open soundlessly. A quick check just to make sure.

The lighting was full on, not even dimmed. Szulc lay on his bed fully dressed, his cap squashed between his head and pillow, legs drawn right up, an arm hanging over the side touching the floor with limp fingers. Eyes wide and staring fixed on the ceiling directly above him. A sour cloying odour filled the small enclosure.

Blurton instantly recognised the smell and the expression on Szulc's features, knew where he'd last come across both - down in the interrogation room where they'd held the nigger. It was the unmistakable sickening smell of death and an expression of terror frozen by the final convulsions of the body.

And there was no doubt in Sax Blurton's mind that Szulc was dead.




I : Chapter 6 - IVAN

Mark Sallus was fully aware that deep down he was frightened of Ivan. It was a strange kind of friendship, the kind that you found yourself caught up in before you even realised it had begun; you half wished you could finish it but you didn't know how to go about doing so. In the end you just let it drift on.

In many ways their relationship was an embarrassment to Sallus. Kapek Industries, fast becoming one of Britain's foremost health and wholefoods manufacturers, would have frowned upon a friendship between a leading research scientist and a warehouseman. The directors were a family concern with a strong Presbyterian background and the social structure was reflected in the way their business was run. They had successfully rejected union infiltration and, even as far back as 1926, they had been one of the few companies to maintain any sort of output during the General Strike. Much smaller in those days, the machinery had been kept operative by directors and office staff, and those who had been foolhardy enough to follow the striking herd were only reinstated upon a written promise that they would resign all union membership. Over half a century later the contract of employment had changed little and the entire workforce had signed to the effect that they would belong to no trade union movement whatsoever.

From managing director to apprentice it was a family concern, albeit tinged with Victorian austerity. A generous pension and sickness benefit scheme compensated for slightly lower wages than were to be earned elsewhere in the food industry. There was a personnel officer to listen sympathetically to personal problems provided that they did not infringe upon the laws of morality, and amazingly there had been only three cases of dismissal during the past decade. One for pilfering, the other two because had they remained on the payroll they would have become unmarried mothers within a matter of weeks. Kapek's monthly newsletter. ‘Unity’, continually preached against the dangers of alcohol and gambling. Indeed, once there had been an internal scandal because it came to the notice of the directors that a football pools syndicate was in existence within the three acres of red brick wall which confined Kapek Industries and almost made it a republic. The employees concerned were severely reprimanded, not simply because it was the foundation of a relationship between manual workers and office staff. One only stepped up the social ladder on merit. A mingling of the working and middle classes was considered unhealthy.

And Kapek thrived on its inflexibility; it even beat the transport strike of 1979.

Mark Sallus was worried about his association with Ivan. It had been so slight in the beginning that he had not even recognised it for what it was. Agreed, they had a common bond, almost an obsession with wholefoods that led them both to become vegetarians. Kapek, in spite of its products, was not a stronghold of non-carnivores. Indeed, many of the employees followed the common high-fat diet of the western nations; preferring to believe that the goods they helped to manufacture were for eccentrics.

Mark recalled the first time he and the Yugoslav had met.

A crate of soft margarine had been returned by a wholesaler because of a foreign body discovered in one of the tubs. The whole consignment had been brought into the laboratory for further investigations to be carried out and it was Ivan who had wheeled the trolley across.

That first conversation had lasted almost an hour. Ivan was a single man awaiting British naturalisation; he feared the growing threat of the USSR and, having no family ties, had decided to get out of his own country whilst there was still time. He liked Scotland, yes, but it was the food which disturbed him most. The average Scot was totally oblivious to the perils of cholesterol, stolidly maintaining that red meat was needed to produce a good day's work. Wholefood restaurants were virtually non-existent north of the border and so Ivan, previously lazy where culinary duties were concerned, had made a determined effort to purchase the correct groceries (Kapek operated a staff discount food shop on its premises) and therefore eat proper food. Mark Sallus confessed that he had been doing exactly that for the six months since he had taken the job in the research laboratories. An invitation to dine at Ivan's lodgings was extended by the young man with swarthy features and the following week Sallus had reciprocated. From then onwards they had spent at least three evenings every week in each other's company.

Not that Mark Sallus agreed with all Ivan's views; capitalism was necessary for the growth of any nation. If a man did not have a goal in life he became lethargic. Mark resisted the impulse on one occasion during a rather heated discussion to ask his companion why he had taken refuge in Britain when he intimated that the Soviet social structure was preferable. Then the conversation reverted to the balance of daily vitamins and the subject of communism was dropped. It had never been raised again.

Sallus had never intended to tell anybody about Keith Widdington, least of all Ivan. Then one evening he poured out the whole story as though the telling of it would cleanse his conscience; every detail, even admitting that he himself had virtually offered the younger man's soul to the mystic powers. Just an experiment, wondering if he could do what the houngans did, secretly calling upon the Petro gods to answer Widdington. They had, they had come for him that night. It could just as easily have been Borden. Or himself! Yet they had taken Widdington because Mark Sallus had asked them to, invited these two men to his place to partake in an Ouija exercise that, in most cases, would have been harmless enough. It had served its purpose and pulled them into the atmosphere of power, from which point onwards they all became prospective sacrificial victims of the ancient gods. Sallus had tested the strength of the other two; Widdington was weak Borden was strong, so it had to be the former.

He had felt the powers answer him, becoming aware of their psychic presence almost immediately. His companions were, too, but they blamed it on the board, the creepy setting. For one terrible second he thought it was his own soul the dark ones were reaching for, then suddenly they went to Widdington, gave him the death message and took him a few hours later. If their hunger wasn't appeased they could return for the other two any time. So far they hadn't.

‘But why?’ Ivan, perched on the edge of a straight-backed chair, spread his arms wide.‘Why did you do it?’

‘I'm not even sure myself,’ Mark's face was strained, the lines prominent as the months of mental anguish reached a climax. ‘Students do all sorts of bloody silly things. I didn't hate the others or anything like that. They weren't even close friends. Just associates. I suppose I just wanted to see if I could do what the houngans of my boyhood had done. They put a spell on a man and he died. Sometimes it was “natural” causes, other times an accident. Like Keith Widdington did, only I know it wasn't an accident. I took the risk along with him and Borden. Our souls were laid out on the altar; they took Keith's, maybe because it was the easiest. If they want mine or Borden's they'll fetch it when it suits them. Maybe both.’

‘You know your friend Borden is in the missile base in Wales known as Caerlaverock, don't you?’ Ivan's eyes watched the other closely, his voice a silly whisper.

‘What! How do you know that?’ Sallus jerked upright. He'd read all about Caerlaverock in the papers only last week. Some crackpot ex-army major was calling for its closure even though his appeal had been squashed.

‘I just know,’ Ivan smiled. ‘How I know doesn't matter. The fact is he's in there, locked up with other American scientists and CIA watchdogs. Virtually a prison.’

‘Christ on a mule!’ Sallus knew the other was telling the truth because the Yugoslav never said anything that wasn't a fact and he had no reason to lie anyway. ‘So that's where he's disappeared to.’

They sat in silence for some moments, Ivan watching his visitor closely, a stoic expression on his face.

‘Locked away from the rest of the world,’ Ivan murmured at length. ‘With the means at his fingertips to destroy any country or continent he chooses.’

‘I don't think you'd find it quite as simple as that,’ Mark smiled. ‘He's only one of a bunch of computerised robots.’

‘But a vital one. Tell me, Mark, do you think your Petro gods as you call them could penetrate a place like that?’

‘Of course they could. Walls and force fields and any sophisticated defence barrier you care to name wouldn't keep them out.’

‘Why don't you try and contact Borden?’

‘Whatever for?’

‘Well,’ Ivan shrugged. ‘just to see if it's possible to contact him. You had him on your psychic wavelength once. It would be interesting to see if you could again.’

‘No,’ Sallus shook his head. ‘There's an old English saying about letting sleeping dogs lie. Or poking sleeping lions. I guess the same applies to the Petro gods. Don't disturb them.’

‘It would be an interesting experiment all the same,’ Ivan stood up and moved into the kitchen. ‘Ah, our cabbage and apple fry-up is going to be equal to your nut roast the other night, my good friend.’




Ivan had awakened Mark's slumbering fears, bringing them to the surface again along with the guilt complex over Keith Widdington, a man frightened of himself and the terrible powers which for some inexplicable reason had been made available to him. For a couple of weeks the two men scarcely saw each other, Sallus deliberately avoiding contact, perhaps hoping that their friendship might falter, be broken up like sparse cloud formations in a strong wind. But it was not to be.

One evening when the nutritionist returned to his flat he found Ivan waiting patiently in the lobby, a smile breaking across his usually stoic expression.

‘I hope I am not intruding,’ the other's dark deep-set eyes seemed to bore into him. ‘I know how busy you have been lately but I thought that perhaps if you were too tired to prepare food then we could break our routine and eat out for once.’

‘No, no,’ Mark averted his gaze, his fingers shaking as he fumbled a key in the Yale lock. ‘Come in, Ivan. I was meaning to invite you round, anyway, I simply have not had time to contact you this past week or so. There has been a lot of pressure on me lately.’

‘Of course, I understand,’ the Yugoslav followed him up the uncarpeted stairs and into the living room. ‘I trust I am not intruding. Perhaps you have other plans?’

‘No, I have no plans at all.’

‘Good. I feared that you were too busy to continue our friendship.’

‘Oh, no,’ a trapped feeling crept slowly over Mark Sallus, a sudden realisation that the warehouseman's will was stronger than his own and that he was imposing it with a subtle effectiveness. Sallus could have said. ‘I'm sorry Ivan but I don't think we can go on seeing each other like this’. But he couldn't bring himself to do so. ‘I never for one moment thought that our friendship might end.’

It wasn't until after the meal that Ivan brought up the subject of Caerlaverock again. Sallus knew that he would; he sensed that his companion was steering the conversation in that direction.

‘I wonder if you would be good enough to do me a favour?’ Ivan pushed his empty plate away, staring at it as though it was the most important thing in the world, his voice low and tinged with a hint of apprehension.

‘What is it?’ Mark Sallus experienced a sinking feeling, didn't openly commit himself but realised that he would agree to almost anything that the Yugoslav asked. It was as though the other had some kind of hold over him and knew it!

‘I've discovered that a friend of mine is also in Caerlaverock,’ Ivan said. ‘An old associate whom I'd never thought to hear of again.’

‘Oh,’ it sounded weak. Mark Sallus wanted to ask how he had discovered that fact. The colour drained from his face. He began to tremble slightly, felt a bit sick.

‘His name is Herman Szulc,’ Ivan appeared not to notice Mark's tension. ‘of German parents, born in Minnesota. We were close once but then drifted apart. Do you think it is possible to contact him in the same way that you might be able to reach your friend Borden?’

Mark Sallus did not reply. Once again he saw Widdington and Borden in that dimly-lit room, the glass tumbler starting to spell out the former's fate; the atmosphere of cold malevolence, the presence of an unknown power. His own terror, trying to divert the force on to Widdington.

‘I … don't know,’ he breathed at length.

‘But you … we could give it a try?’

Oh, God! The answer would be ‘yes’ but it was just a question of finding the courage to say it. He certainly didn't have the nerve to say ‘no, I won't do it!’ Ivan's eyes were on him, almost hypnotic, a snake confronting a helpless frog, cold and merciless.

‘All right … I suppose we could try it.’

‘Good,’ Ivan's breath seemed to come out all in a rush. ‘I'm glad you agree, Mark, because it means so much to me, I can never tell you how much. But I have an idea which may benefit us.’

‘And what's that?’ Sallus felt his stomach lurch, a sense of hopelessness now that he had committed himself.

‘I think it's quite an ingenious idea although I say it myself.’ Ivan spoke with a kind of smug pride that left no room for criticism. ‘This place they call Caerlaverock. Well, obviously the name has been taken from a castle of the same name on the south-west coast of Scotland; a place that has been soaked in blood and magic over the centuries. As you yourself said, the atmosphere has to be right for any kind of telepathic communication. Here in this dowdy conventional room or even at my own place …’

‘I see what you mean,’ Sallus tried to think of some reason why they should not go to the castle. ‘but I don't think we need to go to such lengths. Possibly we could find some other suitable place nearer and …’

‘What is distance in this modern age, my friend? I am quite happy to buy the petrol …’

‘Oh, I wouldn't dream of it,’ Mark waved a dismissive hand, attempted to find another hurdle and failed.

‘That's settled then. How about this coming Sunday?’

Mark Sallus nodded slowly. Caerlaverock Castle it would be. This Sunday. The prospect already frightened him and his terror would mount as the days passed. Ivan had some kind of inexplicable hold over him, a hold which he could not break. Their relationship had built up to this, a net which had slowly closed around him. And just as surely as he had sensed Widdington's weakness and Borden's strength that terrible night, he now felt Ivan's power. Every mortal had two forces within him; one more forceful than the other and in some cases the one was paralysed by the strength of the other. The two aspects of Manas, the higher and the lower; the higher gravitating towards the spiritual soul, the lower, the seat of animal desires and passions in Man. So the houngans had taught - reject the former and accept the latter and the Master will bestow undreamed power upon you. The price of that power was your soul. Sallus had already traded in his own and he got the feeling that maybe Ivan had too. Or if he had not done so, then he certainly was willing to enter into the bargain.

‘It could be very dangerous,’ Sallus muttered. ‘You've no idea what you're asking.’

‘Perhaps and perhaps not,’ Ivan's tone was harsher now. ‘let me be the judge of that, Mark. Suffice to say that we have entered into a partnership, one in which we share the risks as well as possibly reaping the rewards.’

Sallus knew the risks. He didn't ask about the rewards; he didn't want to know because that was what frightened him most. Suddenly Ivan was an unknown quantity, a terrifying one.




I : Chapter 7 - THE OTHER CAERLAVEROCK

Caerlaverock Castle, once the fortress of Robert Bruce, a three-sided edifice, only two of the three original towers having successfully defied the onslaughts of enemies and the elements over the centuries, its pride now seeming to crumble with its masonry. Reconstruction of the north wall was evident even to the most casual observer, ugly scaffolding and new stonework, whilst the seaward side continued to be eroded away by the salt-laden prevailing winds. The moat was wider and deeper than at any stage in the castle's history, the original ditches having spread to form a reed-fringed lake that provided a sanctuary for nesting mallards, so tame that they quacked loudly at the approach of humans in the hope of being thrown morsels of food. For them, life was easy.

Ideally situated, from the top of either remaining tower could be seen the Irish Sea towards the west and the Solway Plain to the north, surrounded by an arm of sea that made it unapproachable on the three sides. The marshes guarded the south side, the only access being from the east. In 1300 a garrison of a mere sixty Scots had defied the whole English army, only surrendering when their food ran out. According to history, the prisoners were then hanged from the battlements. A less authentic version has it that during the middle of the day the sky became so dark that the advancing forces of Edward were able to creep upon the besieged and take them by surprise. The invaders were then said to have taken several Galloway castles in the same manner; the daylight suddenly being blotted out so that there was no time for the usual procedures of night-time defence to be implemented. Another division of the English army laid waste Clydesdale and committed the most revolting atrocities. At Lesmahago they set fire to the abbey church in which a considerable number of the inhabitants had taken refuge, most of whom were burned alive. But the evil had begun in Caerlaverock Castle; some of it had remained there. Its very atmosphere, even today, smelled of the blood which had soaked into the ruins mingling with the damp cloying mists which drifted in from the Solway and enshrouded it, as though determined to cloak its mysteries from mortal eyes.

Mark Sallus and Ivan arrived in the late afternoon and for some time sat surveying the scene from the Mini in the small elevated car park a couple of hundred yards from the castle itself. There were several summer tourists in evidence on the small footbridge which had replaced the existing drawbridge, most of them seeming more concerned with feeding crusts to the squawking gluttonous ducks than viewing the crumbling architecture. Possibly these people preferred the cooling shadows cast by the ragged edifice to the sun-scorched open spaces.

It was the stillness which first struck Mark, hardly a breath of wind coming in from the Firth, some young rooks cawing and circling lazily above the thick stunted wood to the left of the castle which led down to the marshes. He stared seawards, saw an expanse of shimmering mudflats which stretched right out to the tideline, the water glittering temptingly in the distance as though hoping to lure some unwary stranger out to where the eternal quicksands awaited any victim who might step into their sucking morass and be lost forever. Peaceful. Sinister. Death lurking in a midsummer guise. The ancient evil lived on.

Ivan was silent, giving no hint of his innermost thoughts, not even glancing at his companion. Sallus noted the position of the sun, estimated another five or six hours before darkness fell. They were too early. They had time on their hands.

‘Shall we look the castle over?’ The Yugoslav eased open the passenger door as he spoke.

Sallus did likewise, glad of the opportunity to stretch his legs after their two-hour drive. The air smelt sweet, a faint odour of honeysuckle and samphire. For the first time he noted the dark greenery of the merse, cattle grazing peacefully along the stretch of barbed wire fencing that enclosed one of the largest nature reserves in Britain. Here life was unhurried, the same as it had been for centuries. He was hoping that they were both wrong, that the ancient evil no longer existed, all traces of it swept away by the passing of time, the wind and rain washing the land clean. But he knew it was not so. It was here all right; you could feel it.

They lingered on the small bridge over the moat staring up at the north-facing tower, the renovations appeared a sacrilege, the old stonework doing its best to reject the new. There was no sign of any curator; perhaps it was too much trouble to collect money on a hot day such as this. The interior was small, patches of grass recently mown in an attempt to present a tidy appearance amidst the broken stone floors. Some half-dozen people were up on the ramparts, apparently more interested in the panoramic view of the Solway than the ruins. A child clung tightly to its mother, afraid of the height, whilst its father stared intently through a pair of binoculars endeavouring to make out Carlisle on the English side of the Firth. In the end he sighed and lowered his lenses; there was too much haze out there today.

Time dragged and rushed alternately for Mark Sallus. Whilst it was still daylight he felt safe. Once darkness fell his fears would become reality. He didn't really know what he was going to do anyway; according to the rites of the old houngans there should be a sacrifice, a white cock and hen at the very least. Preferably a pig. He had neither. On the previous occasion he had made contact simply by concentration, absorbing the atmosphere, letting the evil soak into him. Whether conscious or unconscious, necromancy was a most dangerous practice. Psychic phenomena, like attracting like, evil contacting evil. A genuine medium had little difficulty in finding a spirit. In most cases those spirits merely repeated what was in the medium's mind, but sometimes one picked up a dangerous one that could only lead to evil. As he himself had done, quite by accident. Sometimes those fooling with Ouija boards called up something that they could not rid themselves of except by exorcism. It was the luck of the draw. Sallus didn't really know the formula, only what he'd learned by watching the houngans when he was a boy. A medium whom the spirits answered because they were on the same wavelength, it was as simple and as dangerous as that; terrifying if you didn't understand.

The day slipped slowly into evening, the sky turning to saffron, a cool breeze from the Solway fanning the faces of the two men. Neither had spoken for almost an hour, watching the last of the tourists strolling back up towards the car park. Eventually only the Mini remained on the gravelled area, the golden rays of the sun dipping behind Criffel, flashing on the car's shiny surface.

‘It will soon be time,’ Ivan turned and began to descend the uneven steps from the main battlement. ‘Perhaps we should make ourselves scarce in case anybody comes to check the castle.’

‘It's just as well,’ Mark Sallus began to follow him. ‘At least there's no way we can be locked in.’

‘How long?’ the other indicated a roughly hewn fireplace that offered concealment as well as shelter from the cool night air. ‘How long before we can begin?’

‘I don't know,’ Sallus spoke quietly, hesitatingly. ‘As I've already told you, I don't really know how to begin or even if we'll have any success. I'm neither a medium nor a magician. What you're asking me to do is virtually impossible.’

‘You did it before.’

‘Yes, but that was different. The three of us were confined in the same room, our thoughts in unison. This time we are asking the powers to contact a distant body, one whom I have never met. There is no association between this man Herman Szulc and myself.’

‘You are wrong, I am the linking factor, Mark.’

‘Even so, it has its limitations. I can only ask. I can do no more.’

‘We will try our best. Look, the sun is already behind the mountain. It will be dark in half an hour.’

Mark Sallus squatted on his haunches, his back to the rough stonework. He was uneasy, cursing himself for having been persuaded so easily. His own weakness was to blame. And yet there was a way by which he could avoid having to call upon Damballah Ouedi and the Petro gods; Ivan had no idea what was involved. The gods could not be fooled, but possibly his companion could.

‘Do not waste time once it is fully dark,’ Ivan seemed to guess his thoughts. It was unnerving.

‘Don't worry. I don't want to be here any longer than necessary. By the way, Ivan, what is really behind this?’

‘I do not understand you,’ the Yugoslav snapped. ‘I have already told you I wish to contact an old friend.’

‘Then what's to stop you writing to him? The letter would reach him eventually, even if it was vetted.’ He heard the other sucking in his breath, felt him tense.

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Because if I'm to risk what you're asking me to risk then I think I've got a right to know.’

‘I am taking the same risks.’

‘You haven't answered my question.’

‘All right … if you really want to know …’ there was a pause, as though Ivan was either debating whether or not to disclose his reasons, or else was thinking up a plausible story. ‘This man Szulc. He is no friend of mine. Yet I happen to know that he is working against the western world. His presence in Caerlaverock is a danger to every nation.’

‘Then why don't you report it to the authorities, let them check him out?’

‘It would be a waste of time. There is no proof.’

‘How do you know? And how do you figure in this?’ there was scepticism in Mark's tone.

‘I just know, that's all, and I am asking one whom I consider to be a loyal friend to help me.’

Sallus fell silent, felt a sensation creeping over him that prickled his skin. His companion was mad, suffering from strange delusions, obsessed by the nuclear propaganda which had flooded the papers in recent weeks. It had preyed on his mind, snapped his reasoning. And now the two of them were alone in a deserted, ruined castle. Mark's danger lay not from the forces of darkness but from the man who called himself Ivan.

‘I was just interested … that's all,’ Mark knew his voice trembled and that his companion was aware of the extent of his fear. Somehow he had to see it through; or at least convince Ivan that he had done everything possible to carry out his wishes.

‘It is dark now.’ The shadows of the courtyard had spread into a triangle of blackness that hid everything except the silhouettes of the battlements above them. A myriad of stars sparkled in the cloudless night sky and the temperature had dropped by several degrees.

‘There is plenty of time,’ Mark Sallus muttered. ‘We must be sure that the night has truly arrived.’ He wondered how much longer he could stall Ivan. There had to come a time when he must do something, put on some kind of act; when it was impossible to delay any longer. His brain started to panic, racing like a car with its throttle jammed and he had to check it forcibly. Possibly, if he exhorted some mumbo-jumbo Ivan would be none the wiser. Nothing would happen and in the end they would have to call it off and go home. And then their relationship must end.

‘Listen!’ Ivan's fingers gripped Mark's forearm.

‘What …?’ and then Mark Sallus heard.

At first he thought it was the rumblings of a distant storm beyond Criffel, a noise that grew in magnitude. Seconds later he knew it wasn't. It was too prolonged a harshness that came from no natural phenomenon, growing louder and louder by the second. And then he recognised the sound for what it was; the heavy measured tread of marching men, so many of them that the ground vibrated and the chimney beneath which the two men crouched trembled violently. The clashing of steel, voices raised in angry defiant shouts.

‘What is it?’ Ivan gripped his arm even harder than before.

‘I … don't know,’ Mark Sallus whispered, eyes tightly shut so that he might not be forced to look upon whatever was happening.

A thudding sound in the open courtyard mingled with a sudden heavy battering that shook the ramparts. Somebody was screaming. Voices everywhere, seemingly all around them, incoherent, a mixture of curses and cries of terror. The whole building was shaking like some inflatable giant kiddies' castle on a fairground. Men were running, calling to each other, cries that turned to shrieks of terror.

Mark Sallus didn't want to look. He didn't want to witness whatever was happening, yet it was as though some invisible force was prising open his eyelids.

Nothing but impenetrable blackness, not so much as the outline of a turret against the night sky, not a twinkling star to be seen overhead. It was as though he and Ivan were in a void, a black nothingness that was pregnant with an invisible tangible malevolence.

Both men felt the coldness like icy fingertips stroking their bodies, a rushing wind that threatened to tear their garments from them; voices that were a thousand deafening whispers. Mark Sallus knew that he was speaking, his lips moving yet not liasing with his brain, utterances that were instinctive, as a man might pray in his last hour without being aware of the meaning of the words. Cowering. Cringing.

Amidst the noise he heard Ivan's voice as though from afar although he knew that the man still clung to him.

‘Give them Szulc … for God's sake give them Herman Szulc!’

The words took time to penetrate his brain. Szulc? Who was Szulc? Why give them Herman Szulc?

‘Mark … it is our only chance. Offer them Szulc!’

Dazed as though electro-waves circuited his mind, some kind of fiendish machine that numbed his reasoning, made him a slave to some inexplicable power.

‘Szulc! Give them Szulc!’

Sallus fought blindly, a drowning man whose senses were slipping away. They had to be told about Szulc!

‘Szulc …’ he moaned.

The wind howled at Sallus and Ivan as though it was about to gather them up and whip them away like autumn leaves; unable to get their breath, falling into a huddle on the rocky floor, flinging themselves prostrate.

‘Spare us and take Herman Szulc!’

Ivan was muttering too. Unintelligible. He didn't know what he was saying, as though some inner force separate from his brain was fashioning and issuing the words. And, as though from the depths of some abyss, he heard Sallus pleading with them to take Szulc instead, and relief flooded over him. It remained to be seen whether or not the dark powers would accept the offered sacrifice.

And then suddenly the wind abated, checking in full spate, collapsing like a tornado that has suddenly run out of steam, dying to a soft soughing, whispers that were barely audible but still mocking. Fading.

Then silence.

Mark Sallus struggled to his knees, glanced up and saw the stars above the gaunt turrets, a background of light cirrus. Dark shadows still hid every corner of the courtyard but he knew they were just shadows. Nothing more. He sensed Ivan moving behind him but did not look round. It was all over and they still lived.

‘Well,’ the Yugoslav's voice was a hoarse whisper. ‘they came.’

‘Yes, Ivan, they came all right. You and I were nearer to eternal damnation than we've ever been in our lives before. My God, did you hear the army besieging the castle, powering its way in, the cries of the wounded?’

‘I heard the gods of Petro.’

‘In one of their many manifestations. They didn't come because of you or I, Ivan, but because this place is a temple of the damned, souls that were sold in the fourteenth century in exchange for a temporary victory, souls that must continue to fight for those who control them, mercenaries of the dark powers.’

‘You think they'll take Szulc?’

‘Unless I'm mistaken they've already taken him. And they could just as easily return for us.’

‘I think we can go home now,’ the other regained some of his composure with a determined effort, groping his way through the darkness in the direction of the main portal. ‘Our work is done.’

Mark Sallus followed in silence, every nerve in his body still reverberating, still numbed from the cold and the terror. This time he had not even had to summon Damballah; it was a petrifying thought. A roaring in his ears, those whispering voices echoing in his brain like a desert sandstorm; Ivan's pleading for him to ask them to seek out Herman Szulc. Something else, too, something that in all probability his companion was totally unaware of, a frenzied uttering that had been heard and accepted. Such offers were never refused by the Petro. Ivan had exchanged his soul for continued life on earth! And they would claim it when they chose to do so. Just as surely as Herman Szulc now lay dead.

And now Ivan was more dangerous than ever.




I : Chapter 8 - DEATH FROM UNNATURAL CAUSES

Szulc had been dreading the double nightshift throughout the day. He'd expected it, known there would be some form of punishment in store for him the moment Wallace's slug had knocked the nigger off the silo.

Now he had to face a whole night alone, no welcoming relief in the early hours, his nearest company the lurking Alsatian guard dogs. It should have been no problem, just tedious. Except for what had happened the previous night. That guy had somehow jumped the radar. Technically it was impossible, that was what worried him. Not only the radar, the below-ground alarms that went off the moment you got within a yard of them. Or should have done. Gruber was worried and that was bad. When something beat the chief you started looking over your shoulder.

Herman Szulc's mouth was dry the moment he locked himself in the tower. First he checked the perimeter fences with the rotating spotlight that even picked out the fledgling barn owl on one of the posts. Then the darkness. A constant light presented an aerial target so it was only switched on in an emergency.

Jesus, he would never have taken this job if he'd known what it entailed. But they made sure there was no hint of what was involved. Routine security work at a thousand bucks a month, food and board inclusive. Somewhere abroad, you'd no idea where, your post renewable at the end of the first year. That was a laugh. There was no chance of terminating your contract, because they weren't going to let anybody out of a place like this. Every detail, every eventuality, was catered for. Nobody knew where you were so with no close ties you weren't likely to be missed. Ever. And they had all the answers to any questions that might be asked in the White House. The British had no say in what went on inside the boundary fence anyway, so you were really on an island.

In one way it wasn't a bad deal, Szulc reflected. Before long East and West were going to blow fuck out of each other and everybody else as well. The only survivors would be in places like Caerlaverock, in spite of what the Soviets claimed about losing five per cent of their civilian population. So you lived, but for what? War or no war, you were destined to spend the rest of your life here like a rat in a hole.

It was a problem how to pass the night hours. No smoking and you daren't sleep because they had you monitored from the control room. You were supposed to sit and stare out through your infrared lenses, paying particular attention to the dogs. They would soon know if something was amiss. But they hadn't last night.

Szulc knew every inch of the compound so that each scan was more boring than the last. He tried to think up games to play, like counting the wire intersections and mesh squares, but gave it up after the first section. Astronomy was no good because of the angle of the roof; maybe they'd done it deliberately to outsmart you. They thought of everything.

The idea of going sick crossed his mind but he dismissed it almost immediately. Mandon was a hand-picked MO who could spot a shirker by the smell of his breath. He knew almost before you went up to see him. You only went in the sick bay if you were really bad because you couldn't stand it there if you weren't; four walls, beds, and fed three times a day. No radio or TV because it disturbed the patients. When you'd lain and stared at those walls for long enough you were glad to get back on duty.

Szulc tried to fight off the feeling of helplessness. Vietnam was preferable to this. At least you had space to move about in and a tangible enemy to fight. Whether a man lived or died depended on how good he was. Szulc wondered if he had in fact died and this was the hereafter the padre was always preaching. Hell. Well, he'd figured he wouldn't be going up so that only left the place down below. It frightened you if you thought too much about it, pushing your mind to the limits of its knowledge so that it nearly burst its way out of your skull.

Thinking too much about anything was a bad thing. Some questions had no answers and made you feel brain-blown if you dwelled on them too much. The universe, for instance; where did it end and what was beyond its boundaries and beyond that? Infinity. Thinking about infinity gave you vertigo. Like death. What was it like to be dead? No feelings, nothing, eternal blackness which you weren't even aware of. You could be in good health one minute, gone the next. Buried or cremated and forgotten by the end of the week as though you had never existed.

So many ways you could die. You were lucky if you completed your lifespan. A nagging pain today could mean you were on the way out tomorrow. Heart attacks led the casualty list, edging a little ahead of malignant cancers. If you could get by without eating, drinking, or smoking you might last the course.

Szulc made up his mind to quit smoking, starting right now when it was easy because he didn't have any cigarettes. Drinking wouldn't be much of a problem because everybody at Caerlaverock was rationed in the canteen bar and there wasn't much chance to stockpile alcohol in your own quarters. High fat food was the real killer. Now why in the name of Jesus Christ should he suddenly start thinking about that? Maybe he'd read somewhere about cholesterol and polyunsaturates; words that were foreign to him and yet whose meaning he knew. It frightened him a little because he wasn't the intellectual type.

He went back to the window and took another peek out through his binoculars, which seemed so heavy that his hands shook. Maybe he was ill after all and Mandon would sign him off for a day or two. Shitfire, no! He'd stay, it was the lesser of the two evils.

He swallowed, put the glasses back on the ledge. The small room seemed even smaller as though the walls had moved in a foot or so. Like they did in juvenile nightmares and when you opened your eyes again they had moved back. Claustrophobia. Christ Almighty, the walls hadn't moved, they couldn't! Don't look at them. Don't be so fucking stupid!

Staring outside again, not using the lenses because they were too heavy to hold. A black moonless night, the kind a nigger could come in on without being spotted. That was what had him groping for the binoculars again, heaving them up to eye level, straining his eyes. Nothing, nothing but goddamned blackness. Now the binoculars had fouled up!

Sweating, almost panicking, wiping the outer lenses on his sleeve; something had to be blocking them. He tried again, muscles tautening and groaning under a three pound weight. He couldn’t even see the barbed wire fence!

Szulc's legs just about gave out as he sagged back into the chair, a surge of physical relief that was cut short by mental anguish. This was so crazy that it couldn't be! He was sick, that was it. He'd been feeling a bit heady all day, a faraway sensation that made it seem as though he was a spectator to all his own actions. He pressed a clammy hand to his forehead and his fingers came away wet with sweat. Reaching out for the communications button, then snatching his hand away in almost the same movement. That wasn't the answer. Gruber would just punish him in some other way. Stick it out, sit here all night, that's all you had to do; just acknowledge each fifteen minute signal from the control room.

Maybe it was something to do with the drugs they gave you. Everybody knew they were getting drugs, but apart from starving there was nothing they could do about it. Everybody was a robot in varying stages, from the chief downwards; the Pecking Order.

The room seemed to move in another few inches. He closed his eyes, opened them again. He couldn't tell whether the walls had gone back again or not, there was no way of measuring them but he tried to convince himself that they had.

A blue light flashed on the dial in front of him. He leaned forward, somehow managed to steady a forefinger enough to flick the switch by the bulb. It died immediately. They wouldn't trouble him again for another quarter of an hour.

He sat there dazed, trying to channel his thoughts into some kind of coordination. He was ill. Why? His first fear was that he might have had a stroke. No, he wasn't paralysed, only weakened and slowed up. Exhaustion? It was unlikely, he didn't get much exercise and took ample rest periods. His breathing wasn't quite right, sort of shallow so that he was conscious of each breath. Excessive smoking, perhaps? Or the start of cancer? A pang of fear like a rubber band twanging inside his breast. He felt it physically, wincing. That was his heart for sure!

He checked his pulse rate the way Mandon always did when you consulted him. Fast, too fast. Slight palpitations like a battery-operated vibrator being run between his nipples. He was having to draw deep for air now as though the ventilation system had packed up. It hadn't, though, because he could still hear it. He thought about easing one of the windows open; in a minute, after he'd rested some and got his strength back. No real hurry.

So tired. His head slipped slowly forward on to his chest. Then the blue bulb started to flash again, dazzling him into full wakefulness. It seemed only a few seconds since the last call; maybe he had slept. He reached across, knocked it off more easily this time. Relief, some of his strength was returning. Maybe it was just a combination of over-tiredness and excessive boredom. He was breathing easier, too, and didn't need to open that window after all. But it had gone damnably cold all of a sudden!

He made it to the window, tested his infrared lenses again but with the same result, total darkness on all sides. It had to be the binoculars. Maybe he ought to call through and get someone to come across and change them.

Still undecided, he was on his way back to the communications system when the pain hit him. More of an ache at first but rapidly escalating, so that it felt like a clockwork centipede was scurrying madly to and fro inside his chest. Going berserk. Speeding up. Racing.

Szulc made it to the chair and collapsed heavily, head forward, eyes closed. Oh, Jesus God! He didn't have the strength or even the willpower to try and reach the alarm button. He sagged and thought he was going to fall on to the floor but somehow he didn't. The pain was constant as though it was being monitored.

He had faced death several times before, mostly in Vietnam. But it hadn't frightened him like this because he'd had something to fight back with. Now he was helpless, breathing laboriously. Barely conscious. And nobody would give a monkey's shit when they found him.

Then the agony subsided a little. He opened his eyes. The blue bulb wasn't flashing so it had only been a matter of minutes since the attack began; it was a heart attack, all right, there was no doubt about that. Maybe it would pass.

It was abominably cold though. His flesh was pimpling. Maybe when he didn't answer the next call somebody would come across. Mandon would do his best but they wouldn't chance sending him to hospital. One man's life wasn't worth the risk of somebody finding anything out about Caerlaverock.

The bulb started to flash. Then almost immediately it flickered and went out. There was a faint click as though the receiving switch had been pressed. And that was when his terror really began to escalate!

Herman Szulc was unable to move. He wanted to turn his head but he couldn't. He wanted to look behind him, search every corner of the steel-reinforced room because he knew only too well that he wasn't alone. No sound, no movement, but the hairs on his neck were prickling because he sensed a presence. And he knew it was evil!

The pounding in his chest subsided to a dull ache and he felt the use returning to his limbs. He thought that maybe he could move a little but he didn't; because he didn't want to see what lurked in the shadows behind him. He tried to tell himself that there was nothing there but he knew it was a lie.

Time passed. Minutes. Hours. The blue signal came on and went off again, the switch button clicking loudly each time. Once Szulc thought he saw it move but there was nobody near it.

The temperature had dropped still further. His arms and legs were becoming numbed again. Panic. All in the mind. Close your eyes and wait until the relief comes to take over. You won't shut it out just by closing your eyes. In all probability you'll be dead by morning!

It was dark inside the room. Perhaps the lighting had failed. Or else he had blacked out. He couldn't determine whether he had slipped into a feverish doze or not. It was a kind of half-waking nightmare where whatever had been pursuing you was still hard on your heels.

So very cold. Well below freezing. That was impossible in midsummer. Somewhere people were talking, voices so low that it was impossible to make out the words, a mocking murmur that went on and on. Szulc glanced sideways as far as it was possible to move his head, but there was nothing to be seen. Whoever they were, they had crept in, jumped the safety barriers successfully just like the nigger had done; Gruber would be furious, cold calculated fury that would result in a much sterner punishment than a double shift. There were no allowances made for human error at Caerlaverock. Two terrifying prospects: the intruders and Gruber.

Szulc couldn't understand what they were up to. It was pointless having broken in here only to remain skulking in the tower. Perhaps they were keeping a lookout whilst some more of them did something much more sinister; like trying to penetrate the underground buildings via the launch silo.

‘That wouldn't benefit them any. The area immediately below was sealed off by blast-resistant walls. Impenetrable. Everything within the silo was operated by computer from the Launch Control room. Anybody dropping down into the silo would find themselves in a situation akin to a mole in a barrel trap - no way out. Gruber could safely leave them there to starve to death.

The single fluorescent strip above Szulc dimmed slowly until it was barely more than a faint glow. Eyes upturned, wide, he watched it, thought for a moment that it was going to go out altogether, but it didn't. His mouth was so dry that he found it impossible to swallow.

The shadows seemed to close in on him, creeping patches of darkness that were almost alive, their touch cold and clammy when they fell on him. He tried to speak but could not even manage a strangled grunt.

The blue light came on again and went off almost immediately. No help would be forthcoming. Nobody in Control was aware of what was going on. They'd called up Szulc and received an immediate answer. That was fine.


And then he saw the face!

Just a face. Nobody. Seeming to hang suspended in the air, clearly visible. Possibly the shadows hid the rest of the body. The terror struck at him like a thrusting rapier, a physical pain that jerked his heart like an engine being jump-started, his body shuddering with the impact, unable to drag his gaze away from those two tiny glowing pinpoints that bored into him, eyes that smouldered with their own brand of hatred.

The features were human only in shape. Distorted. The expression a personification of evil, nostrils and mouth gaping black orifices, muttering threatening obscenities; a thing that should not have been, that had no right to exist!

Szulc tried to pray but his brain refused to function, lips moving, trembling, silent utterances. He could smell its breath, a musty rancid odour that was icy-cold, a force that reached out for him and seemed to permeate his shaking flesh, petrifying every muscle and taking over his mind.


And then it was gone! Or perhaps mind and body could take no more and oblivion had come to his rescue. He didn't know. He stirred, cowered, and was aware of a grey light penetrating the small room, creeping over him, warming his frozen limbs. Outside dawn was breaking.

He found he could move, glanced about him, but there was no sign of his terrible visitor. Everything was as it should have been. The blue bulb came on suddenly and this time he had to respond, switching it off, telling them that everything was all right.

He crossed to the window. One of the Alsatians was relieving itself on a fence post, the other three mooching nearby. They looked relaxed, even bored. He checked the launch silo through his glasses and there did not appear to be anything amiss.

As his body temperature rose he began to sweat, the shirt beneath his uniform clinging damply to him. His head ached slightly but there was no sign of that ripping pain in his chest. He was OK, a little feverish perhaps but nothing serious. He thought maybe he'd caught a chill, gone through the worst and sweated it out. That face, the ultimate in malevolence, had been just an exceptionally bad nightmare. But that did not explain why the communications lights had functioned without his participation. Nothing could explain that! It was better not to think about it. Any minute now his relief would be arriving. First a good sleep back in his quarters, and if he didn't feel any better after that then he'd go and see the MO, go sick if necessary. He was sure he was running a temperature.

Ten minutes later he was back in his own quarters, the door closed. The strip lighting was too bright; it was hurting his eyes and his headache was coming back again. He debated whether or not to go and see Mandon at once but decided to try some sleep first. He was overwrought, nerves stretched to the limit. He needed time to calm down or else he might go and blurt out something about what had happened last night. And in Caerlaverock they would not tolerate a guard who suffered from hallucinations. Anything might happen to him. The safety of Spectre III came first.

He kicked off his boots and flung himself on to the bed fully dressed. Christ, his head was pounding, setting off all his other nerves again with it. He thought he felt a faint fluttering sensation in his chest again but it could've been his imagination. Even so it started to bring back all his fears. Oh, Christ, if only he had the strength to get up again he'd switch off that fucking light. He should have done it earlier. It …

Suddenly the neon strip flickered and went out. Szulc blinked, felt his head spinning in a multi-coloured galaxy that had flashing red spots for stars. Turning, tilting, clutching at the sides of the bed like some seafarer who is awoken by the force of a tempest tossing his ship to and fro. He wanted to vomit, turned his head to one side, started to retch.


And that was when he saw the face again!

Those same features, only this time a thousand times more evil than on the last occasion, the mouth a black leering cavity that spewed out cold hate, nostrils flared, eyes smaller and redder. Mouthing something which it was impossible to lip-read, the foul odour coming out in a rush like a dragon's breath.

Herman Szulc felt himself being drawn towards it, something being forcibly sucked from his body, leaving behind the physical agony, replacing it with something far worse. His soul screamed a helpless protest, tortured beyond endurance on a trajectory towards something that defied mortal comprehension.

There was a white blinding flash as the fluorescent lighting came back on. The man on the bed jerked, convulsed, mouthing a scream that never came. He fell back, twitched, then lay still. Even in death his facial muscles did not relax, frozen immovably into the ultimate expression of terror that was stamped on him, his soul dragged from his body before death had claimed him.

The small room was filled with the stench of death and evil, the atmosphere heavy as though some living force was trapped there, waiting to be released …




I : Chapter 9 - THE APOCALYPSE

Mel Borden had heard the order go out to Launch Control. Chuck Whittaker had received it on the direct White House line, had decoded it and checked back again. There was no mistake.


Fire Spectre III, Codename: Hawkshot. 13:52.

Everything was happening fast. Too fast. Everybody had expected that it would turn out this way if it ever did, but the world just prayed that it would never come to it. One day a stalemate between East and West, the next …

Everybody was crowded into Launch Control. Gruber with his dead fish eyes, Blurton, Wallace. Borden glanced at them, saw how they were staring at him as though they half-expected him to try to change the fate of civilisation.

They didn't need him, Borden knew that; not unless something went wrong and that wasn't likely. The computer was infallible so long as the right data was fed into it and that had been done weeks ago, latent death for millions. All it needed was two buttons to be pressed simultaneously.

He stared fixedly at the inertial plus on-board preprogrammed dials. The first stage was already completed, the gimballed motors in operation. Hybrid Explicit Guidance, the revised software programme already having reduced the targeting information KR1. By the time the warhead was within 1000km of Moscow, Spectre III would be controlled by a fluid injection into a single nozzle. Still retargetable, still time to back down. The White House wouldn't though. One intercontinental ballistic missile weighing 830kg would …


Christ no, even now it was being retargeted!

Mel Borden watched the flickering digits, tried to tell himself that they lied. A 19. He didn't need to consult the info-data charts; the primary targets were committed to memory.


London!

His brain was dazed, unable to cope. A terrible mistake.

They should have called him prior to the launching. Whittaker had made a terrible mistake and none of them seemed to realise it.

‘Hold it,’ Borden hissed. ‘You've …’

‘Shut up!’ Gruber's hand rested on his holstered automatic.

‘You don't understand. It's all wrong …’

‘Shut up. We'll ask you if we need your advice.’

Borden shut up. Blurton and Wallace had moved in on him, one on either side.

They knew all right. Every one of them. It was no mistake. London was a primary target because they intended it to be!

Borden's helplessness seemed to drain him of the will to fight. It was crazy because it was meant to be. Somehow the destruction of the world's capital figured prominently in White House plans. Maybe it was the spark they needed to ‘retaliate’ against the Soviet Union. Or was there something far more insidious behind it all?

Borden sank down into the chair because his legs refused to support the weight of his body any longer. His brain had stopped functioning, just accepting everything that the video screen threw at it. He laughed silently, crazily, and wondered why in this area of advanced technology the video transmitted in black and white. There were some areas where progress was still stunted.

He couldn't cope with the passing of time; hours seemed like minutes. Maybe the world had already passed into eternity.

Staring fixedly at the twelve by eight screen, an oblong of blurred nothingness, a time machine in which the sands were running out for mankind. The video would cut out twelve seconds before impact. When it went blank you started counting.

They should have had a warning, a dramatic countdown to annihilation the way they did in war movies. Nothing like that happened at all. In fact, it was all over before you had a chance to brace yourself for it. An anticlimax.


Impact! The screen should have blanked. It didn't!

The Spectre III camera was still working, somehow having detached itself from the warhead, sending back the pictures, focusing on the most dramatic as though some ace war correspondent controlled it for TV broadcasts.

A house. Just a red-brick box with sash windows, the kind that was the forerunner of mass production housing estates prior to 1939, a solitary building that could have been anywhere in Britain, but you knew it was London because A19 still flickered unsteadily in the top right-hand corner of the picture.

You had about five seconds in which to study it. Then it darkened and lit up again almost immediately like a battery-operated doll's house, the walls translucent, colloid. Starting to melt.

There was no chance to study it more closely. Even as the brickwork began to smoke, it disintegrated. The roof lifted, gave the impression that it might fall back into place, then vanished in a cloud of dust. The walls split in half, fell inwards but never made it to the ground, seeming to be whipped away by a giant hurricane. Everything was obscured. One might have been forgiven for believing that the video had cut out. But you saw a movement, millions of them mingled into one, giving the appearance of a static scene; objects that only seconds previously you might have recognised. Now everything was a screaming burning tornado that pulverised and destroyed faster than the camera could film it.

The picture hurt Borden's eyes, made them smart and stream like a dazzling off-station TV screen. He wanted to jerk his head away, look in the opposite direction. But he couldn't. Nuclear hypnotism, you could almost feel the searing heat. Occasionally the picture lightened or darkened, but basically it did not alter. A cloud of dust that burned and killed, its only useful purpose to screen the holocaust beneath it.

Time had ceased to exist. Even the flickering target recorder was still and silent. Borden glanced sideways, noted the expressions of the others in the room in one sweeping movement that brought his gaze back to the video.

Overall satisfaction. Gloating. Even Gruber's usually expressionless features denoted smugness. Each was his own hero, a tiny army that had achieved in seconds what great war leaders in past centuries had failed to accomplish in years of bloody struggle.

Silence, except for the crackle of instruments, a late-night horror show that has made such an impact on the viewer that he cannot get up out of his chair to switch the set off even after close-down, the piercing high-pitched signal falling on deaf ears.

Some time later (he did not know how long), Borden detected a movement other than swirling dust. Flames! Naturally fire would follow, but one expected the smoke to obliterate the surroundings just as the dust had done. Huge leaping tongues of fire that consumed everything, casting a weird light that was reflected by the walls of grey opaqueness. Long-distance wide lenses that took in a greater area conveyed an overall picture of the ultimate in annihilation.

The blazing wreckage had in all probability, Mel Borden reflected, been houses. A whole street of them. Now they were flattened and burning. It was impossible to make out any other details; there had to be smouldering corpses everywhere, a mass cremation. If you thought about it you smelled the charred human flesh. Borden told himself that there weren't any people there, never had been. It was a scaled-down mock-up, models blasted for experimental purposes. It could all be swept up, put right, the fire doused.

Then he saw the man. It was miraculous that one could even discern the human figure amidst the heaped debris. Even more remarkable was his prominence, the way he seemed to dominate the scene; one who strode purposefully amidst the inferno, impervious to heat and smoke, the video camera following his progress as though compelled by some strange force to do so. More than just a survivor.

Nearer. And nearer. The watchers in the room could see him more clearly now, although smoke and dust still hid his features. It was difficult to estimate size but the stranger looked to be well over six-feet tall, clothed in a suit of some kind of thick homespun material, perhaps thick enough to protect him from the heat. It had to be, otherwise he would not have survived. Boots that were knee-length and thick-soled sending up clouds of sparks as he walked over burning timbers. Looking around him, turning slowly, the smoke thinning like a curtain rising to reveal... his face!

It hit every one of them in Launch Control like some invisible force, a sledgehammer blow delivered across aeons, so much more powerful because of its timelessness. You wondered in the first place if this stranger, this burning desolation, really existed. Suddenly you knew that it did!

A face that was human in structure yet inhuman in expression. Hair that fell to the broad shoulders in dark ringlets, a wide receding brow. Eyes that were hooded like those of some prehistoric bird of prey and might have been mistaken for hollow empty sockets except for the pinpoints that glowed inside them, smouldering with hate like the embers beneath his booted feet. Nostrils wide as though he breathed deeply of the poisonous atmosphere and thrived on it; mouth a black slit, toothless when he opened it to utter a blasphemy that you heard but did not understand.

Borden felt the power of those eyes as though they searched him out, singled him out from the other watchers. Knew him! He recoiled, his instinct to run and hide, pray to a God in whom he did not believe to protect him from this being who walked on fire and was not burned.

Mel Borden tried to close his eyes to shut out the scene, but his eyelids refused to move. His neck muscles were paralysed so that he could not turn away. He was forced to watch.

The man was motionless, not speaking now. Except with his eyes. A message that was unmistakable in its ferocity - I shall destroy mankind and then return whence I came!

Smoke eddied and when it cleared Borden saw that the tall man had gone. Amidst the smoking devastation there was no sign of life. It was then that he felt his senses begin to slip away from him, clutching at the chair on which he sat as it began to tilt, clinging on desperately as he felt himself starting to slide towards a yawning black bottomless crevice that opened up to swallow him.




Mel Borden felt the hand gripping his shoulder, shaking him roughly, and even as consciousness returned he remembered, saw that figure of evil incarnate, those eyes piercing him like gamma rays. Cringing, arms raised, a futile effort to ward off a force that trespassed beyond Nature's boundaries.

A blinding light that dazzled and hurt his eyes. A face close to his own, one that he recognised instantly and which brought waves of relief flooding over him.


Chuck Whittaker!

Borden struggled up on to an elbow, wanted to ask what had happened, knowing in the same instance that he had not left his own quarters since he bedded down eight hours ago.

‘Gruber wants to see us,’ Whittaker was uneasy. ‘Guess we'd better get down there right away.’

Borden nodded, reached for his clothes. Even if Spectre III hadn't done a U-turn and wiped out London something was definitely wrong. You learned at Caerlaverock not to ask what until they told you, because questions were simply a waste of time. It was none of your business.

Even as he dressed he saw that figure on the screen again, every detail, found himself cringing before the memory of those burning eyes.

He shuddered. The man who walked amidst the apocalypse was more than just a nightmare. Somewhere he lived; he was real!




I : Chapter 10 - BLOOD SACRIFICE

It was on his way down to Gruber's office that Mel Borden saw it all more clearly than ever before. The jigsaw which had eluded him, haunted him, suddenly clicked into place with terrible finality. He wondered why he had not realised it before, experienced a sensation of guilt because he was a party to it; more than just that, he was a major cog in the wheel of evil that turned relentlessly in its quest for destruction. That dream had brought it all home to him. It had taken a figment of uneasy troubled slumber to reveal the truth. The USA were the aggressors in the world confrontations, not the USSR. Propaganda put out from the White House had fooled the world for decades. The West needed an excuse to destroy. It had nagged and goaded, but the Russians had backpedalled and settled for a Cold War. Now the Americans were prepared to wait no longer. They'd nearly achieved their ambition over Cuba a quarter of a century ago; they would have gone in over Afghanistan but world opinion steadied them. In the end there was only one solution: the Soviet Union had to be the scapegoat, something that would springboard every nation into action and leave the Stars and Stripes fluttering victoriously in a gamma-soaked breeze when it was all over. The Final War (there wouldn't be another), nobody left to ask questions. Spectre III would have done its job: retaliation!

Jesus Christ Almighty! No way was anybody going out of Caerlaverock alive. If they even so much as thought you had cottoned on …

Gruber looked worried. The fact that he didn't carry on scribbling away at his desk, deliberately keeping everybody waiting, was proof of that. He stared at each person in the room in turn, a rotating glare that alighted on everyone and finally became general again.

‘Two things,’ he was as brusque as ever. ‘First, the nigger. We all know he got in and that he ain't getting out again. Somehow he jumped every alarm and barricade. We don't know how but sufficient that he did. We can't chance it happening again. From now onwards the electric fence will be on twenty-four hours a day, there'll be two men on duty in the tower at night with communication every three minutes instead of fifteen. That way nobody can get in.’

There was a pause, Gruber's gaze swivelling round again, this time in an anticlockwise direction. The twenty or so people in the room found themselves shuffling their feet, looking down. He was blaming them for what had happened, the silence a reprimand, a warning. There had to be a fall guy where the chief was concerned. Everybody had to be made aware of the possible consequences of one mistake.

‘The other thing,’ Gruber was clicking the spring of his ballpoint. ‘Szulc is dead. Now I don't want any rumours or wild speculation about what happened. Mandon did an autopsy this morning and it was a clear case of a coronary. Death from natural causes. His next of kin will be notified.’

Everybody knew that that was a lie. Nobody outside Caerlaverock would be informed. Szulc had probably been listed as dead the day he came here.

‘OK, that's it,’ Gruber ended the meeting as abruptly as it had begun. ‘Everything's gotta be a hundred per cent watertight. I just wanted to make that plain.’

He watched them filing out, wondered if he'd done the right thing. Shit, there wasn't much else he could have done. It was none of their fucking business whether Szulc lived or died, but they'd gotta be told plain and simple that it was death from natural causes otherwise they might start speculating. And one couldn't afford to have an atmosphere of uneasiness in a base like this.

Gruber had done his best to hide his own nervousness. He'd told himself over and over again that he didn't give a fuck. That business last night took some explaining though. OK, so it was just a bad dream. No way could you stop dreams. A tiny prickling sensation began on the nape of his neck. After ten years in the service your senses picked up things that might otherwise have gone unnoticed.

He'd woken up sometime around three. At least he thought he'd awakened. Somewhere something was wrong; nothing that you heard or saw, you just knew. He'd gone outside his quarters to check and found the main corridor in darkness. Now that was as crazy as cootshit because inside Caerlaverock it never got dark. Someone had to have their ass kicked …

Gruber was turning to go back into his room to phone through to Blurton when he detected a movement in the shadows, a dark shape that slunk back as though trying to escape detection.

‘What the fuck …?’ Gruber's voice trailed off and he found himself stepping back a pace. One glimpse, it might have been a split second or an eternity, there was no way of knowing because for Lex Gruber time stood still right then.

He saw a man, tall and well-built with a face that appeared to be translucent so that the skull showed through the skin, the evil so strong that even the darkness could not hide it. Sunken red eyes that reflected hate and malevolence, a coldness emanating from the stranger and acting like an invisible force field that numbed the chief, paralysed him.

And then the lights had come back on to reveal an empty corridor; no shadows, no place for anyone to hide, only the cold serving as a reminder of what had been.

Lex Gruber returned to his quarters and locked the door.

He thought about contacting Blurton but changed his mind. They were not going to find anybody inside Caerlaverock. The intruder, if indeed he had existed, would leave by the same means by which he had entered.

Morning did little to disperse Gruber's fears. He told himself over and over again that it had been a dream. It hadn't happened. He almost succeeded in convincing himself.

And when Blurton came to inform him of Szulc's death he knew that it had been no nightmare.




Al Wallace was more scared than he had been at any time during his thirty-three years. Deep down he'd been uneasy right from his first day at Caerlaverock.

Given the choice he wouldn't have volunteered for this job, but as it turned out he had no option. They had worked it that way. His previous assignment had lasted over a year. He'd trailed Jethro from Akron right across to Atlantic City. Jethro was a potential defector to the USSR; not that he was all that important, but he had to be stopped.

After six months it didn't look as though Jethro was set on going anywhere. He was just drifting, pissed off with routine nuclear work and looking for a change. Until his money ran out he was unlikely to do anything. Then somebody had stepped in and rubbed him out and made things decidedly sticky for Wallace.

Al Wallace had cut and run with a state patrol hot on his heels and enough evidence to pin the rap on him. The CIA had homed in and snatched Al from the clutches of the law, patted him on the back for spewing Jethro's brains over an apartment wall with a .45 slug at point-blank range. After all, those had been his orders; take Jethro if you have to. It was all one big fucking mix-up. Look, some other fucker nipped in and blew his brains out. I got there one jump ahead of the cops and … Sure Al, we know you have to have a story and stick to it but you did your fuckin' best and nobody can ask more. Right now, though, we've gotta keep you out o' the way for a bit. We could squash a murder rap but we don't want to have to. Far better they never found you; it's so much easier for everybody, mostly you.

They'd been persuasive and within a week Al Wallace had left Atlantic City cops chasing their own asses. The British base looked a nice number the way they put it to him. Until he got there! That was when he realised. If the state patrol had run him down he'd've got ten years, maybe less. Now he was in for life.

It was the nigger who started him thinking seriously about a breakout. If somebody could get in then it was possible somehow to get out. He also knew that he'd lost some of his killer instinct. Again, it had taken the nigger to bring it home to him. That night when he'd seen Machin on the silo standing out like a rooster on its perch he could have put the slug anywhere he chose; all the time in the world to take a sighting. He'd eased down from the head to the shoulder without thinking too much about it and that meant he was going soft. Months of confinement and inaction were responsible for that. And now he needed to get it back. Fast.

It wasn't easy, because for some reason everybody was getting edgy. Including the chief. OK, so Szulc had died of a heart attack. Gruber was drumming that into everybody so that nobody doubted it. But people had heart attacks for lots of different reasons and they didn't have to be sick. They died because they were so damned scared that there wasn't room for any more terror and something had to burst, like an over-stoked boiler.

Al had known that Szulc had had some kind of terrible fright by the look of him when he'd relieved him. A greyish complexion, staring wild-eyed about him, barely able to walk back across to Control. Then he'd died, they'd incinerated him like he'd had the plague and kept plugging death from natural causes. And you had to let everybody believe that you believed, that was all there was to it.

Wallace had put on weight lately. The first time he noticed it was in the bath, a circle of bulging flesh that buried his navel. That was bound to happen, even the tiny gymnasium couldn't compensate for regular outdoor exercise. If he was going to breakout then he needed to be ten per cent fitter than he was at present. He could have achieved that by an extra half-hour each day on the climbing ropes, but they might get suspicious. You only knew how CIA minds worked when you were one of them.

He went over a number of plans in detail and discarded each one. There was no question of collaboration, not even with Smith who was getting openly pissed off. Anything you did had to be solo; he who travels fastest, travels alone.

If you knew the dogs you might get over the first wire fence, but a double night guard had halved your chances. With luck you'd beat the live current but you'd surely set off one of the underground alarms or get picked up by radar. Or both. From that moment onwards you were target practice.

No, Wallace decided, there was no chance of getting out. The only other possibility was when you were on outside guard duty; guarding an admin man into town and back and being guarded by another guard whom you were also supposed to be guarding. Even then it would be far from easy.

There was no such thing as a duty rota at Caerlaverock. Only the scientists and administration staff knew what tomorrow might hold for them. In Security you never knew until it happened. All orders were verbal, conveyed by Blurton who received them from Gruber, and might be countermanded at any time. It all helped to dispel complacency.

Wallace had made his mind up to try for a bid for freedom the next time he was on escort. He formulated one or two plans but knew that in the end he'd have to play it as it came, and play it quickly. But he hadn't bargained on being given his chance the very next day!




Leaving Caerlaverock by car was akin to an exit from a medieval castle, only much more complicated. The grey Rover 3000 was driven up from underground, passing through three sets of steel doors which were operated like compression chambers, all by remote control. Then you eased out into daylight and sat with the engine idling until the gate in the perimeter fence slid back, an eerie sensation if it was your first time out. Everything functioned but you saw nobody.

There was a bridge across the moat, nothing so simple as a conventional drawbridge that could have been operated by an intruder who had safely crossed the rushing watercourse. It was operated electrically, a concertina that jerked and stretched until it was level and then rolled back automatically after a vehicle had crossed.

Calloway was driving, a grim silent chauffeur who even wore a peaked cap to match his uniform. None of the interior windows opened and all communication was by short-wave radio that was in turn taped and played back to HQ.

Wallace sat in the back with Borden, both of them staring out through the one-way bulletproof glass at the dark green coniferous forests through which the narrow mountain road wound. Their nervousness was mutual, they knew the driver watched them through an interior mirror. Nobody liked Calloway watching them, he gave you a sensation akin to having an earwig crawling about inside your shirt.

The journey would take an hour. Two hours in town and an hour back. It was a tight schedule and didn't allow for time-wasting. Wallace had the impression that Gruber disapproved of these trips and if he could have got them cancelled and arranged for purchases to be collected by Security he would have done so. That was another reason for not delaying; this might be the last opportunity. He did his best to relax.

Mel Borden glanced sideways and noted the slight bulge beneath his companion's jacket. A .38 in a shoulder holster; easily concealed and a fast draw. When a slug took you in the back of the head at ten paces calibre was immaterial.

Borden wondered if he would really have the guts to put his plan into action once they reached town. The other two were sure to be watching him extra carefully on his first pass-out. Logically, it might be better to wait until next time. But there was always the chance there wouldn't be a next time; Caerlaverock was that kind of place.

The road curved and turned back on itself like some carelessly draped party streamer. Overhead, the branches of the tall Scots pines on either side touched and entwined forming a shaped avenue; a place where the sun never penetrated, bereft of undergrowth, barren slopes except for the thick carpet of pine needles. A different world, one that had an underlying atmosphere of sadness. And fear!

The sudden darkness brought Borden's dream back again, tensing, glancing nervously into the gloom of the woods. Seeing ... a face! An inaudible cry of terror from somewhere inside him and then the evil countenance was gone; a trick of the shadows. But he could not stop himself from searching for it.

Wallace thought of Szulc and tried to figure out what might have happened that night. The little man wasn't easily spooked. In the end he got back to thinking about what he was going to do and what might go wrong.

Calloway stared hard into his mirror and checked on the two men in the back seat. They were edgy. They'd been cooped up for so long that the wide open spaces overawed them. Claustrophobia, it was a useful ally, almost as effective as all the barriers. In a way his own job was like child-minding - kick their asses and they did as they were told. He laughed mirthlessly to himself. He'd enjoy kicking Borden's ass. The Englishman wasn't conditioned yet. But he soon would be …

Out into bright sunlight, an instant antidote for melancholy. It was hot inside the car. Calloway felt his shirt starting to stick to him and it reminded him of another place, hundreds of square miles of scrub desert where the last waterhole had dried up about the time of Geronimo's surrender. Two men, himself and young Rich O'Brien, son of Stap O'Brien, who was last seen parachuting down into a Vietnam jungle. Fate had written engine failure into the O'Brien family's lives. That was OK by Calloway, as long as he wasn't around when something went wrong. His stomach churned again at the thought of that plunging plane, the level out and the jolt as they hit the deck in a series of shuddering bounces that took a wing off before they finally slewed to a stop.

They got clear before the machine went up in flames and spent the next ten hours kidding themselves that it was cooler in the shade of a clump of cacti than out in the open. One pint of water between them; two men might see the next sunset, one on his own might see the one after that.

Calloway wasn't far out in his estimation. Almost forty-eight hours later, he'd sucked the last drops from the flask and flung it away when he heard the spotter plane, watched it come in response to his frantic signals against the smoky orange sky.

The pilot had asked about young Rich and Calloway had jerked a thumb in the direction of the charred skeleton of the burned-out Interceptor 400. Nobody was going to bother checking. Anybody in their right mind had only one idea, to get the hell out of this godforsaken place before they scorched up.

It was thanks to O'Brien junior that Calloway was chauffeuring this motherfucking son of a bitch of a Britisher into a Welsh ghost town today, but he didn't think of it that way. Rich O'Brien could have done the same to him except the kid didn't think fast enough and wasn't ruthless enough.

They were clear of the wooded mountain slopes now, the road levelling out, undulating parched pasture land stretching down to a narrow river where some cows huddled in the shade of a stunted willow tree on the bank. It reminded Calloway of Arizona again, the life or death search for shade.

Eventually they arrived at the small town at the head of the valley, separated into two halves by the wide river famous for its salmon fishing throughout Britain. Cars were parked on either side of the main street in total contradiction of the double yellow lines. Nobody here bothered, since there was no resident traffic warden and the small police force were kept fully occupied with night patrols after river poachers.

Life moved at a lazy pace. Only the bright sunshine alleviated the austerity of some of the larger stone and slate buildings. On a wet day, there was little to tempt the passing tourist to linger in a drab township that frowned upon strangers.

Calloway backed the Rover into an empty space and switched off the engine, sat there staring out through the windscreen. He hated these outings. Christ, they didn't serve any useful purpose. There was no real need for them. They followed much of a pattern; up one side of the main street, down the other, maybe a call in at a gents' outfitters or the barber's, a pint of beer in the Wheatsheaf and if there was any time left a stroll down to the river and back. It was all so fucking boring. But you didn't relax, not for a single second. You watched your charges and kept an eye on everybody else as well. One moment of relaxation could threaten Caerlaverock and all it stood for; it could start a chain of events that, in the end, would trigger off a war on an undreamed of scale.

He eased the door open, checked again in his wing mirrors, then got out. Almost resentfully, he let the other two out of the back. Wallace looked tense; that was because of Szulc. He couldn't be sure about Borden, he was an unknown quantity. He needed watching very carefully.

They set off in single file, Mel Borden in the lead, Calloway bringing up the rear, a potential dog eat dog formation. Whichever one made a false move got it in the back. Except Calloway. Next to Sax Blurton he was Gruber's most trusted lieutenant. Promotion in Caerlaverock was literally stepping into dead men's shoes and Blurton wasn't going any place. Unless something unforeseen happened to him …

That started Calloway thinking about Gruber again. In this life there were big shits and little shits. Gruber was a bit shit. He was the most powerful man in the base. Even Whittaker was scared of him, not because he was chief of security but because of the backing he had. Limitless power, almost a dictator, only ruled by that direct line from across the Atlantic. They said fix a guy and he was fixed, no questions asked. Which made Calloway wonder about Szulc, the way the little guy had been scared to hell that night when he'd come in off the shift. Maybe he already had the mark of death on him and he knew it. A little shiver prickled Calloway's spine and he hated himself for it, told himself that he was a big shit. One day he'd be chief. Gruber couldn't last for ever. One balls-up and they'd remove him. The fatality rate was higher further up the ladder because a man was liable to make mistakes of a more serious nature.

Christ, neither of them seemed to have any object in mind today. They ignored the usual shops, sauntered into a small Woolworths. Borden bought a birthday card; it would be interesting to find out who that was destined for. If it was for that girl then it would disappear. They moved on aimlessly. Calloway's eyes narrowed. Something was wrong. He couldn't place it but he sensed it. Neither of the other two were interested in any of the counters they lingered at. It was as though they were … that was it, waiting for something to happen!

He watched them more carefully now, hand resting in his side pocket, fingers loosely closed over the butt of an automatic pistol. It would be awkward if they tried anything here. There were too many people about. Somebody might get hurt. Not that he was worried about that, but it could put the CIA in an embarrassing position. They might even opt out, leave him holding the baby.

Outside again in the bright sunshine, turning away from the town. They were obviously going for a river walk. Most of the guys did that on fine summer days. Ed Calloway grimaced. He hated open spaces. They had conditioned him to Caerlaverock, but he didn't mind. It was safe in there, no outside factors to contend with.

A sloping grass field, the dry weather having made it slippery in places. Once Borden almost fell and Calloway's index finger moved on to the trigger. They were all as edgy as hell.

It was cooler down by the river, a narrow shaded path along the bank, overhung with Corsican pines and silver birch in full summer foliage. The current was slower just here, deeper water where the rocky sides shelved, a footbridge a hundred yards or so further down proof that the river was too deep to wade.

There was nobody else about, not even a courting couple hastily adjusting clothing and looking embarrassed. No fishermen, not even resting sheep or cattle. It was as though no living thing wanted to associate with the men from Caerlaverock. Calloway hoped that the other two weren't intent on a long walk. If this was all they had in mind then they might as well return to base. But he had to pander to them for another hour or so, go where they went.

Borden's searching gaze took in the immediate vicinity, missing nothing. Wallace a yard behind him, Calloway three yards in the rear, a narrow path which forced them to walk in single file.

Mel Borden tried to relax. Don't let them suspect anything. When he made his move it had to be fast and decisive. One second of hesitation would cost him a bullet in the back of the head. The river was his only chance. Choose the deepest part, one where bushes overhung the bank. Flimsy cover, but it was better than nothing. Dive deep, swim underwater for as long as you can and you might have a fifty-fifty chance. The other two would scour the bank like otter hounds scenting a holt. Somehow he had to get ashore on the opposite side and run, and run. And run. Nowhere to go but just keep on running.


Plop!

Borden started, turned, and just caught a glimpse of a silvery salmon disappearing back into the dark waters. He envied the fish, it was free to come and go as it chose, a small price to pay for being hunted by Man.

He saw the ripples it left, a pattern that seemed to spread out then slowly come together again in the still water immediately below the bank. And then he saw the face again! It was there beneath the surface staring up at him out of the dark waters, pale and black, the long hair like floating water weed, eyes that flashed redly with a malevolence that not even sparkling sunlight could conjure up, the mouth moving, cursing.


Oh, Jesus God!

And in those few seconds when sheer terror ripped through Mel Borden, Wallace made his move. Borden cowered, not sure whether the apparition beneath the surface was coming up at him or whether Wallace was bearing down on him.

Then Al Wallace was airborne, leaping outwards, curving in an arc, hurling himself at the water below.


Plop!

This time it wasn't a leaping salmon. Calloway hadn't wasted time drawing, firing through his pocket. Just one shot, scarcely audible, but even on a target range with all the time in the world available to him he could not have attained a greater degree of accuracy.

Wallace's dive faltered momentarily as though the thing beneath the water had stretched out a hand to check his progress; a stiffening of the limbs, the rhythm broken. Then he hit the river with a splash that showered the watchers on the bank, the water parting and opening up like some yawning grave then closing over him. A swirling that eddied, a crimson discolouration that was quickly diluted and swept away.

Then nothing, as though Al Wallace had never existed.

Mel Borden turned, saw that Calloway's .38 was clear of his pocket and trained unwaveringly on his chest. Eyes that reminded him of Gruber's fixed on him, a kind of abstract hate for anything and everything. Maybe Calloway even hated himself. It was the face of a man who enjoyed killing.

‘We'd better be getting back,’ a gesture with the pistol, Calloway signalling to Borden to squeeze past and retrace his steps ahead of the guard. ‘No point stayin' here any longer.’

Borden nodded, found himself obeying like an automaton, glancing back down at the water. But the face, like Al Wallace, was no more to be seen. Another salmon leapt, undisturbed. Unaware. Free.

Borden's legs threatened to give out on the climb back to the town above. His breathing was laboured, every muscle in his body trembled. He knew he was close to breaking point.

As they reached the road he offered up a silent prayer of thanks to Al Wallace. The guard had forestalled him by a matter of seconds. Otherwise it would have been himself down in the depths now, the life blasted out of his body by a .38 slug, his soul sucked out by whatever it was that had lurked below the surface of the water, ever present in the shadows.

The thing he had seen in the apocalypse of his dream, the tall man who walked on fire without being burned, had demanded a sacrifice of blood. It had been offered and accepted.


But soon he would demand another!




I : Chapter 11 - ALBERROW

A small shanty town virtually derelict, still fighting its last battle with the elements. The main street was barely discernible beneath the pile of smashed and rotting boards, scrub undergrowth entwining and securing the debris as though to protect it from the frequent whipping sandstorms.

In the 1920s a group of speculators had begun renovations, had even neared completion on the saloon. The original sign was missing and there weren't any locals to inform them of its name or origin. A sign writer was commissioned to make a new one as best he knew how, but he never finished the job. Everybody had lost interest.

Others attempted to uncover the old graveyard on the north side, make new mounds if the originals had silted away. It didn't matter because everybody knew that it was only Indians who were buried there. Twenty-seven of them. Apaches, renegades after Geronimo had surrendered. They'd ridden into Alberrow at sunup, a last suicide tilt against the white invaders. But their coming was anticipated and they found themselves caught in a vicious crossfire. There had been only one survivor, a young warrior, and the townspeople had taken their revenge on him - it had taken him three days to die.

Even today there are still rumours about those Alberrow atrocities. Legend has it that every man who took part in the ambush made himself a tobacco pouch from the skin of the slain and that the lone survivor was crucified on the saloon steps and his hide flayed whilst life cruelly refused to desert his kicking, jerking body. Then they burned his eyes out with a smouldering branding iron, enlarged his nostrils and reduced his mouth to a blackened smoking cavern. And even after he died they left him there, gloating over the decomposition, watching the whiteness of the skull becoming more prominent daily through the mahogany flesh. Only when he was a skeleton did they take him down and bury him.

Some say that it was because of the desert that those early inhabitants finally left Alberrow. Others whisper that it was because of the young Apache who came back from the dead and stalked the streets by night, a grim figure, tall and terrible, his eyes still glowing redly and breathing out smoke from his charred mouth and nostrils. But nobody really cared because nobody ever went back to Alberrow. And by the turn of the century it had fallen into total dereliction.

Then the speculators came and went bankrupt. Not that Alberrow had featured prominently enough in the history of America to attract sufficient tourist trade to make it a viable proposition, even had it been rebuilt. So it died for the second time.

And then sixty years later Bram Fork arrived in Alberrow and began setting up a home for himself, because that was what he was being paid to do. He was mad, and had been since infancy, otherwise he would not have listened to those who promised him rich rewards to live in Alberrow for a few weeks.

Bram Fork was in his late thirties as far as he and everybody else could ascertain, his dark skin and bone structure revealing that there was Indian blood in his ancestry. Indeed, his grandfather might have been one of those who rode in the last attack on the town; he could even have been the young warrior who died on the cross. But that again is mere speculation.

Fork was big and muscular, handsome in a savage sort of way if one didn't pay too much attention to his crossed and rolling eyes, dressed in a ragged hide suit, with long black hair that was greasy and matted.

He was wanted on two rape charges in Winslow, but they had got him out of that spot of bother and promised him ten thousand bucks to stay in Alberrow until the fall, some kind of experiment they were conducting. They didn't say exactly what and Bram Fork didn't ask because he wasn't really interested.

He was singing some incoherent incantation the day he walked into Alberrow. He looked around and got the feeling that he'd been here before sometime, but there was nothing surprising about that because during the last few years he had walked from the Mogollon Mesa to the Black Mountains and back again. All the same, this place did seem familiar.

He hadn't any specific plans, but there again he didn't need any because the following day a group of men in Cherokee trucks and a bulldozer arrived and started making a home for him. Now that was damn funny, these fuckin' whites building a place and paying him to live in it. But what the fuck, they owed it him. Their consciences had to be getting real bad, so that they were trying to make amends for what their grandaddies had done to his grandaddies. Well that was OK by him, but he wasn't conceding anything, just taking what they gave him and making the most of it.

He didn't cotton much to the big hole they were scooping out of the earth and at one stage he thought maybe it was a grave and he kept his distance, clutching the battered old Stevens pump-action 12-gauge, which was the source of his meat supply, determined to give them a charge of buckshot in the belly if they came for him. But they didn't. They just carried on building whatever it was they were building, lining the underground square with heavy concrete blocks and other materials which Fork had never come across before.

For a whole week he just sat around watching and they even brought his meals across to him on a tin plate.

‘You're gonna live like the President himself here, injun,’ a man with a holstered pistol told him. ‘Jeez, there ain't one o' your kind got a house like this one.’

That was certainly true. Bram Fork laughed most of the time, enjoying listening to the sound of his own gurgling hanging in the still, desert air. He loved the desert best of all. It was the place where a man came into his own, doing as he liked and seldom meeting up with others. In the desert you were still a chief and you didn't get kicked and punched in some dark alley because you were an injun.

As Bram Fork's new home took shape he began to lose some of his earlier enthusiasm. It was going to be a gopher-like existence down there, just a couple of small ventilation shafts to give him air. Now what the fuck were they going to gain by having him skulking down there? He shrugged it off with the consoling thought that, once they weren't around any more, there would be no need for him to live underground. No way were they going to find out.

In between watching the men at work the Indian busied himself carving a totem stick out of a piece of old roof support that wasn't quite as rotten as some of the wood which was littering the old main street. He'd cut scores of them over the years, crude caricatures that he had learned from his father who had learned them from his father before him. The design was simple enough; a face in which eyes, nostrils and mouth were gouged out to such a depth that one was unable to see right into the dark cavities which were burned with a flaming stick, so that the whiteness of the wood became charred. Once a few had been carved the features showed little variation from previous ones.

Fork had lost his last one. He couldn't remember where, but it had been missing out of his medicine bag after that dream in which his god with the burned face had appeared and told him to go south. Then he'd met these men and they had offered him a place here in Alberrow and money, plenty of it. To be sure, his god was providing for him.

The days were hot and dry, so hot that the men left off working during the few hours when the sun was at its zenith. Only Bram Fork stayed out in the heat, whittling away with the hunting knife that had also belonged to his father. And as he worked he laughed softly to himself. Indeed he was the chosen one.

Towards the end of that first week he became angry when he saw the bones which the excavator had thrown up. Human bones, the remains of those Apaches who had been slaughtered when they made their final assault on Alberrow. After that he kept his distance from the men. The night hours frightened him, because the gods would surely be angered by the disturbance of the dead and might forget that Bram Fork was amongst them. But nothing happened.

One day some men arrived in a couple of armoured trucks. The new arrivals wore neither uniforms nor rough working clothes and brought a lot of equipment with them that the Indian didn't understand; it frightened him a little. They didn't even glance in his direction.

They took their time walking amidst the wreckage of the old town, setting up instruments and checking them out. Then on the next day they clustered together in a group, talked in whispers for a long time, and then gathered up all their instruments. Before sundown they climbed into their trucks and drove off eastwards leaving a cloud of dust in their wake.

‘You'd better come and look your place over, injun,’ the tall man whom Fork had heard the others calling Chute came across to where Bram was putting the finishing touches to his totem. He'd burn it out on the morrow. ‘You'll be on your own tomorrow so you'd better understand what you've gotta do, otherwise you could finish up a heap o' useless bones like them we dug up.’

Nervously, Bram Fork followed the other down a flight of stone steps into the underground room which was to be his home for the next few weeks. The walls were lined with some kind of asbestos which had been painted white and was lighted by a lamp that worked off a gas cylinder. There was a cooker, shelves of canned food and a little curtained alcove which held a chemical toilet.

‘Now you listen carefully to me, injun,’ Chute spoke with a southern drawl. ‘because if you don't do what I tell you an awful lot of fuckin' unpleasant things are likely to happen to you. After tonight you don't go out of here on no account. There's enough food and water to last you a month, maybe more, and you do all your pissing and shitting in there,’ he pulled the curtain back and released a strong disinfectant smell. ‘We'll come back for you in about three weeks and until then you hide down here like a jackrabbit. When we get back there'll be a fistful of bucks for you and you can go where the fuck you like. Got it?’

The Indian nodded, his features impassive; he wasn't laughing any more. ‘I get it.’

‘Good. And just let me tell you this. There's gonna be a bang and a blowout in a day or two the likes o' which you've never heard before. The ground'll shake and tremble but this place'll hold; about the only place in this motherfuckin' desert that will. You'll be OK if you sit tight. Up there,’ he raised a forefinger to the ceiling. ‘outside the wind'll be that hot it'll scorch so that it'll take you 'bout a week to die and it'll hurt that much it'll make you madder'n you are right now.’

Bram Fork felt fear clutching at this intestines, squeezing them in a hard ball, but outwardly he gave no sign.

‘I stay,’ he jerked a thumb down at the rough concrete floor.

He lay on the bunk in the corner and was asleep within a matter of minutes the way he always could when he wanted. He awakened around dawn and heard the sound of the truck engines being revved up and knew that soon he would be on his own, the way he liked it best.

He waited some time and then crept to the top of the stairs, opened the steel door and peered outside. Away to the east, blotting out the rising sun, he saw the dust clouds created by the departing trucks. He waited until the atmosphere was clear and then he emerged. No way was he going down there again except to fetch food. His head was muzzy after the first night in his whole life spent sleeping under a roof. Fuck them, he'd stop around up here and take their money when they came. They didn't think they could scare the crap outta Bram Fork, the chosen one, with their bogey tales, did they? Nobody except maybe his god with the burned face could create earthquakes and fire storms. These white were plumb crazy.

He spent the day sitting about and burning out his totem stick, made the orifices big and black so that the face scowled fearsomely. It was the best one he'd ever made and he'd take care to see that he didn't lose it. In a way it reminded him of his own reflection in a waterhole when he stopped to drink, and the thought gave him a feeling of power. He was the chosen one all right, but he couldn't figure out why his god had sent him to Alberrow. Maybe in some way he was going to be able to avenge those who had been murdered on this very street so many years before. In the end he gave up thinking about it; all would be revealed to him in due course. His spirits rose and he started to laugh again.

That night he slept out in the open between the remains of a couple of shacks that sheltered him from the cold and whipping sands when a wind sprang up. After the wind dropped all was quiet and he would have slept soundly until dawn had not his god awakened him.

Bram Fork had no difficulty in recognising his visitor, tall and well-built, a figure that had risen from the ashes of some long-dead inferno and walked the desert lands gathering his disciples together to drive the white foe back into the sea. In a way they bore a physical resemblance to each other.

They talked much as any man might converse with another man, laughing together with an equality which had hitherto not existed between them. The immortal one spoke of terrible happenings, of fire storms and death, and then he faded back into the night. He seemed in a hurry to go somewhere.

When Fork awoke the sun was already starting to burn up the desert again and he cursed himself for oversleeping. It was because of the long night of talking. He felt exhausted after it. A feeling of uneasiness crept over him. He remembered talking with his god but could not remember what had been said. His stomach knotted up again. His nocturnal visitor had given him some instructions, tasks which he must carry out, but his memory was blank.


And then he discovered that his totem stick was missing!

He looked for his blackened effigy but did not expect to find it. His god had taken it. Perhaps he was displeased with the Indian’s portrayal of his immortality. It worried Bram Fork. He spent the day in the shade of his sleeping place, not moving except to fetch food from the tomb-like room below ground, and when the evening sky turned saffron his fears increased. As dusk turned to darkness he almost went and hid underground, but the thought of spending another night down there was a more fearful prospect than anything which the desert might hold.

He slept uneasily, troubled dreams which he could not interpret and in which his god did not appear. And when morning came he cowered behind his flimsy shelter, afraid even to venture forth for food. He sensed evil in the atmosphere.

The sun was climbing high into the sky, its rays beating down mercilessly on the arid waste when the Indian felt the ground heave up beneath him with a rumbling sound that seemed to come from the bowels of the earth itself. His shriek of terror was drowned by a roar like that of a thousand angry dragons from somewhere out in the desert.

The frail shacks on either side of him collapsed, timbers eroded by generations of woodworm spilling down, covering Bram Fork and pinning him to the ground. A heavy beam crashed down across his legs, snapping them. Pain, but he fought against it in the way he had been taught by his father, telling himself that it didn't really hurt; it was all in the mind and if one resisted it would disappear.


Then through a gap in the pile of debris he saw the sun, it had fallen from its place in the sky and was bowling along the scrub waste, getting bigger by the second, coming closer … closer … burning up everything in its path!

The heat hit the remains of Alberrow, whipping the scattered timbers high into the air in a shrieking tornado of fire like some gigantic firework display; a town that had lived and died and was now being cremated.

The Indian knew he was airborne and called upon his god even as he felt the skin being burned from his bones the way those men had said it would if he stayed out in the open. He saw the hurtling sun for a split second before it burned out his eyes, reducing him to an effigy like those he made.

And he knew he was dead and that his god was answering his call and that he would live again. It had all happened before sometime and he had been reborn.

The fireball had destroyed the last remnants of Alberrow and continued on its path into the desert until it burned itself out. In its wake it left a hanging mushroom-shaped cloud that grew and spread out by the hour, reluctant to disperse in a windless atmosphere, darkening the desert as though ashamed of its own devastation; a desert that was a dead holocaust where not even a stubborn cactus survived.

Finally came a prevailing wind, moving the radiation cloud and allowing the sunlight to reveal the true extent of the destruction: blackened craters that still smouldered, sand dunes that glowed redly and lit up the night sky long after the sun had set. It was three days before the night became dark again.

A movement, slow and silent; a figure that was charred and blacker than the shadows. Human in form, yet no human could live here, rearing up like the living dead from its grave, terrible to behold, features that were a blasphemy, more fearsome than any nightmarish gargoyle chipped from stone by a crazed sculptor. An embodiment of every evil conceived since the beginning of time.

It had survived because it was long dead and could not die again. Immortal, blasted from its age-old lair and going forth into the night in search of a new home; hating those who had destroyed its evil peace. A god amongst the gods of darkness.




I : Chapter 12 - THE BLACK VENUS

Mark Sallus experienced the sheer panic of absolute despair; a hopelessness that gnawed at his soul. The focus of his terror was Ivan, greater even than the manifestations of Caerlaverock Castle; a friend who had suddenly become an ogre.

The Yugoslav was somehow different now, less of a friend and more of a threat, seldom allowing him to enjoy the peace of his own company. Sallus had considered a variety of ways in which he might rid himself of his constant companion. He even thought of killing him. But he feared that even in death there was no escape. Suicide would not solve the problem. Their souls were mortgaged to black forces!

‘You are troubled, my friend,’ Ivan stared fixedly at Mark Sallus one evening as they finished a meal in the latter's flat. ‘I think you worry too much over nothing.’

‘I cannot shake off that terrible night,’ they had not spoken of it for over a week now.

‘But it was so successful.’

‘How do you know? We cannot be sure that we contacted this man Szulc at the missile base. We have no way of knowing.’

‘I am sure we did. I know. But suffice that we contacted them.’

‘You have no idea of the consequences,’ Sallus muttered, his hand shaking and spilling coffee as he lowered the cup from his lips. ‘You saw, but you do not understand. The Petro gods can come for us any time they choose. We are pledged to serve them. I have seen it all before in my boyhood in Haiti, happenings which defy explanation.’

‘I understand,’ Ivan smiled smugly. ‘And I also know that the time is nigh when we must call upon them again, this time offering up blood sacrifices. We must try to get through to your friend Borden. It is imperative!’

‘No! I won't do it!’

‘I think you will, Mark,’ Ivan's features hardened. ‘because you have no choice. Otherwise I shall carry it out myself and then the consequence would be far more terrible. For you!’

‘You! But even if you could … Why don't you go ahead and leave me out of it?’

‘Because only through you can I reach Borden. You are the linking factor necessary, just as I was the last time.’

Mark Sallus swallowed, felt himself coming away from the other.

‘You want to … to get at Borden … for a reason, don't you?’ Mark's voice was low. ‘Not just meddling in black magic for the sake of it. There's an ulterior motive, isn't there? One that you've been keeping back from me until it was too late for me to opt out.’

‘Yes,’ Ivan laughed, a throaty, gloating sound. ‘That's right. But you're in too deep to back out, Mark. Just as I am. We need to take over Borden!’

‘The Soviet Union?’

Ivan nodded. ‘Possibly you guessed long ago, but refused to believe it. But let me explain. We … I am a Soviet citizen myself, albeit not a very important one. We do not wish to destroy the Western civilisations, to rule the world as many would believe. We are only intent upon survival because America would annihilate us tomorrow if they could get away with it. With this terrible new weapon at Caerlaverock they have the means. Every hour brings that catastrophe nearer and only by acting quickly may we avert it. I am asking you to become a traitor, Mark. I am asking you, ordering you, to help save my people from a terrible fate. And we do not have to destroy the West to do it, that I promise you. But only with the help of the old gods can we penetrate this missile base that is otherwise invincible. Now do you understand?’

Mark Sallus wasn't sure whether he understood or not. His brain could not cope. He stared blankly, his mouth dry, his stomach threatening to throw up the meal which he had just eaten.


‘Do you understand, Mark?’

‘I have only your word for it. How do I know that once Mel Borden is in your power he won't turn this weapon upon America, Britain, or the Continent?’

‘Because that would not be in anybody's interests, least of all the USSR's. Do you think the Kremlin wants to control vast continents that have been reduced to useless tracts of wasteland, destroyed beyond repair? Or to risk retaliation? Of course they don't! All they want to do is to render this new warhead ineffective. Borden did the modifications. Only he can reverse them, subversively so that the CIA, the aggressors, do not realise what has happened until it is too late. Then the present situation of world confrontation will be brought to an anticlimax. The populations of every country will be safe at last.’

‘There is no guarantee that we can be successful, even with Borden's help,’ Sallus knew he wouldn't convince the other, that Ivan would settle for nothing less than calling on the black forces once more. ‘We don't even know that we managed to get through to Szulc.’

‘We did,’ there was a glint in the Yugoslav's eye which frightened Mark Sallus. ‘I know that we did. I also know that Herman Szulc is dead!’

‘Oh, God!’ Sallus buried his head in his hands. ‘We are murderers. There was no need.’

‘What is one life when millions are at stake? Szulc would have had no qualms over mass murder, which is why they are all in Caerlaverock. Murderers!’ Ivan's voice had risen to a frenzied pitch, his features twisted with hate. ‘The world is blinded to the truth. Western propaganda ensures that the Soviet Union is always the villain, the scapegoat.’

‘But we are not dealing with logical forces,’ Sallus muttered. ‘They are not interested in the rights and wrongs of world confrontations. Only death! They are indiscriminate.’

‘Fool!’ Ivan spat out, leaned across and grasped the other by the forearm. ‘We are not asking them to intervene, only to give us Borden that we might use him. Our souls are already mortgaged. We gave them Szulc as well. Now we must beg them to spare Borden so that we can control him. Mark, the last time we dabbled like amateurs in the same way that you brought about your university colleague's death. We need much more than that now. We will offer them a blood sacrifice, a pair of birds, and pray that they will oblige us.’

‘You've deceived me,’ Mark Sallus stared down at the floor hoping that the other would not be able to see the full extent of his terror. ‘You are a master of magic yourself, and were it not for my association with Borden you would have no use for me.’

‘But you will help,’ Ivan said, ‘because you know what I will do to you if you refuse. Damballah Ouedi will take you before the next dawn.!’

For a moment Mark Sallus thought that he was going to faint. The floor beneath him seemed to tilt like the deck of a ship caught in a tempest. He clutched at the sides of his chair, knew that this terrible man spoke the truth. He had two choices; obey and live, or refuse and die. Oh, God, he wanted to die but even in death there would be no escape, for beyond the blackness of the grave lurked the Petro gods, the masters of souls, the rulers of an eternal hell.

‘All right,’ the room had steadied somewhat when he looked up, Ivan's expression impassive once more. ‘I'll do it because I have no choice. But if what you say is true about the Americans' intentions …’

‘It is, without question.’

‘I'll have to accept what you say. But what about afterwards … when the Caerlaverock threat is no more? What happens to me then?’

‘You will be free to do as you please. I shall go back to my own country and leave you to experiment with your polyunsaturated foods in peace.’

Mark Sallus nodded and licked his dry lips. It was unlikely that Ivan would risk leaving him alive. He wondered for a second if there was some way he might turn the black forces upon this man, but dismissed the idea almost at once. Ivan was the houngan, the bocor, the man of terrible powers. He, Mark, was no more than a medium being employed to bring about a devilish psychic telepathy. The future was hopeless, frightening, whichever way he looked at it.

‘When do we go back to Caerlaverock Castle? I presume that is where we're going,’ Mark said.

‘Tomorrow night. In the meantime I will purchase a pair of live birds for the sacrifice. Rest well, Mark,’ Ivan stood up. ‘for tomorrow night we shall need all our strength.’




The castle looked drab and uninviting in the rain. There were no tourists to be seen as Mark Sallus and Ivan approached the small footbridge and even the greedy resident ducks appeared to have taken shelter in the thick reeds.

Away to the west, Criffel was shrouded in mist as though it feared to look down upon this terrible place, heavy low cloud formations coming inland from the Solway. It would be dark early tonight.

Ivan was in the lead carrying a small wicker basket beneath his arm. Inside it two young racing pigeons huddled together, not even crooning, seeming to sense that some awful fate awaited them.

The Yugoslav made no attempt at furtiveness. Should a curator happen to show up, an unlikely event on a night such as this, then their presence here was a legitimate one; two pigeon fanciers intent on training a pair of young birds, using the elevation of the castle ramparts to enable the birds to get their bearings that much more easily. Certainly, dusk was approaching, but the flight was only over a short distance.

But an explanation was not needed. Caerlaverock Castle was deserted, a windswept monument to evil.

‘We shall not have long to wait,’ Ivan glanced up at the sky as they pressed themselves back into the same chimneybreast which they had used on their last visit. ‘It will be dark early. And then we can begin!’

The greyness overhead deepened until they could barely make out the jagged remains of the battlements. Mark Sallus squatted on his haunches glancing at the basket, wondering if the pigeons had died or were asleep because there was no movement, not so much as a flutter. Cold terror ate into him like a spreading cancer.

Darkness came faster than Ivan had predicted, the rain lashing down ferociously, driving into their inadequate refuge and seeping through their outer garments. A faint noise from the imprisoned birds, or it could have been the wind, a kind of low moan.

‘Let us begin,’ Ivan turned, and easing open the lid of the basket reached inside. This time the birds fluttered. He withdrew a hand that clutched a tiny grey shape tightly, then delved back and caught the other one.

Mark Sallus felt his stomach heave. He'd probably vomit before they were through. A vegetarian, he hated killing in any form, all the more so when it was a senseless taking of life. These birds had as much right to live as any other creature. Nevertheless, he reached for the first one, knowing only too well what he had to do; he'd seen the cruel houngans do it often enough in the land of his birth.

He grasped a tiny leg between forefinger and thumb. A crack like the snapping of dry kindling wood. Another almost immediately. The pigeon squirmed in his hand trying to flutter. Soon it would not even be able to do that.

Then the wings, easily and quickly broken, the helpless tortured creature flung to the ground where it lay powerless to move, suffering silent agonies. Within half a minute its mate had joined it. That was when Sallus felt his stomach heaving up. He was glad that he had not eaten that day. He wanted to grab the agonised birds, pull their necks quickly. But he must wait. The birds must suffer; the Petro gods ordained it.

Time passed. Sallus sensed one of the pigeons against his feet, huddling up to him as though it thought he might repair the damage, so gentle and forgiving, maybe not even realising that it was he who had broken its limbs.

Fear and revulsion constricted his stomach muscles. He heaved again. It also made him hate Ivan with a hatred that was as strong as his fear of the other.

He could feel the darkness, a cloying coldness that touched him, pregnant with evil, sweat running down his face in ice-cold droplets. He'd prayed fervently that nothing would happen tonight, now he knew it would. His God had deserted him because he had surrendered his soul to Evil. And there was no way back.

He heard Ivan move, knew what he was doing. The agony of the pigeons was over. Their necks were wrung and soon Damballah Ouedi or one of his ambassadors would come to claim the sacrifice. It was a prospect which paralysed mind and body; the forces were just as likely to claim human victims, especially when they already had one's soul.

And then he saw the girl.

He recognised her features as she stood there naked in the courtyard watching them; a negress yet the lips were thin, the nose shapely with none of the African squatness, the breasts firm and full like ripened pears on a tree. Perfection throughout that went beyond the realms of mortal beauty.

Mark Sallus fell to his knees, eyes uplifted. He had seen pictures of her before decorating the walls of bocors' huts yet none did her justice. No way could her loveliness be reproduced; it could only be painted symbolically.


Erzulie, the Black Venus. She who crazed the minds of men, obsessed with jealousy, demanding total devotion, terrible to behold. One seeking initiation into the Cult of Erzulie had the three Credos and Ave Maria recited by the houngan and twice weekly her thousands of followers burned millions of candles in her honour. Wives made ready their husbands' bedrooms in preparation for her coming and then were banished from their homes to sleep in outhouses. A night of wild, frenzied copulation, a mating between mortal and god, an orgasmic surrendering of the soul.


And now Erzulie had come to Caerlaverock Castle in answer to a blood sacrifice!

Her lips parted in a full smile that held no warmth, but merely displayed the evenness of her flashing white teeth. A movement of her head flicked her long straight dark hair so that it swayed pendulum-like behind her, her breasts rising and falling. The whiteness of her eyes seemed to dull, then glowed redly as no mortal orbs could have done.

Sallus wanted to cover his eyes, stop himself from having to look upon her awesome beauty, but he was powerless to move.


You summoned me and I am here.

‘Oh Erzulie, goddess of the night, we need you,’ Ivan's tones were husky, barely audible. ‘Mistress of Love, the powers which command me have need to possess the mind of one far from here, a man who is vital to our cause, to the safety of those who have learned to love and obey you.’


It shall be so if you speak true. But your sacrifice is intended for one greater than I … Dambullah Ouedi. I have no need of blood. I only administer death when my followers are unfaithful to me. Give me a mating, a man who will satisfy me!

‘It shall be so, Erzulie. Take the man, Borden, and mate with him but give us control over him.’


I know he of whom you speak. I will go to him!

She stood there, arms akimbo in a gesture of annoyance, thighs slightly parted in a deliberate act of eroticism, taunting the two men who knelt before her.

Never before had Mark Sallus experienced a desire so rapid or so dynamic. As the sensations spread over his body his fear lessened. He saw the glistening black sensuous body in front of him and wanted it more than he had ever wanted any woman in his life. He would have killed for the closeness of her body, committed any depraved act she might have demanded without question. He was the slave of Erzulie and would not have had it any way. She was mightier than Damballah, Baron Samedi, Baron Cimeterre …

She laughed cruelly, the sound like a whiplash on his tortured flesh, her legs now fully spread so that his eyes feasted on the soft moist delights which lay between, the sacred vagina which only her chosen penetrated. He pleaded for it, babbled incoherently and hoped she would understand because he couldn't put it into words. And she laughed again, a sound that was tinged with hopelessness for him.

Then she was gone, fading into the darkness, leaving nothing but the memory of her beauty implanted in the minds of the two who had called her. They lay on the ground staring after her, mouthing pleas for her to return and satisfy their cravings, but Erzulie did not come back.

The wind was rising again, driving the rain horizontally, but neither Sallus nor Ivan made any attempt to stir. Their strength had been snapped in a few moments of desire, weakened just as Samson had been by the loss of his hair. Despair because Erzulie had not lingered, had not offered them her body. They beat the ground with clenched fists as frustration took over and then they were tearing off their sodden clothes, oblivious of each other's presence, impervious to the wild night as they sought to satisfy themselves in the only possible way, crying aloud Erzulie's name as they jerked and writhed in the mud.

Suddenly their act of masturbation was brought to a halt. First guilt, as they became aware that they were being overlooked, then fear as they recognised he who stood only a few paces from them. They snatched their hands away, babbling for forgiveness, pleading that they might be spared. And he laughed, contempt for their nakedness and the way they yielded to the temptation of their own bodies when Erzulie : refused them hers, chiding them for their mortal weaknesses.

Then he stopped laughing and they read death in those hollowed eye sockets that were lit by a fire from within. He was a taker of souls not of bodies. They cringed, begged him to spare them, tried to make him understand that they had called him and Erzulie. They shivered from his coldness, retched at the vile odours which emanated from him; and felt the heat of his fury scorching them. The wind howled so that his long dark hair streamed out behind him in contrast to the gentle way Erzulie's had swung to and fro, a god scorned by the calling of another.


His body seemed to undergo a physical change, blistered into a mass of burning weeping sores, the agony reflected in his expression, mind-blasted by some invisible force, a conflict between immortal powers that were in direct opposition. Even for the gods life did not always run smoothly. The being known as Damballah Ouedi did not rule supreme in the dark places; even he had to fight.




Daylight. Cold and grey, the overnight rain having turned to a fine drizzle that tasted of Solway salt. Ivan was already dressed when Mark Sallus stirred and opened his eyes, glancing furtively about him as though the things of the night might still be there. Instead he saw the soberness of morning with all its depressions, grabbed for his sodden garments and squeezed the water from them, turning his back on Ivan as he struggled into them.

Neither spoke. The humiliation of the dark hours would never be forgotten, but there was nothing to be gained by discussing the temptations of Erzulie or the stark terror which Damballah Ouedi wore like some black mantle. Both were awful in their different ways.

Sallus glanced round, noted that Ivan was already walking in the direction of the footbridge across the moat. Around Mark's feet was a mass of feathers, grey ones that had once been fluffy but were now flattened in the mud by the rain. There was no sign of the birds!

The dark one had accepted the sacrifice, taken the two pigeons and once again allowed those who had summoned him an extension of life.

He would grant their requests. And so would Erzulie, the Black Venus! The forces of evil were already converging upon Caerlaverock missile base.




I : Chapter 13 - ERZULIE'S LOVE

It was a fortnight before the two armoured trucks returned to the place where Alberrow had stood, bumping their way across the scarred and blackened desert landscape, sending up clouds of ash-like dust. The men inside the vehicles wore protective suits with helmets and visors of the same dazzling whiteness that destroyed all individuality.

They circled and came in from the north, not hurrying. Then they disembarked and walked towards the symmetrical oblong that was still just visible beneath the blackened ashes.

Alberrow, they knew, would be totally destroyed by the fireball that Spectre had thrown at it. Indeed, it would have been a matter of grave concern had it still survived, implying their calculations had been wrong and the sphere of burning destruction had missed it. But the underground room known officially as C-470 should still be intact.

It was. And the shelves stacked with provisions, the chemical toilet unused, were proof that the Indian had disobeyed their instructions.

‘Jeez!’ Chute's voice was like a transistor radio with the battery running out behind his mask. ‘That fuckin' Indian lit out. Somethin' scared the shit outa him, somethin' that made him forget all about the dollars he was goin' to pick up when we got back.’

The party stared around them in silence. It was no good saying. ‘let's take a looksee and maybe we'll find him around’ because there was no place other than C-470 where Fork could be.

Chute took some readings from a gauge inside the doorway. A man could have survived here. The Indian would still be alive if he'd stayed put.

The fireball would have lasted about thirty seconds, although it would have given out most of its heat energy during the first fifteen. The ultraviolet rays were quickly absorbed in the atmosphere, thermal radiation consisting almost entirely of intense visible light and heat radiation.

‘We shoulda locked him in,’ somebody said.

‘Maybe next time …’

‘Hey, come and take a look at this,’ a shout from outside that had them all making for the steps and getting in one another's way, scrambling because somebody had actually found something.

‘What is it?’ Chute was first out, shambling like an overweight gorilla, kicking up clouds of dust with his feet. There shouldn't have been anything left for anybody to see except burned up desert. That was what worried him.

‘Look there,’ one of the party was pointing downwards at something on the powdery surface. ‘That's a bare footprint!’

‘Impossible!’ with difficulty Chute dropped to his knees.

He saw the shape, the outline of the toes and heel, pinched and turned inwards.


‘My God!’ Chute's exclamation and intake of breath inside his gauze air filter sounded like a generator starting up.

‘Well, it's a footprint, ain't it?’ the first man might have had a defiant I-told-you-so expression inside his mask.

‘It's a footprint,’ Chute muttered. ‘but it ain't possible. Even now, after two weeks, you couldn't walk barefooted on this!’

‘Well … how … what then?’

‘I don't know,’ Chute's eyes moved on to another print … and the one after that. ‘Nothin' alive could walk on that!’

‘How d'you mean then, Chute?’

But Chute didn't reply. He was remembering the burial ground they had unearthed, those broken twisted bones that had once belonged to a bunch of fierce renegade Apaches. And there were legends, too; one about an Indian who had had his orifices burned out with a smouldering branding iron and still lived.




Mel Borden knew even as he stirred into wakefulness that he wasn't alone in his quarters. He tensed, opened his eyes and found it wasn't as dark as it should have been; or if it was then he could see perfectly adequately in the dark.

There was a girl sitting naked on the end of his bed. He thought maybe he was dreaming, closed his eyes and opened them again. But she was still there.

She was looking at him and smiling. Negroid features that hadn't flattened; maybe she was a half-caste. Breasts slightly more pointed than those of western girls, hair well below her shoulders, immaculate as though she had come direct from a hairdressing salon. Perfectly proportioned. He tried to guess her age and thought she couldn't be more than twenty-five at the most. She might even have been younger.

‘Shh!’ he held up a warning finger and wondered how the hell she'd got here and how he was going to explain to her that the place was bugged.

‘Don't worry,’ her voice was soft and lilting. ‘They won't hear us.’

‘They will. They hear everything because …’

‘No, they won't. I've taken care of that.’

For some inexplicable reason he believed her, which was stupid. Then he remembered Machin. She had to be something to do with whatever organisation Machin worked for, somebody who had found out how to bust the Caerlaverock defences. He ought to raise the alarm, have them lock her up. She was unarmed. Not a damn stitch on her. Christ, she was beautiful! An unfamiliar, almost forgotten sensation started to spread into the lower regions of his body beneath the sheet. He thought, hell, I'm getting a hard-on, and he almost felt guilty about it. He could call the guards any time he wanted; there was no hurry. Any woman who could give him an erection after all the anti-hormone drugs they stuffed into Caerlaverock personnel deserved to be heard out.

‘I thought perhaps we could talk awhile,’ she murmured.

‘Sure. How'd you get in anyway?’

‘Does it really matter?’

‘No, I don't suppose it does.’

‘Good. You're getting lonely, aren't you? Claustrophobic, too.’

‘Yes, I am.’ This was going to be a one-sided conversation, she wasn't giving anything away. He thought about asking her her name but decided it was a waste of time. Her smile did something to you, kind of melted you. Irresistible.

‘You must get awfully lonely in a place like this,’ she edged a little closer and he caught a musky odour that seemed to exude from her, he inhaled deeply for more.

‘It's hellish,’ he hadn't meant to put it as strongly as that. ‘At first you go crazy for a woman and then they give you drugs in your food so that you don't even want to do things to yourself.’

‘But those drugs haven't worked very well today, have they, Mel?’ Her fingers found his hand and stroked it softly, a touch like velvet, so soothing.

Her lips were moving in on his, pouted tantalisingly for the first contact, then pressing hotly on his own, her tongue pushing at his mouth and demanding penetration; he gave it to her, felt her starting to thrust eagerly.

Her sweet breath and that musky perfume was making him heady; usually strong-willed he felt himself weakening, he didn't give a damn for Caerlaverock or any of the others here. It was none of their damned business what he did in his own quarters anyway. He still wanted to know her name, but right now there was no opportunity to ask. He would just go along with anything she wanted to do.

As they embraced her fingers began to explore him, smoothing over his body, finding erogenous zones that he hadn't known even existed going on downwards … and then he was writhing helplessly at her touch. Whatever those drugs were they hadn't worked today, as she said, or else her sex drive was too strong for them.

Her lips were pressed on his neck like a suction cap. The sheets were thrown back and she was lying alongside him, holding him against her so that he felt the softness of her lower hair, a stimulant that had him stretching and demanding her.

Her back was arched, her kisses following the path which her sensuous fingers had taken and soon they'd end up in the same place. He groaned softly, anticipated her warm flicking tongue where he wanted it most. His brain was beautifully numbed; so much he wanted to ask but it really didn't matter. He gasped aloud as the travelling tongue finally arrived at its goal.

After a time she drew off him and kissed him all the way back up to his lips. Now he saw into her eyes, dark mysterious pools that seemed to reflect the passing of aeons; like gazing on to a millpond where a strong breeze had rippled the surface so that you couldn't make out the bottom. Oh, God, he needed her; the desire to copulate was agonising. He couldn't hold back much longer.

‘All in good time,’ she laughed softly, kissed him on the forehead and drew back just in time to escape his lips as they tried to respond. There's something I'd like you to do for me.’

‘Anything,’ Borden groaned. ‘I'd do anything for you.’

‘Good,’ she clamped on his wrist and held him at bay. ‘It's nothing very much really; nothing that somebody like you can't manage easily. But it's very important.’

‘Tell me, then.’

‘All right. I don't suppose you know what's going on here?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like this place isn't all it's supposed to be. The world has been indoctrinated into accepting Soviet villainy as a part of life, which isn't true at all. The West plans a surprise war, a bomb somewhere, probably London, so the USSR is blamed for what happens afterwards.’

Borden closed his eyes, saw the devastation again, a flattened smoking city, that tall stooping figure walking out of the heart of the holocaust, covered in burning radiation blisters yet still living.

‘How do you know all this?’ he managed to ask.

‘Does it really matter?’

‘No I guess not … but you've only confirmed my own beliefs.’

‘Good,’ she said, and her fingers began working gradually on him again. ‘Then I take it you'll help.’

‘What do you want me to do exactly?’

‘Would it not be possible for this latest warhead to be rendered ineffective, discreetly, so that nobody is really aware that when the ultimate happened it didn't wipe out whatever it was supposed to wipe out?’

‘Hmm,’ he tried to think but she was spreading that superb feeling all over him again. She seemed to realise this and slowed up her movements.

‘Maybe and maybe not. I don't know without doing a good deal of research that would have to be done secretly anyway. No way could you prevent Spectre's launching. The only solution would be to reprocess the HEG data. I've already reduced it so that the targeting information is down to a minimum, which has cut out a lot of re-programming. That means Spectre can be retargeted in thirty minutes and the whole force in eight hours.’

‘Surely there's something that can be done?’ She rubbed him again as though urging him to come up with a solution. ‘Please, Mel. For the sake of civilisation. For me!’

‘I'll find some way,’ he grunted. ‘It won't be easy but I'll work on it, some way in which the HEG will foul up.’

‘Good,’ her lips found his again, a long kiss that seemed to fill him with desire, a headiness that had a musky odour like inhaling intoxicating incense. ‘You and I together, Mel, can prevent a disaster on an unprecedented scale. Now let us make love and prepare ourselves for whatever lies ahead.’

He was dreaming it all; it couldn't be true. It was impossible that this beautiful black-skinned girl had got in here, that she knew more about White House plots than most of the politicians themselves did. But right now he wasn't going to worry about that. Maybe, as somebody had once said, life was all a dream. In that case he was going to make the most of it whilst it lasted.

Her eyes were half-closed as she swung herself up on to him, her ebony flesh quivering, gyrating like some belly dancer as she bore down on him with all her weight, breathing heavily.

Mel Borden looked up. The rippled surface of those dark pools had cleared and he could see into them. He saw a love that welled up like a spring out of the ground, spreading and feeding a lake of indeterminable size, pure and inviting. He thought again about her name but it didn't matter.

He felt himself floating, drifting, as though she had detached him from this drab world and transported him to another place where there was only room for love to exist. The two of them, entwined into one, shuddering and clinging to each other. He thrust up to meet her.

Borden felt his orgasm beginning, not in the way it usually began, but as though his soul was being drawn out of him by the woman who rode him so frantically. A passing moment of terror when he was frightened of what was happening to him but could not stop it. After that he just surrendered himself to her.

A crazy whirlpool of ecstasy, promising himself totally to this goddess of love; for that was what she was, he knew now. He didn't understand why he hadn't known before. Their love was eternal. He told her all about himself without being asked, not speaking but communicating because they were one and there were no secrets between them.

And then he was falling … falling. So softly, like a cloud being blown along by a soft summer breeze. He looked for Erzulie but she wasn't to be seen, groped blindly for her, shouted out her name but all he heard were the echoes of his own voice. Crying now, weeping liquid love, landing softly somewhere, darkness all around, totally spent and aware that he had given her everything that was his to give and had promised her a lot more besides.

He was alone back in his quarters, the bed damp where they had sweated out the climax to their love. But he knew she would return. He had made a number of vows, it was impossible to remember them all. One the most important of all, though - he must save the world from Spectre III and the dastardly plot which had been formulated by the Americans. Once he had achieved that Erzulie would come back for him. And then they would be together until the end of time.




He dreamed again. This time he knew it was a dream because he was an outsider looking on, somehow aware that he had not left his own bed.

Erzulie was there in a place that was surrounded by darkness so that it was unrecognisable. And somebody else with her! A momentary pang of jealousy. A man, his face hidden until he turned and revealed that familiar festering countenance.

Sheer revulsion. Those features, the burned orifices, the translucent skin, a living skull that smouldered with malevolence, the eye sockets glowing red as though from some inner fire.

One who had no right to exist but had lived even in the core of the apocalypse; death and evil in a shape that was vaguely human.

A confrontation. Erzulie was angry, lashing the other with words that Borden did not understand, her perfect features hardened into a mask of fury terrible to behold. The other retreated a step or two, looked behind him as though to summon help from the darkness, but none was forthcoming, and turned to face her again. She had advanced on him until a yard or so separated them.

Borden shouted but they did not hear him, tried to move but his limbs did not respond. He could only watch.

Erzulie was beside herself with fury, raking the air with her hands, long fingernails like the talons of a bird of prey. The man retreated still further until only his eyes were visible in the enshrouding shadows, two tiny pinpoints of red that dulled and almost died. And then they went out altogether.

Only Erzulie remained. Borden was unable to see whether the man still lurked there or whether he had fled. Whatever, victory belonged to the Black Venus. She sank down on her haunches as though exhausted, head bent so that her long hair fell forward and draped on the ground.

Suddenly it was growing lighter, the darkness turning to a pale shade of grey, dispelling the shadows. Erzulie knelt alone in a barren landscape, a terrain that was covered with mounds and craters as far as the eye could see, a flat endless land that had no horizons. With an obvious effort she pulled herself up, looked around. Borden hoped she might see him but she gave no indication if she did.

There was no sign of the man with the burned face. Only Erzulie in a world that steamed and smouldered; it might just have been created or else in the last stages of destruction, a dead planet where only a goddess could survive.

The sadness in her expression was only too evident. Her finely moulded features were streaked with tearstains and her shoulders hunched forward as she began to walk away.

Mel Borden watched her, a figure that grew smaller and smaller until the whirling smoke from a wide abyss hid her from view. Only then did he spy her evil adversary crouching nearby in the shelter of an overhanging rock, watching Erzulie's departure, his cavernous mouth wide with silent laughter. The contest between them was far from over.

Mortal had destroyed mortal and now only the immortals were left to fight the last battle, a goddess of love and one who had spawned in the womb of Evil, the victor's prize a desolation over which to rule supreme.

And it was up to Borden whether or not this final struggle ever took place. He had given his word.




I : Chapter 14 - THE BOMB

Rodney Blair was ‘anti’ most things in life, a state of mind that had begun when he was only nine years of age. His father had deserted his mother and gone off with an eighteen-year-old girl and for Rodney that had started a triangle of hate; he'd never liked his mother anyway, he could never forgive his father, and he loathed the little slut who had broken up his council house family life. His world was full of enemies and he decided that attack was the best form of defence, a philosophy which had caused him to make three appearances in the juvenile courts and a lengthy spell in a remand home, as well as a period on probation.

His time of incarceration (his mother never lost the opportunity to tell neighbours and the occasional visiting relative that he had been ‘incarcerated’) did nothing to alter his outlook on society. Society had locked him away and consequently had to pay for it. He devised a number of what he considered to be ingenious ways of achieving this end. At football matches he threw coins and darts into the packed terraces. It mattered not to him whom he injured, for every one of those spectators was as guilty as the next. On several occasions he had gone on the rampage through the shopping centre with bands of visiting fans before a big match. The most memorable incident of all was when he'd overturned a pram and bounced a ten-month-old baby in the gutter, then kicked its pregnant mother in the stomach when she flew to the rescue. During a mass retreat when police reinforcements had arrived on the scene Rodney had smashed a shop window which had already survived three half-bricks. And his growing triumph was when he read an account of his vandalism in the following Monday evening's local paper. ‘Police are seeking a red-haired youth with a hair lip, wearing jeans and a red and white striped T-shirt!’

‘Fuck 'em! Pigs!’ he referred to the law exclusively as “pigs” these days. That was what they were called in the underground comics you bought down in the market on Saturday mornings before you ‘did the town’ and ‘pigs’, he decided, aptly summed up the natural enemy of all teenagers. They wouldn't be questioning Rodney because he'd dumped the T-shirt, most kids wore jeans, and anyway the pigs were under the impression that the culprit came from Manchester because that was where the kids who had smashed up the shopping precinct had come from. So there was nothing to worry about.

And when he read a week or so later that the baby had died of brain damage, Rodney Blair laughed out loud in front of his mother's second-hand black and white television set. One down and an awful lot more to go! His campaign of bitter revenge had only just begun.

He still couldn't understand why he'd ever agreed to go and work as an apprentice to Sid, a second cousin on his mother's side, in a one horse town set at the foot of two Welsh mountains. A moment of weakness, succumbing to a piece of subterfuge on the part of that bitch of a so-called mother to get rid of him. He hated Wales from the day he arrived, just as he had hated every other place he'd ever been to.

Sid wasn't a bad guy, he grudgingly admitted. And for a time Rodney was even interested in the mysteries of electricity. Sid was the only electrician in a twenty-mile radius, he'd built up a thriving business and had even hinted to Rodney that one day there might be a possibility of a partnership. But that meant studying for and passing a number of exams and Rodney paled at the thought of anything remotely connected with schooling. Sid was a bloody fool when it came to work, a ‘yes sir, I think we'll be able to help you out’ man, who never turned a customer away and that customer was always right. Consequently, Sid had a huge backlog of unfinished and pending jobs, and Rodney found himself working from eight in the morning until ten or eleven o'clock at night. The nearest he ever came to feeling sorry for anybody was for Chris, Sid's wife. It was a shame that an attractive twenty-five-year-old bit of crumpet like Chris had to stop at home all day in their drab stone cottage and answer a string of telephone calls, many of an abusive nature from customers who had been waiting months for Sid to come and finish a job. And another thing, he sniggered to himself in the camp bed on which he slept in the tiny boxroom, it wasn't just the customers who were missing out. If Sid was knackering himself up working round the clock then Chrissie was bound to be going short of what a young girl needed … And Rodney let his fantasies run riot and did the pleasurable things to himself that most frustrated teenagers do, at the thought that one day his services might be called on.

He heard about the missile base a couple of miles from one of the villages where he went to install some fluorescent lighting with Sid. He'd known about it before, of course, but here it seemed so very much more real. It actually existed!

‘This bloody government of ours ought to do something about it,’ the tall fair-haired owner of the house brought Sid and Rodney mugs of tea during the afternoon. ‘Beats me why the Yanks can't keep their bases on their own territories. It's just inviting the Russians to have a go at Britain. There's a retired major in the village who's built his own shelters and formed an unofficial civil defence. Good luck to the old boy, but a lot of good it'll do if they start dropping bombs around here.’

‘I don't think it'll ever come to it,’ Sid was always optimistic where customers were concerned. ‘Nobody really wants a nuclear war, not even the Russians.’

‘You've seen the papers this morning, haven't you?’

‘Yes,’ Sid's forehead furrowed. ‘There're massing a lot more troops in Afghanistan but it's probably only a show of military strength to try and frighten the rest of the world.’

‘Don't you believe it. They want the oil-producing countries. That's where the flashpoint will come.’

That set Rodney pondering. He'd never really thought about it objectively before, although now he realised that it had been at the back of his mind for a long time - maybe years. There had always been a nuclear threat since his boyhood. In effect today could be your last day so why bother about the future? It didn't make sense. He didn't give a shit about exams, or whether Sid kept him on, because neither of them might be around when the time came.

In bed that night he was too busy thinking about the way society worked to bother worrying whether Chrissie was enjoying herself with Sid. Society was bent on suicide which was why they pushed you around the way they did. Survival of the fittest, only in the end nobody was going to survive. It was all one big con to suit their own ends. This major bloke they'd talked about, he wasn't rigging up defences for the love of his fellow villagers. No way. He was up to something; something that nobody had tumbled to yet. Rodney tried to work out what it was, but he only exhausted his limited brain power and fell asleep in the end, a much troubled slumber.

In the morning it still hung heavy on his mind and he scarcely said a word to Sid on the long drive out to that village where they hoped to complete the lighting job today. Rodney had let society off the hook lately, ever since he'd left the city. Out here there were no football matches to provide a cloak for coin and dart flinging, no crowds of rampaging teenagers to join on a wild spree of violence. You either had to conform, toe the line, or else fight a lone battle. Jesus Christ, he was going soft. It was time he did something or else he'd end up doing what society wanted him to do. And he hadn't paid them out fully yet for that spell he'd done in the remand home.

It was during ‘bait’ that he hit upon an idea which set his pulses racing. ‘Bait’ was a double round of wholewheat bread and bacon which Chrissie cut the night before and a cup of insipid flask tea (unless you were provided with fresh tea wherever you were working and then you tipped Chrissie's down the sink); the meal in between breakfast and lunch which became part of every workman's eating routine. Sid always insisted on stopping for bait no matter how behind they were with the job.

They ate their bait in the garage, Rodney perched precariously and rather uncomfortably on an upturned grassbox, Sid sitting with his back to the wall engrossed in his Mirror. Rodney stared idly at a brand new chainsaw as he munched, reflecting what a marvellous weapon it would make, fantasising about charging blindly through a crowded shopping precinct, cutting indiscriminately at everybody and everything. Christ, you could behead somebody as easily (no, easier) than cutting through a pine log.

His gaze switched to the pop bottle standing beside it, three-quarters full of two-stroke, an oily rag stuffed in the neck. The rag was saturated where it had absorbed the contents … Rodney refrained from lighting his usual bait time cigarette. Christ, some berk had literally left a bomb lying around … Bombs came in all shapes and sizes, from nuclear warheads to Molotov cocktails …

Sid was working upstairs leaving Rodney a few simple jobs on the ground floor. The youth couldn't get that bottle out of his mind. It had possibilities, but it was all a question of making the best use of it. He'd almost decided to have a little ‘accident’; use a rolled newspaper as touchpaper so that he would have time to get clear. Set the garage on fire, the explosion and the ensuing flames would soon spread to the rest of this three-storey residence. It would teach that plummy bastard a lesson, maybe he'd even get cremated along with his house and all those useless antiques. Now that would really be something! It was these fuckers who were born with silver spoons in their mouths whom you had to hit back at, 'cos if you didn't they'd grind you into the dirt.

Rodney Blair slunk furtively back into the garage, started to roll and pleat Sid's Mirror the way he had seen his mother (the bitch) make firelighters. Almost there. Then the stentorian mechanical-like voice hit him with the force of a winter gale, chilled his blood and caused him to spill matches all over the floor.

‘Red Alert! This is a Red Alert!’

Christ Alive! Rodney whirled, saw the passing Land-Rover through the partly open door, a woman leaning out of the window on the passenger side, a huge black megaphone held up to her mouth.

‘Red Alert! This is a Red Alert! A nuclear attack is imminent. Make your way to the fallout shelter now!’

People were running alongside the crawling vehicle, some overtaking it, a mass exodus from all the houses in the main street of the village. For the most part they were women whose husbands were at work yet the procession was orderly, not panic-stricken as one might have expected when the fate of the whole world hung in the balance.

Rodney picked up the bottle of two-stroke fuel and went to the door. He was trembling violently, the shock of this nuclear warning coming at a time when the fear was uppermost in his mind. He wondered vaguely why Sid hadn't fled to join the throng. Fuck it, he didn't care a sod about Sid or any of them. Only himself. He broke into a run.

He found himself out there in the road with thirty or forty other people, walking quickly in the wake of the Land-Rover. Everybody seemed to be talking at once, an excited jabber of female voices.

‘Of course it's only a practice drill.’

‘But you never know, do you? They wouldn't let on, otherwise it would be pointless. God I hope it isn't for real with my Bert down in Cardiff for the week!’

Rodney was confused, instinctively holding his petrol bomb beneath his denim jacket where it couldn't be seen. He didn't know what he was going to do with it, but he'd make use of it somehow, whether this was a real nuclear attack or not. His ragged plimsolled feet stumbled along. Nobody was looking at him, they were all too concerned with their own safety just like society always was. The bastards!

‘Red Alert! This is a Red Alert!’

The Land-Rover slowed, turned into a wide gravelled drive, everybody following it, round the back of the big house and into an open space that resembled a foreign legion outpost, squat white featureless buildings with steps leading down into the ground, people already starting to file down them.

‘Get below ground, quickly and orderly,’ the woman had climbed out of the Land-Rover but was still using her loudhailer. ‘There is room for everybody.’

Rodney Blair felt himself being swept along in a sudden surge of human panic. Possibly this time the Red Alert was real after all. There was no way of knowing in a weird game of make-believe that might not be. Down below they huddled together like viewers at a secret porno film showing in an underground cinema, dazzled by the bright strip lighting and glare of the white walls.

Rodney coughed, found himself staring at the grey-haired man with a short clipped moustache standing on a dais. That had to be Major Kirkton whom everybody had been talking about in hushed tones as though he was God. Maybe he thought he was and if he couldn't create a human race then he was going to save the last handful from destruction.

He's up to something, Rodney thought. Something so deep that nobody's rumbled it. Maybe while they're all shut down here he's going to rob their houses.

He looked around for Sid but there was no sign of his employer. Sid wasn't daft enough to fall for a trick like that. Cynicism blended back into fear. The old guy looked worried, looking them over as though he was taking some kind of roll-call; he wouldn't do that if it was just a drill. Everybody was glancing at everybody else with strained expressions, the harsh light allowing nothing to be hidden, waiting for a statement from the major.


Fear!

Rodney Blair remembered that he was still clutching his crude bomb beneath his jacket. Suddenly he experienced the urge to laugh out loud, to gloat. Oh, Jesus, he'd done the right thing bringing it with him. It couldn't be better.

With his free hand he located a box of matches in his pocket, tried not to rattle it as he eased one out; coughed loudly to disguise the scraping of sulphur on emery paper. He felt the heat of the head as it flared in his cupped hand, let the flame die down inside his pocket.

Ideally positioned, almost as though he had planned it that way. Instinctive maybe, plotting the whole thing without being aware of it, looking behind to make sure he had a clear run at the steps, an escape route.

The finger and thumb holding the match quivered as he transferred it swiftly from his pocket to the inside of his jacket, held it against the rag in the neck of the bottle.

One split second when the whole plan was in the open, heads turning as the major shouted a warning, everybody realising but not having time to act. Rodney's hand went aloft, grasping the bottle, arm drawn back to hurl it against the far wall, yelling insanely: ‘This time it's for real, you cunts!’

A blinding explosion that hurled fire in every direction, the atmosphere seeming to ignite, a kaleidoscope of flames that burned living flesh. Rodney seemed to snap every bone in his body. He had the impression that he was still holding the home-made bomb but he couldn't have been if it had already gone off.

Flames engulfed him, he pawed at his eyes but they weren't functioning, wouldn't accept that he might have been blinded. He fell back, rolled, screamed when he found that he was on fire, slapping at his burning denims with hands that had no feeling, roasting as if he turned on a spit.

His agony escalated to a peak and then there was no more pain; he could barely feel the heat from his burning clothes. Maybe he had put the fire out after all.

But he didn't care a damn whether he lived or died. Fuck it, he'd sooner die because that way they couldn't touch you. So long as they died, too. What was the point of living if there was nothing to live for?

He managed to move his lips, knew he was yelling at them even if he couldn't hear his own words. You and your fuckin' practice drills, Major. Whatever you're up to, it doesn't matter a sod because you won't do it. This time you've got a real bomb and it's caught you with your trousers down. We're all going to bloody die. D'you hear, we're all going to bloody die and I'm glad!

Above ground two fire engines were already on the scene, playing out their hoses, cursing because there was only one place they could jet the foam; a hole, a yard square, from which fire stabbed like a Bunsen burner. There was no other way in, no exit by which those trapped below might have stood a chance of escaping.

Major George Kirkton had overlooked simple fire precautions in his endeavours to shut out the gamma rays!

It took the fire fighters twenty minutes to force their way in inside. Long before then the screaming had died away.




PART TWO: THE GOAT OF MENDES




II : Chapter 15 - BLACKMAIL

Mark Sallus had made up his mind to flee. Once again he had explored every avenue of escape, every means by which he might be able to rid himself of Ivan. And even in flight there was no guarantee that he would shake off the Yugoslav; indeed, now that he was fully aware of the other's powers it seemed hopeless. But he had to do something!

Ivan had been round that evening. At one stage Mark thought that his unwanted companion was never going to leave, almost as though he guessed. It was after eleven when he departed and then Sallus began packing a few belongings into a small suitcase with grim urgency. There was no time to be lost. The petrol tank of the Mini was full and he would drive until it was empty; head south, anywhere, lose himself in a crowded coastal resort, bury his identity. He had enough money to last him until he found work of some kind.

As he took one last look around the flat, memories came flooding back to him. He'd done it all before. He'd been twelve at the time, sent away to boarding school. That first term had been a nightmare, sheer degradation. It was all part of the public school system; make or break, they didn't care which so long as it sorted out the chaff from the wheat. A means of conditioning you so that you became indoctrinated and in turn indoctrinated others, ensuring the survival of the breed.

It had taken him some time to take the decision to run away. His parents were in Haiti, the other side of the world; there was nowhere to run to. Like now. They'd sent him there ‘to make a man of him’. Christ Almighty, that was what every parent told their offspring when they abandoned him and went to great pains to believe it themselves, a lie that they instilled into themselves over and over again until in the end it didn't seem a lie anymore.

That night had been much the same as this one for Mark; the fear, the tension, packing a few items into a bag and sneaking out into the darkness which was alive with watchers, a myriad of accusing reproachful eyes. But none stopped him. He tried to shrug off his guilt, but in the end it had to be his travelling companion.

The police had picked him up in a transport cafe two days later. Dejected, demoralised, he'd been relieved when they came for him. Now the school would expel him, send him home to Haiti. After the initial encounter with his irate father he would be allowed to stay, simply because there was no reason to send him back to England.

But it hadn't worked out like that; they hadn't expelled him. A flogging in assembly, being silently jeered by the whole school. The ultimate in shame and hopelessness, a recaptured convict. You're not going anywhere, Sallus. You won't try it again because you haven't got the guts. In fact you haven't got any guts at all. Spineless, no good to the school, but we're going to keep you all the same. We'll make your life hell!

They'd done just that. Names and faces that had branded themselves indelibly into his mind, spectres that returned in his dreams. He'd never shake them off and now Ivan had joined them. Together with … God, that fiend from hell, burned up as though he'd walked right out of the fires!

Mark Sallus grabbed his bag, didn't want to look back. If he'd overlooked anything then that was too bad. He jerked open the door, stepped out on to the dimly lit, uncarpeted landing. And that was where his last hopes evaporated. The case fell from his hand with a thud; he closed his eyes, thought that maybe when he opened them again everything would be all right and he could go ahead and run. But nothing had changed.


Ivan was still standing there!

‘I knew you'd panic and try to run,’ the thick nasal tones sounded almost jocular but the expression in the dark eyes belied any benevolence. ‘Let's go back inside and talk, shall we?’

Sallus left the case where it was lying. There was no reason to pick it up. Because quite obviously he wasn't going anywhere, now or ever.

Back inside. The door clicked shut behind the Yugoslav, a sound that had an air of finality about it. An attempt at freedom that had failed before it had even begun.

‘You were leaving,’ it was a statement not a question from Ivan. ‘I expected you to. That was why I stayed.’

‘Yes,’ Sallus dropped his eyes, tried to sound defiant. ‘I was. I'm a free man. I can go where I please without asking … anyone.’

‘Perhaps … and perhaps not.’

Mark didn't say anything foolish like ‘why not’. He wanted to be angry, trial to find the courage to be abusive and to blaspheme, but he knew that fear dominated his emotions. And in the end he couldn't hide it.

‘There's nowhere to run to,’ Ivan said. ‘I would have thought that you would have known that. Somebody or … something would have found you!’

Sallus shivered and saw in his mind that devilish face again.

‘Together we have succeeded beyond even my wildest dreams,’ Ivan lowered himself into a chair. ‘Were it not for the interference of Erzulie last time we should have had complete control over Borden. That was unfortunate, but all is not lost. At the moment she motivates him and it is doubtful whether any of the Petro gods can loosen her hold. Her sexual appetite is insatiable. We need a stronger force, one who has absolute power. We must set our sights even higher, take risks that even I shudder at the thought of. We must summon …’

‘No!’

‘We must, whatever the consequences. We must attempt to raise Pan!’

Mark Sallus shrank back. ‘I will not. Nobody in their right mind would contemplate that. It was done once … by two men. One was struck dead, the other went into an asylum. I refuse, no matter what you say, Ivan. Now, allow me to go. You do not need me. You are far better equipped for these tasks than I.’

‘Must I tell you yet again that you are a vital link between ourselves and Caerlaverock. You will help me in whatever I choose to do whether you like it or not. Perhaps I ought to show you these …’ Ivan reached into an inside pocket and withdrew a foolscap-sized manila envelope. From it he took three snapshots, holding them up so that the other could see them. ‘Look at these.’

Sallus stared. The first showed two naked men, heads so positioned that their faces could not be seen. The nearer one seemed vaguely familiar, the shape of his body, the hairstyle. They were engaged in homosexual foreplay. Mark's features registered bewilderment, disgust, then shock. For in the other two photographs the features were clearly visible. The one man he did not know. The other … it was impossible! Yet ... it was himself!

He snatched for the pictures and Ivan made no move to resist. Mark examined them closely beneath the light, turning them over and over as though by some trick his own face would vanish, but it remained.

Two men. The photography was first class, showing every detail of the relationship, his own features, the ecstatic smile, the willingness with which he was participating.

‘It's a lie!’

‘So you say,’ Ivan regarded him steadily, eyes narrowed. ‘You dispute it. Others wouldn't. The onus is upon you, my friend, to prove the lie. And I doubt very much whether you will be able to do that.’

‘These photographs have been faked. My face has been superimposed on the body of another man.’

‘The onus is still on you to prove it.’

Suddenly Mark Sallus gripped the three prints and tore them viciously; horizontally, vertically, again and again until they were shredded. Then he crumpled them up into a ball, thrust them into this pocket.

‘They are destroyed,’ he shouted. ‘now it is immaterial whether or not I was the man in the photograph.’

‘I have another set of copies here,’ Ivan produced an envelope identical to the first one. ‘If you wish to rip these, please go ahead.’

Sallus reached out for them, then let his arm drop limply. ‘If you have two sets then undoubtedly you have more.’ His voice was a whisper of despair.

‘Exactly. More to the point, we have the negatives. Oh, not me personally. In fact they are not even in Britain so there is no way I could get hold of them even if I wanted to. If you co-operate with us then steps will be taken to ensure that they remain where they are. If you do not …’

‘Blackmail!’ Sallus covered his face with his hands. ‘Oh, God, is nobody safe from you and your foul methods?’

‘Nobody in the world is safe, my friend. That is why we are doing this. Believe me, we shall gain nothing by informing Kapek Industries that their research scientist, Mark Sallus, is a practising homosexual. We should neither gain nor benefit by your dismissal. Homosexuality is accepted in some circles, in this enlightened age. You are not alone …’

‘But I am not a homosexual! I do not have the slightest inclination to have a relationship with one of my own sex. Indeed, the very idea repulses me.’

‘So you say, and I believe you, Mark. But that does not alter what is on these photographs. All I am asking for is your cooperation.’

‘I'll kill myself.’

‘That I cannot stop you doing. But remember one thing. Both you and I have given our souls to the Petro gods. Immediately upon death they will be claimed. You have seen what the bocors and houngans in the country of your birth are capable of doing after one dies. You may offer so-called logical explanations of drugs which simulate death, hence your zombies in Haiti and even more terrible happenings, but in your heart you know it is much more than a fake-up. And it could happen to you. Or me. I, too, am scared of dying, Mark. Which is why even I must do as I am commanded.’

Sallus turned, stared at the curtained window. Ivan had him trapped whether he lived or died.

‘Once again,’ he said. ‘it seems that I have no choice but to do as you say.’

‘Good,’ Ivan smiled. ‘I thought you would see it that way in the end.’

And that was when Mark Sallus decided that he would have to kill the Yugoslav.




II : Chapter 16 - THE PIPES OF PAN

Caerlaverock Castle was becoming all too familiar, Mark Sallus decided. Yet this, his third visit, would be his last and he would be away from those ruins before dusk surrendered to darkness. It was the ideal place to kill Ivan, the thick reed beds of the natural moat would conceal the body, and should the Yugoslav chance to cry out before death claimed him then there would be nobody to hear his screams except the dark forces which existed within the castle. And that was why Sallus could not afford to linger there after dusk.

Sallus faced the task ahead of him with a calmness which surprised even himself. He felt no guilt, merely immense relief that at last he was doing something positive to rid himself of the beast who preyed upon him. Fear, certainly. Should Ivan suspect what he had in mind then the Yugoslav would show him no mercy. When the moment came the death blow had to be swift and sure without any warning.

On the day before their proposed journey Mark Sallus made his preparations. Killing a fellow human sounded simple in theory; in practice it presented a host of difficulties. The weapon, for instance. It must be one that could be concealed easily, used swiftly and soundless. Had he had a pistol of some sort Mark might have been tempted, but he hadn't and he had no idea where to procure one. Blunt instruments, even a small wood chopper, were too bulky to consider. Anyway, he didn't relish the thought of a bludgeoning anyway. Every possible means was considered and in the end it always came back to a knife as the most suitable.

Mark Sallus did not possess anything larger than a penknife with a two-inch blade. That Saturday morning he went out immediately after breakfast and found a sports equipment shop which sold camping gear. They had a range of sheath knives and he chose the largest, one with a five and a half-inch Sheffield forged blade. He also bought a whetstone. There must be no slip-ups; the blade had to go in deep.

The rest of the morning was taken up with these preparations behind the locked door of his flat, stopping to listen every few minutes in case Ivan's heavy tread was heard on the bare wooden stairs. But the Yugoslav did not come.

Sallus also consulted a medical book, tried to determine which was the most vulnerable vital organ of the human body from the rear. Death must be virtually instantaneous; there could be no risk of a wounded man fighting back.

He studied a diagram of the male anatomy, decided that a swift blow with the blade entering beneath the left shoulder blade was the best place; the heart would be punctured and there would be little chance of Ivan being able to retaliate. Death would follow in a matter of seconds.

Mark was sweating heavily by the time he had finished honing the blade to such a degree of sharpness that he hardly dared to test it with his thumb. The sooner this day was over, the better.




Ivan was in exceptionally good spirits during the drive across to the west coast. He talked incessantly but never mentioned his boyhood or the life he had led before coming to England; it was as though he was deliberately drawing a veil across it. He only spoke of the present and the future.

‘I know we shall be successful,’ he laughed, a deep throaty sound. ‘We are serving the ancient warlords and they will reward us richly. They will protect us also.’

‘It's rather a contradiction,’ Sallus kept his eyes fixed on the winding road ahead of them so that he did not have to look at his companion. ‘You are only interested in peace, avoiding a world holocaust, yet you call upon the gods of war.’

‘Violence to combat violence,’ Ivan retorted. ‘But, as you know, we have no control over them. Tonight we try to summon Pan. The Petro gods may come. Erzulie may intervene again or even … even the Master himself, the Goat of Mendes!’

Sallus stiffened, paled. Not even the houngans deliberately summoned the most powerful of all evil forces. He found Ivan more repulsive than ever before, like some poisonous horned toad, a witchdoctor's pet reptile. Yet he must hide his revulsion, his hatred, until the time was right. Ivan must not suspect.

The sun was sliding behind Criffel when they drove on to the car park by the castle, the western sky a radiant hue, hardly a leaf stirring on the giant oaks which lined the avenue down the edge of the merse. The atmosphere was still and heavy, but not with the humidity of an impending thunderstorm.

Something else ... something evil! Sallus sensed it as they got out of the car, as though the deserted castle ruins were awaiting their presence. The evening was unnaturally cold after a day when the temperature had rarely dropped below the eighties in the shade. He shivered. The sooner he killed Ivan and fled, the better. He must not delay here once darkness fell. This was no place to linger.

As they crossed the footbridge something moved out of the shadows, two tiny eyes watching them. A rat. It was a big one, probably a doe in kindle. It emerged into a patch of late evening golden sunlight and stared at the two humans, almost as though it was about to stand at bay in an attempt to repel them. Then, almost lazily, it changed its mind, dived into the water and disappeared behind a clump of tall rushes.

Mark Sallus felt his skin prickle. He hated rats. He'd never forgot his seventh birthday when his parents had bought him a big white and grey one because they thought he ought to get used to animals. Up until then he had shown little interest in pets. He didn't want a tame rat but he'd had no choice. The wire cage was kept in a gloomy outhouse in the garden and his father insisted that he feed the creature daily and clean it out on Saturday mornings.

Feeding it wasn't so bad because he could just open the trapdoor in the roof of the cage and drop the daily handful of grain into the pan immediately below. Likewise, with the aid of a small watering can, he could fill the water bowl without having to put his hand inside. But the weekly clean out was something that had terrified Mark to the extent that his fear escalated from Wednesday onwards. If only the animal hadn't been so tame he could have shut it in one compartment while he scraped its foulings out of the other. But it insisted on coming to him, trying to lick his fingers whenever they were close enough to the bars.

He had determined to get rid of it. One evening he deliberately left the door of the cage open. By morning, he decided, the animal would have seized its chance of freedom. But it hadn't. It hadn't even left the cage, only to scurry to greet him when he entered the shed.

He'd left the door open for a whole week but it still refused to go. After that he'd decided to kill it.

It wasn't that he had any feelings for the creature. He didn't care if it suffered, yet he didn't relish the prospect of having to deal the death blow. But eventually he was left with no alternative. If the rat was to be killed then he would have to do it himself. Secretly. And dispose of the body. And lie if he was questioned about its disappearance.

Just like he would have to do if the police interrogated him about Ivan.

Mark had gone to the woodshed at sunset (he'd been trying to pluck up courage to go and bludgeon the rat all day), a hammer clasped in his trembling hands. He had been sick earlier and his mother had sent him up to bed. He was still supposed to be there but with luck he wouldn't be away long.

The rat was squatting on top of a pile of logs when he pushed the door open. He didn't have a name for it because he tried not to think about it except at feeding and cleaning out times. It looked at him, whiskers twitching in what was almost a smile. He felt guilty again, hand behind his back concealing the hammer; nearly changed his mind but told himself he had to go through with it. A few seconds of unpleasantness and then it would all be over. For good.

The rat reared up on its haunches, front paws outstretched in a begging posture, eyes uplifted. Slowly, Mark lifted up the hammer. It didn't seem to notice, had not the faintest idea of what was about to happen. It trusted him!

Oh, God, it was awful! He didn't want to do it but there was no other way. Eyes closed, he brought the hammer down as hard as he could.

A loud squeal (he could hear it even now!) and when he opened his eyes the creature was threshing about on the floor, rolling on its back and bicycling frantically with its rear legs. He stared in horror. He'd meant to crush its head but it seemed that instead he'd broken its back. Because he'd closed his eyes!

The weapon was raised again. This time he couldn't afford to take his eyes off … those red little orbs held his gaze. Accusing. Not pleading. It didn't want to live but it hated him for killing it!

He hit it a second time and on this occasion his aim was true. The eyes filled with blood and bulged like pus-filled boils; the snout was a smashed pulp, crimson trickles from either ear staining and matting the white fur. And still it lived!

Mark Sallus went into a frenzy, a windmill of hammer blows that were disintegrating the twitching creature, spraying blood everywhere until finally it was an unrecognisable morass of flesh and fur. It wasn't a rat; his rat didn't exist anymore. And then he threw up all over it.

The rat which had just dived into the moat brought those memories back again. Its eyes … almost as though it knew what he'd once done to one of its own kind.

‘What's the matter?’ Ivan glanced at his companion.

‘I don't like rats, that's all.’

‘They won't hurt you. They're cowards. See how that one scampered off when it saw us.’

It didn't scamper off, Mark thought, and it wasn't scared. ‘Let's go up on the ramparts and have a look at the Solway again,’ he tried to make it sound casual as though he didn't care whether they went up there or not. It was the best place, the easiest, directly above the thickly-reeded moat.

‘All right,’ Ivan replied.

Mark Sallus felt his pulses racing and wished he could stop thinking about the rat, the way it wouldn't die. He watched Ivan mounting the uneven steps in front of him, reminding him of a slug on a warm night - bloated, evil. His fingers closed around the hilt of the knife in his pocket, and he swallowed. It would have been so easy here and now but he would not have been strong enough to carry the body up to the ramparts and dump it in the moat. A few more seconds weren't going to make any difference. He had to keep his nerve at all costs.

They reached the top. Ivan was breathing heavily, more out of condition than Sallus had ever seen him. It was only when he saw his eyes that he realised ... the Yugoslav was terrified! Ivan was looking at him, almost pleading. ‘Let us hope that tonight is the last time,’ he muttered.

Sallus nodded. His thoughts returned to the white rat God, it had been just like this, the eyes pleading, unsuspecting. But he'd gone through with it then and he would do so again.

It was much colder now. He shivered, the back of his neck pimpling. Even on a summer's night such as this a cool breeze blew off the Firth. For Christ's sake! Get it over with now before something goes wrong, before you change your mind. Coward!

His eyes moved away from Ivan, followed the green merse right out to where the mudflats began. They looked silvery tonight, the tide beginning to creep in, sinister. Over the centuries they had washed away the blood of the slain. Tonight it would all happen again. These ancient walls would witness yet another murder.

A voice was screaming somewhere inside Sallus. Go on, kill him now! He tensed, gripped the knife handle tightly. The first shadows of evening were beginning to creep across the landscape. There was no time to be lost. It would be too late when darkness fell.

‘It's very clear tonight,’ Mark hoped his voice sounded normal. ‘You can even see the English shore. That's Carlisle over there.’

Ivan turned, just the way Sallus wanted him to. Now!

The blade slid clear of the imitation leather sheath, snagged his pocket on the way out, his arm going back, picking his mark, determining where the other's left shoulder blade ended.

‘It is a clear night, indeed,’ Ivan murmured.

The downward thrust, curving upwards on impact, feeling the steel sink through cloth and flesh, jarring against something solid so that the weapon was nearly wrenched from Mark's grasp. Closing his eyes, seeing the white and grey rat convulsing; kicking frantically with its back legs.

The Yugoslav grunted, slumped forward, clutched at a protruding jagged stone, somehow managed not to fall. Mark pushed with the knife, tried to turn it, pull it clear so that he could strike again but it was wedged. Oh, God, die you bastard and make me a murderer, quick!

A noise from Ivan, a kind of gurgling laugh, his knees bending but still managing to remain upright. Sallus closed his eyes, prayed that when he opened them again it would all be over.

But still Ivan remained upright. He was talking, a weird whispered incantation that had his attacker backing away, shouting at him. ‘No,Ivan. It's no good. It's not dark, you can't call them yet. You're dying. They can't help you!’

Ivan's mutterings died to an inaudible whisper, lips moving in a half-turned face, features purpling as he called upon his waning strength, a last desperate throw. And then he sank to the ground, a huddled heap from which a spreading red stain followed the uneven rocky surface filling every indentation, tiny pools of blood that thickened and overflowed.

Mark Sallus tried not to panic. The sky was darkening faster than he had anticipated; dusk already and soon it would be dark. It seemed to have taken Ivan an age to die. He wanted to run, to flee this terrible place of evil, but first he had to get the body into the moat where it would not be discovered for some time, if at all. Just as he'd taken his unwanted dead pet and thrown the corpse into the undergrowth. It was strange how his father had never asked about it, just as thought he'd forgotten its existence. His father was like that, there were a good many things in life that had been overlooked. Himself, for one, discarded to go his own way; to end up like this!

Ivan was heavy and it was all Mark could do to drag him, push him up against the ramparts, a dead bloated thing that was deliberately spewing its life's blood over him. A nauseating smell that had him retching. He remembered a book he'd read in his youth, Beau Geste, an abridged version that had captivated his imagination in a ghoulish sort of way, propping corpses up on the battlements of a besieged desert fort in order to make the attacking Bedouin force believe that it was still fully manned. Mark Sallus wondered how they had succeeded in getting the dead to stay upright.

A supreme effort and Ivan was draped over the crumbling wall, head hanging down the other side, blood spattering into the moat below like the first few drops of rain heralding an approaching thunderstorm.

He found the point of balance, heaved, felt the other slipping. Then Ivan was gone. Sallus turned away, clasped his hands to his ears; didn't want to hear or see, just to get it over with.

A dull splash that seemed as far away as the Firth itself, an indignant quacking of ducks, the air filled with their whispering wingbeats as they took off, circling the castle.

Mark was stumbling back down the steps, almost falling twice, grazing his shins, but it didn't matter. Night was coming fast as though some thick mantle was being drawn over these ruins. He had to get away.

Across the courtyard. Running. Falling headlong, lying breathless; getting darker all the time.

And then he heard the music, faint at first like a car radio playing with the vehicle's doors and windows closed, barely audible. Then louder, a fluting sound, shrill yet melodious, borne on the night breeze, increasing in sound until the ancient walls seemed to vibrate with it. He rose to his feet, started to run again and stopped. Blackness all around, not even the jagged silhouette of the walls visible; a darkness that was alive. Hands reaching out for him, dead fingers tugging at his loose clothing. Mocking laughter that was sensed rather than heard.

Mark Sallus panicked and ran blindly, stopping, turning, all sense of direction gone. The music was deafening, filling his head, numbing his brain, eardrums threatening to burst. Madness, screaming, gibbering, falling to the ground, hiding his face and vainly attempting to shut out the noise by covering his ears. The cold was intense as though he was imprisoned in a refrigerator, a force that pounded him like physical blows.

The piping softened to a faint monotone, a thousand flutes tuning for a symphony of evil. He was aware of a presence, a malevolence all around him. Ivan's last call had been answered!

And when the silence came it was even more terrible. His brain echoed and repeated the fluting until he wanted to bang his head on the rocky floor to quieten it. Finally all that remained was a vibration in his ears that hummed every nerve in his body.

Fearfully he raised his head and looked up. A starlit night, still and cold, the castle outline a reminder of bygone evils, blood that stained its stonework, the curse of death that would never be lifted. He half-expected to hear a clash of arms, the cries of an advancing army; but the night was silent except for the soft sighing of the wind and the ringing in his ears. Whatever force Ivan had summoned with his dying breath had come and gone.

And unbelievably Mark Sallus still lived.




II : Chapter 17 - THE DEATH MARCH

A line of hearses, a convoy several hundred yards long stretching the whole length of the village street and continuing round the bend beyond the crowded pavements. A sea of faces strained with grief and hate, eyes that saw but had difficulty comprehending. Even the sun passed behind a single cloud as though it, too, was determined to show a few minutes of respect for a bereaved village.

The cortège was mostly made up of menfolk - their women lay in the coffins, charred skeletons from which the flesh had been roasted, a few almost unidentifiable, their names having been arrived at through a process of elimination by deducting the recognisable from the total death toll.

Strong men like children, every so often glancing back in the direction of the end coffin; a youth embittered towards society even to the extent of self-destruction. Then their eyes turned towards the leading hearse, its interior a blaze of red, white and blue where the Union Jack draped the bier. Many were already blaming Major George Kirkton; without his obsession for underground shelters the forty-nine housewives plus the elderly and the young would not have assembled in that fiery tomb. He was as much to blame as the kid. But both were beyond vengeance.

Grief and hatred became brothers in a short time. There were no impartial observers, not even the television camera which maintained coverage from a discreet distance, the reporter talking softly into his microphone.

‘Here in this remote Welsh mountain village life has changed very little over the last few centuries until earlier this week when an unprecedented catastrophe struck, mostly at the womenfolk who were partaking in an unofficial nuclear attack drill at the home of Major George Kirkton who has organised his own defence corps for over a decade now. A youth armed with a petrol bomb infiltrated the crowded underground shelter which had only one exit. The room became an inferno in a matter of seconds and fire brigades were unable to intervene until the flames had burned themselves out. By then there were no survivors and the menfolk returned to find themselves widowers. Major Kirkton, who had devoted his retirement to the protection of his neighbours, ironically brought about their death and today the whole country mourns yet another chapter in the horrors, albeit indirect ones, of nuclear warfare.’

In spite of the publicity which the national newspapers had given the episode it was destined to be but a small snippet on the television news. Soviet arms build-ups on the Afghanistan borders were to claim a major share because, nationwide, they were more sensational. Every week somewhere in the world there was a tragedy that had no bearing on the life of the average citizen. A Polish air crash brings little more than a grimace to the face of the Londoner; he can scarcely be expected to mourn the passing of those of whose existence he was totally unaware. Yet Hiroshima had planted its own seed of fear in every person in the world. What has happened once could happen again.

The television crew remained to take in one last scene; a cemetery that resembled building excavations, four rows of soil mounds and open graves, the stark horror of which the rolls of imitation grass were unable to hide; a line of waiting biers, an army of sombre undertakers, the silent crowds who watched and waited as harassed clergy endeavoured to maintain a schedule of services.

A large van negotiated the streets and lanes, cars parked and double parked, with difficulty. Rolls of videotape had to be processed and edited in time for the evening news. For the crew on board that van the mourning was over.

The tiny church was packed, four coffins filling the aisle, a young fresh-faced clergyman nervously facing the throng. The sound of weeping was like a distant lapping on a rocky shore.

It was at this moment that the Reverend Llewellyn lost his faith. No God was capable of comforting these people in a bereavement of such magnitude. He realised that only too well because in one of those coffins lay his own wife. He, too, would have been with her had he not been away from the village conveying the Word to the infirm. God had spared him so that he might suffer. It was better not to believe but to accept.




The funerals lasted until early evening. Even as the sky began to turn golden with the rays of the setting sun beyond the mountains, the crowds did not disperse. Many still remained in the churchyard, kneeling beside the oblongs of fresh damp earth and offering up their own prayers.

In the streets the mood was one of escalating anger. Major Kirkton had been vilified. But he was dead, beyond vengeance. So was the unknown boy. Now they sought a scapegoat, a victim on whom to unleash their hatred. They looked hard to find one.

And now they had one, a monster that slumbered in the mountain above, a beast of destruction that made each tomorrow an uncertainty. Caerlaverock, the nuclear missile launching base! Latent death for the population of the world.

Bjorn Fitch had only lived in the village a matter of weeks. He claimed Norse descendants yet his jet black shoulder-length hair belied his claim. An outsider, he was yet to be accepted by the older inhabitants, but now that gap was bridged by mutual grief. He, too, had lost a wife, and his normally deep-sunken eyes seemed to have receded to the depths of their sockets, his thin lips tight and bloodless. A wealth of rumours surrounded his arrival in the mountains; a civil servant who had retired on an early golden handshake, a get-rich-quick businessman who had got out on the crest of his financial wave. But Fitch was none of these. On his father's death he had inherited an estate which he had promptly turned into cash, and had purchased a house in one of the less popular retirement areas of Britain. Basically he wanted to be alone, just himself and Vanda, the way they had planned it. They did not need to be accepted here, just to live as they pleased with interference from none.

Now Vanda was dead and Bjorn thought only of revenge. He had campaigned for world disarmament during his three years in the States, and had strong religious motives for this although he always declined to discuss religion, saying that it was a personal matter for every individual and the greatest sin was for church-going to become a social function. He had never once attended church in the village until the funeral.

That evening was the first time he had been known to speak his views aloud. Suddenly the curtain of silence which had enshrouded him was lifted, his soft yet strong voice commanding attention as a group of bystanders gathered about him beneath the lychgate. He spoke with bitterness, with conviction. And those who heard him listened. The shadows lengthened and hid the deeply etched lines in his face as he talked, a grim silhouette, big-boned and powerful, seeming to grow in strength and stature with the advent of nightfall.


‘They did this,’ his head inclined towards the newly filled-in graves behind him. ‘You don't believe it was an accident, do you?’ He didn't wait for an answer because he knew what it would be. ‘They did this deliberately, slaughtered our womenfolk in what seems a senseless act by one ignorant vandal, possibly even an accident on his part. He was but a tool, as they have used countless other tools before. An act of terrorism is passed off as such. It is the subtlest form of guerilla warfare.’


But for what reason? Their expressions, grief-filled eyes, asked one mute question.

‘Because they seek to wear us down, destroy our morale. A country with no morale is the easiest to conquer. This village has had the fight knocked out of it. We could trace a score of such disasters, towns whose inhabitants have nothing left to live for. We are blinded by propaganda, two superpowers locked in a death hold. It is not so, my friends. It is a super- alliance which seeks total world dominance.’

‘I have lost a loved one just as all of you have. Life means nothing to me now. Except a desire for revenge; revenge against a group of calculated murderers, the heart of which beats in those very mountains. Public opinion is but a dove's feather in the wind, protests and appeals which are doomed to failure before the first signature is put on a worthless piece of paper because they have ordained the future of the world.’


But what can we do?

‘My friends, we are but lice upon an elephant's hide, not even a nuisance. But, as I have already said, we have nothing left to live for, our families snatched from us. Perhaps some of us are even now contemplating suicide. I know that I am, but why should we die ignominiously, found hanging in a garage or gassed in a kitchen? Those of us who wish to die, I say let us die in a show of defiance!’


What then?

‘Let those of us who are determined to end an existence of grief march on this place known as Caerlaverock. Let us die on their live fences or by their bullets and show the world that we did not die in vain. They cannot cover up a score of deaths by finding a scapegoat. And if by some miracle we breach their defences …’

Nods of assent. They did not hail or cheer a champion because such emotions had been drained from their systems. Instead they fell in behind the tall angry man who strode off in a northerly direction, their brains confused; a dozen in all, men who wanted to die, the rest staring into the darkness after them, listening until their dragging footfalls had faded and the silence of a village that had died rolled back.

Bjorn Fitch walked the rough forest roads ahead of the small party, seemingly unaware that they followed, only the dust kicked up by his booted feet guiding them in his wake through the pitch darkness. Twelve grim, silent men who asked only one thing of life … death!

Down a forested hillside, knocking against trees, their faces bloody from the lacerations of branches. Relentless zombies, blinded to reason or logic. Falling, picking themselves up with difficulty, becoming separated from one another but somehow sticking to the right trail, forging ahead as though lured by some magical piper.

They came to the moat, heard Bjorn Fitch clambering up the far side, waded in, felt the glass begin crunching beneath their feet and swam. Not once was a helping hand offered, the water was crimson with blood from their raw and bleeding feet but they were oblivious to this, hastening because the end was in sight, clamouring for death. Impatient.

They hit the live fence singly, unaware of their comrades' deaths, the end so swift that none were alive when they slumped to the ground, charred bodies that gave off an odour of burned human flesh. The guard dogs, some two or three hundred yards away in the compound, emitted low warning growls but they did not bark because they recognised the scent as that of a danger which no longer existed. They had smelled it all before. They whined their disappointment because the fence had cheated them.

It was daylight before Gruber, Blurton and Calloway went out to inspect the bodies, a task which was completed without emotion. They counted the corpses. Eleven. One or a hundred, it would not have mattered. This time they were well-pleased because the intruders had not penetrated the defences; they still feared those who had sent the nigger.

Eleven casualties. The security forces did not know that there should have been twelve. They had never heard of Bjorn Fitch, so they were not aware that the man who had led the death march was not amongst the slain.

The big dark-haired stranger to the mountains had disappeared.




II : Chapter 18 - THE TWELFTH MAN

Mel Borden was aware that the security force within Caerlaverock were watching him more closely than ever. He sensed their scrutiny, the apparently casual check on his whereabouts that was not as casual as it seemed, the way Calloway watched him in the canteen. It gave him the creeps.

They couldn't know anything about Erzulie, that was impossible. Perhaps they believed that he had in some way collaborated with Wallace on a breakout and had then chickened out at the last moment. Borden wished he had made a run for it, but he also knew that if he had he would be dead by now. It might be better that way.

Or maybe they were just watching him because he was British! At all costs they must not know he had guessed …

It made work on the HEG more difficult. Without Whittaker it would have been much easier, because nobody else at Caerlaverock was fully proficient at retargeting data.

There was no way he could fool Chuck with bogus programming. Therefore the targeting information had to be calculated mentally and stored for use when the time came, and even then he had to have the opportunity to process it alone for those vital minutes.

It took him a week to develop the formula but he could not be sure it was right until he tried it and there was no chance of doing that. He had to hope. Maybe it would have helped if he could have prayed; not helped the formula but given him some peace of mind. He told himself not to be stupid. The only person he was going to pray to was Erzulie. She hadn't come to him for a week now, ever since he had promised to find a way to avert the holocaust planned by the Americans. Possibly she was making him earn her love. It was all an erotic dream, of course, real as it seemed in the night hours. He tasted her, smelled her sweet musky sweat as they copulated, but she couldn't exist because no gods existed to an atheist, not even the ancient ones. Nevertheless it was pleasurable. In some way his mind and body were rebelling against the drugs they had been pumping into him, just as rodents become immune in time and feed happily on warfarin bait. In the beginning his sex urges had been dulled. Now they were madly on fire, insatiable to such an extent that sex was becoming an obsession, his fantasies so strong that they became real within his mind.

He thought about it a lot and it came as a shock to him when he recalled how much Erzulie resembled his first ever girlfriend, Ingrid, a German sent to an English finishing school. Physically there was a strong resemblance, the delicate features, the breasts and hips. The only real difference was the colour of the skin, and that didn't matter a damn.

Mel Borden had been young, too young, when he'd first gone with Ingrid. She had preyed upon his naiveté, seduced him long before they'd met in that field behind the college after dark. A temptress, she'd seemed so kind and loving, wanting nothing more than a lasting relationship and he'd believed her at the time. At fifteen you believe almost anything a beautiful eighteen-year-old girl tells you because you want to believe it.

He had never done anything more than kiss a girl up until then. But Ingrid's kisses were different, so fiery and passionate, her tongue searching out his mouth while her slim little fingers explored all sorts of thrilling places. It was all new and exciting to him then, things he'd fantasised about but never actually thought would happen. She unfastened him, rubbed him a little until he thought he couldn't hold out any longer but she stopped just in time. Somehow she seemed to know what went on inside him. She knelt there looking down at him, half-smiling, it was impossible to guess her thoughts.

‘You're not Jewish, are you?’ she fondled him.

‘No,’ his features registered surprise. ‘As a matter of fact I don't have a religion. I'm an atheist.’

‘Oh,’ she laughed.

‘Why?’

‘I just wondered, that's all.’

She slipped off her own clothes with a brashness which aroused his admiration for her and hoisted herself on top of him. From then onwards it was an experience which he knew would remain with him for the rest of his life, his first taste of love. God, he loved her, he wanted her, tried to convince himself that everything the other guys said was just boasting. Ingrid was only interested in Mel Borden; there were no other men in her life.

His disillusionment was not long in coming. There were other lovers; Ingrid herself admitted it to him. And afterwards he broke down and wept.

One forlorn hope kept him going; she might be pregnant. Then even that one last straw was washed from his grasp and Mel Borden had to face up to it that Ingrid would never be his. All he had left from his first love affair was a memory. And now that memory was alive again.

He wondered why the comparison had taken so long to dawn on him. Erzulie came to him again, naked and beautiful, merging out of the darkness with a flashing white smile, extended arms that went around his neck and drew him close.

‘You've been away a long time,’ he murmured as their first long kiss came to an end.

‘What is time?’ she sighed. ‘We have an eternity in front of us. Our love is immortal.’

‘Not quite,’ he answered. ‘I am still mortal.’

‘But not for long,’ she led him across to the bed and lowered herself down beside him. ‘Have you succeeded yet?’

‘Perhaps. I cannot say for certain. I have worked out a formula, but until that data is fed into the computer it is impossible to say for sure, and I cannot process that information until the time arrives.’

‘I suppose that is all we can hope for at present,’ she murmured. ‘But the time is drawing nigh when world conflict will be brought to a climax.’

‘I will do everything possible,’ he assured her. ‘but it is becoming increasingly difficult. I am being watched closely, hardly a minute goes by when the security forces are not checking on my whereabouts.’

She smiled, her lips pouted and going in search of his, her nipples scraping on his chest and transmitting sensations that made him forget about everything except Erzulie, the Black Venus.

It could have been an hour, it might have been five, before their damp bodies disengaged. A feeling of euphoric exhaustion engulfed Mel Borden and he had to fight to prevent his eyelids from closing. Soon he would sleep and when he awoke Erzulie would be gone. He wanted to grasp her wrists, to hold her here but he knew it was an impossibility. She would come and go as she chose, as she had done over the centuries, an elusive will-o'-the-wisp whom none could fetter.

‘I shall be back,’ he couldn't see her now, not even the whiteness of her eyes and teeth as she stepped into the shadows. ‘Have faith in me, Mel, and beware the dark powers which those who seek to destroy the world are trying to harness. There are more dangerous forces abroad than even I can hope to understand. My mission is one of love - theirs is of death!’

And then she was gone and Borden felt himself drifting into a dreamless sleep where even the beautiful Erzulie did not exist.




Lex Gruber was not to be deterred by the presence of security forces over whom he did not have direct and absolute control.

The eyes behind the thick lenses took in the scene as he walked from the car to the large grey stone building with the sign ‘Police Station’ above its doorway. Blurton followed at his heels. Calloway remained seated behind the wheel of the car, a post which he would not relinquish no matter how high the temperature inside the vehicle soared. It was ten minutes to midday by the clock on the dashboard; the other two might be an hour, they could be three. Patience was not a virtue, it was a vital ingredient in the make-up of any CIA member.

Gruber's features were expressionless yet his bearing denoted arrogance as he walked into the police station, took in the duty sergeant with a cursory glance.

‘Oh yes, sir,’ the uniformed officer lost no time in opening up a side counter flap and standing back so that the others could pass through, subservient in his every attitude, instinctively recognising a superior rank though not within his own force. ‘Will you step this way, please. The commissioner arrived a few minutes ago.’

Gruber grunted. He had already noted the silver-grey Daimler parked outside, the bulletproof windshields, knew to whom it belonged. He felt a sense of condescension in meeting the Chief Commissioner of Scotland Yard at all, and only came here on White House instructions. A formality. Questions would be asked, but the answers need not necessarily be the truth. It was none of their goddamned fucking business what happened inside Caerlaverock boundaries and even they could not set foot inside without Home Office approval, which in turn had to be obtained from the Vice-President of the USA. So this meeting was just a waste of everybody's time.

‘Ah, Mr Gruber,’ a tall sleek man rose from behind a desk as the sergeant opened the door, eyes that met and held Gruber's, a hand half-extended then lowered in the same movement. There were going to be no concessions on either side; plain speaking because that was what everybody wanted. No niceties.

Gruber and Blurton sat down in the two vacant chairs, nodded to the others in the room. Cops, high-ranking ones. What the fuck. Men in their late forties or early fifties, conference-types who made decisions and ordered asses to be kicked because they didn't want to dirty their own shiny shoes. Maybe some were SAS but they wouldn't let on if they were; you made your own guesses.

‘The Home Office is screaming for a report on the eleven men who were electrocuted on your fence,’ the commissioner came straight to the point. ‘I've promised them one tomorrow so I'd like the facts. We already have the coroner's report.’

‘They were trying to bust in,’ Gruber said. ‘That much was obvious. Nobody stands a chance of getting in.’ Christ be damned and hope they don't know anything about the nigger.

‘That would be the obvious conclusion that most people would jump to,’ the other glanced at his colleagues but nobody gave a sign of what they really thought. ‘We can't altogether rule out that possibility.’

Of course you can't, you stupid prick, Gruber thought and flicked his lighter; he drew heavily on a Marlboro and thought it was time somebody smoked. He hated these games of pussyfooting about, waiting for someone to make the first move. If you've got any ideas spew 'em out. 'cos I'm keeping mine. ‘I don't see any other motive.’

‘Were they known spies, terrorists, or members of any extreme group then I would be inclined to agree with you,’ the commissioner spoke softly, his gaze unwavering. ‘But that isn't the case. They were members of a remote rural community, ordinary men, tradesmen, businessmen and office clerks. There is some underlying motive for what they did.’

‘Whatever their plans, they got burned up fast.’

‘Maybe, but we still have to find out why.’

‘My job starts and ends inside Caerlaverock. That's your problem, Commissioner.’

A sudden uneasy silence; four British against two Americans. There was going to be no co-operation on the part of the latter, that much was clear, in spite of the odds.

‘I'd like to remind you Mr Gruber …’ The commissioner's features hardened and he started to blink rapidly. Those who knew him well recognised it as a sure sign that he was rattled. And you didn't rattle Whitehall top brass lightly.

‘I'd remind you, Commissioner, that it needs a Home Office order countersigned by the Vice-President of the USA himself to conduct any enquiry into Caerlaverock.’

‘We have that order. You must know that.’

Gruber did and he bit the tip of his cigarette. Now they there starting to rattle him. ‘I was requested to attend an enquiry here. I didn't have to. But your powers end at the outer perimeter fence of the base, Commissioner. Both Blurton, myself and the guy in the car outside can go right back in there any time we choose and there ain't anyone in this country can stop us.’

‘All right,’ the other conceded a point, otherwise this meeting might as well be declared null and void. ‘I accept that you came here voluntarily, but we should all be grateful for your help.’

Lex Gruber exhaled a stream of tobacco smoke that drifted upwards and mushroomed against the ceiling. It might be interesting to hear a few theories; it might even throw some light on that fucking nigger. ‘OK, let's start again. They were ordinary guys with no political motives for crashing into Caerlaverock and no criminal records. Just your Mister Joe Public and his mates.’

‘Exactly,’ a faint note of relief. ‘We know how they died, we just want to find out why. Let's start with the funerals. They'd all buried wives or children.’

‘And hated our guts for it.’

‘That's ridiculous. It was some crazy kid with a record of violence who …’ The commissioner broke off.

‘He was dead. So they had to take it out on somebody. What better than the big bogey man they'd done everything they could to try and get shifted off their doorstep? Commissioner, a few years ago in the States there was a woman killed in a road accident. The traffic systems had been altered to try and ease an ingoing flow of morning road users. A guy who had been driving the old route for five years didn't spot the change because he wasn't looking and killed himself and this chick in one helluva pile-up. Now, this chick's husband went out of his mind and bought himself a scattergun. If the guy who had killed his wife had still been alive he'd've got the buckshot. But he wasn't. So it was the next on the list who got the death sign; the police, because they had instigated the changed traffic regulations. So this bum went into police HQ with a 12-gauge Miroko tucked under his jacket and just opened fire. He killed three officers before he was gunned down but he didn't give a fuck. No, sir! He lay there on the floor throwing up blood like he was vomiting beans and tomato sauce and he laughed all the way until he died. Man, he'd wanted to die bad and that was the best way he could think of doing it. Get me?’

The commissioner nodded. ‘You may have a point there.’

‘No “may” about it. Those jerks came looking for trouble and found it. And they also wanted to die.’

‘That leaves us with two alternatives then, Mr Gruber. Suicide incorporating a blind urge for vengeance and a deliberate intention to break into Caerlaverock. Possibly a mixture of both. However, the Home Office and the police force are raising questions about your defence system.’

‘What about it?’

‘It presents a threat to the police!’

For once Lex Gruber was unable to maintain an impassive expression. His mouth opened, it required a conscious effort to grunt. ‘What!’

‘Live fences should be a last line of defence, Mr Gruber.’

‘Jeez, we gotta moat filled with broken glass before that.’

‘Nevertheless, there is always a risk that children might trespass beyond the outer fence. I think that you should arrange your barriers so that the most dangerous are the innermost.’

Like fuck! There's sufficient megaton force in there to level London so you'd never know it'd existed. ‘You know what we got in there, Commissioner? You've heard of Spectre III?’

‘I'm fully aware of the dangerous potential. The Home Office realises the necessity for watertight security but more outer barriers, barbed wire and ditches might serve to deter the casual busybody. It would be in your interests, too. There are a lot of questions going to be asked for a long time to come so I just hope you've got the answers handy.’

Sax Blurton glanced at his chief out of the corner of his eye. You only discovered Gruber's moods if you knew where to look; a pink spot below the ear lobe denoted a smouldering fury that had to ease its way out of a safety valve somewhere. The chief wouldn't blow, he wasn't that kind of man. Not here, anyway. He'd save it all up until later.

‘That's out of my hands, Commissioner,’ his lips barely moved, more of an utterance that came from somewhere deep inside him. ‘I just look after what the White House installs, make sure it works. I don't rig up fences or dig moats.’

‘Quite, I'm just making a point,’ the other glanced down at some papers on the desk in front of him. ‘That of course is already being raised with your people by the Home Secretary. I thought that perhaps in the meantime, just to ensure that nobody else meets with an unfortunate accident …’

‘There ain't no accidents at Caerlaverock, Commissioner,’ Gruber's jaw squared. ‘Anybody gets killed then that's how it's meant to be. There are enough warning notices for those who ain't heard about us.’

Silence again. The commissioner shifted uneasily in his seat. He hadn't meant to have a go at Gruber over the defence system; the Home Office had already lodged an official complaint with the White House. Public opinion had demanded it. But he did not expect any changes to be made. Caerlaverock was an exception; the Americans had full control and NATO ensured that it stayed that way. It was a bitter pill that had to be swallowed.

The commissioner could not openly retract. He had let his instincts rule him, and it was all due to that demo he'd tried to ban only to be overruled in the High Court. He, too, was looking for a scapegoat.

‘Anyway, we'll leave all that for the Home Office and the White House to sort out between them, Mr Gruber,’ a tactical retreat, a kind of laissez-faire, passing the buck. ‘And I shall file my report on the lines we have agreed.’

I've agreed nothing, Gruber thought and checked a retort. It had all been a waste of time. It couldn't be anything else.

‘Oh, there's just one more thing,’ a police officer's afterthought, the sort that trapped the unwary just when they thought an interrogation was over.

‘Yeah?’

‘Eleven men died on Caerlaverock territory. A twelfth is listed as missing.’

‘I wouldn't know.’ Not that fucking nigger for Chrissake!

‘A man by the name of Bjorn Fitch, a Dane who had been living in the village for a short while. He, too, lost his wife to the petrol bomb. He was last seen by some bystanders walking with those who subsequently died. He's officially listed as missing.’

‘Thousands go missing every year because that's the way they want it. They take steps to see that nobody catches up with them. That's their business.’

‘Of course.’ Narrowed eyes, looking for reaction and not finding one. ‘But we'd like to find Fitch, ask him some questions.’

‘Anything on him?’

‘No, nothing at all. That's what's worrying us. A name that we can't even trace except on the deeds of his property. Nobody really knew him except to pass the time of day with. His wife, or whoever the woman who lived with him was, is dead; charred to a cinder. If he went with those others to Caerlaverock why didn't he die with them? He worries me, Mr Gruber and I hope to God he worries you. Because officially Bjorn Fitch doesn't exist!’

Gruber lit another Marlboro. Blurton thought maybe it was a trick of the flickering fluorescent lighting but it seemed that the chief's fingers shook slightly.




II : Chapter 19 - THE VILLAGE OF THE DEAD

Sallus drove for five hours without stopping. Seldom had he exceeded 40mph. Even at that speed his reflexes were stretched, every movement of the controls taxing his physical resources. He hunched forward, each mile adding to his agony.

He had no fixed destination in mind. Just driving. Anywhere, any place that would put Caerlaverock Castle and all its unspeakable terrors behind him, his greatest fear that night must fall again.

Road signs went unread. Snaking black tarmac that could lead anywhere. It didn't matter. Only distance counted.

It was hot inside the Mini. Mark Sallus sweated, felt as though he was stuck to the seat with glue. Traffic built up, thinned out. The landscape changed from mountains to rolling parched plains, then back to mountain ranges again. He knew he was heading west because the sun was still ahead of him, losing some of its power as evening advanced.

Climbing, having to change down to bottom gear to make the gradient. Lengthening shadows, the sun now lost behind a range of peaks, its dying light radiating the sky. It was more humid than ever inside the car now. Sallus licked his lips dry and wished that he had a drink. He hadn't because he had not anticipated the need for victuals. It was the modern way of life; when you became hungry or thirsty you stopped somewhere and purchased your needs. Only now there were no shops, the last he'd seen was in the village some miles back although he hadn't really noticed them, just an indistinguishable blur as he drove through.

His intention had been to keep on driving, only stopping to refuel when the petrol gauge dropped. He had meant to go south, the length of the country, but somehow he had wandered off course and was now heading due west.

There was another factor he had not taken into consideration and it struck him when he least expected it. He topped a rise, the road ahead levelling out across open moorland, a kind of plateau on the roof of the world, a land of desolation.

He changed up to third gear, accelerated, and then the engine faded, a sudden loss of power that had him changing down trying to retrieve it. Silence except for the crunching of tyres on loose chippings as the Mini cruised to a standstill.

Mark Sallus guided the car to the unfenced grass verge and sat there, waves of hopelessness flooding over him. He did not even get out and throw the bonnet up because he knew it would be futile. His field of knowledge lay almost exclusively in the food industry; it did not even infringe upon things mechanical. The handbook in the glovebox was a manual of unsolvable mysteries.

He continued to sit there, watching the advancing night vanquish the day, a red-tinged sky slowly turning to a deeper shade. A flock of crows lazily cawed their way home to a distant roost and everything was still, those few moments between day and night when there is an awesome hush if one takes the trouble to listen for it amidst everyday noises. And up here there was no noise, so you were aware of that hush.

Mark Sallus shook his head, attempted to drag himself out of a trance-like state. Sheer exhaustion, that was his trouble, he decided. He had not slept for almost forty-eight hours and even then his slumber had been a troubled one. He wondered if he might be able to sleep in the car, tiredness overcoming the discomfort of a cramped position. He closed his eyes, opened them again. Strangely sleep was not an appealing thought; his brain was too active, still trying to cope with the horrors of recent days. Maybe he should get out, walk up and down and stretch his legs and clear his brain. After that he might be able to sleep. But he made no move to open the door. It was as though his willpower had been sapped.

Night was a frightening prospect. Was it just an accident that his flight had led him here? He knew he was somewhere in Wales, lost in a wild mountainous region. On the morrow he must abandon the car and walk. Keep on walking until he came to a place where he could get help. But he wasn't going anywhere in the dark. He shuddered, the atmosphere had turned much colder and it seemed to revive him a little, movement returning to his limbs. He thought he might have found the strength to get out of the car. No! Instinctively he was winding the windows up, locking the doors. A sigh of relief because he felt safer. Nobody … nothing could reach him in here.


Liar! You
're trapped and helpless … at the mercy of …

He started to sweat again, sat watching the shadows lapping across the moor like a fast incoming tide swallowing up the land. The far mountain peaks in silhouette seemed to take on weird shapes, dark horsemen in combat, writhing bodies that kicked their last; a land of eternal strife where only the strong survived. And then the darkness swallowed them, too.

He closed his eyes trying to shut it all out. Perhaps he would eventually sleep and when he awoke it would be daylight. But sleep eluded him, his mind speeding up like his car in full working order with the choke pulled out, eager to race on to new territories.

Sallus saw a face. At first the features were unrecognisable, half-hidden in shadows. Then the shadows shifted, and he saw thick lips that moved and uttered soundless words, profanities that no human should hear. Vile cursings that came from the lips of … Ivan!

Mark jerked upright, staring hard into the surrounding blackness. There was nothing there, no face. Only darkness. A land where nothing lived, even shunned by the hunting nocturnal predators because there was nothing here. Nothing … nothing … nothing!

But there was! He could feel it, the same as he had felt it at the castle, a vibrant presence that taunted with its whisperings, touched with a thousand icy fingers and watched with eyes that glowed like distant campfires.

And the face was there, pressed against the window only inches from his own, the heavy features flattened into an obscene hideousness. Ivan!


No, it can't be. You're dead. I killed you!


You can never kill me. Only change me!

The mouth was wide, spewing dark fluid on to the glass so that it ran down, a mixture of brackish water and blood that reeked of putrefying foulness, the stench of rotting flesh, vomit and faeces, eyes that had died and come to life again.

A scratching sound, dirty broken fingernails scrabbling against the glass … trying to get in!

Sallus shrank back. He thought he screamed but he couldn't be sure. A movement of constricted vocal chords, trying to turn his head away.


There is nowhere to hide.

Panicking, there was nowhere on the floor big enough to squeeze himself into so that he could cower and wait for daylight. His eyelids refused to move, but even had they done so he knew that it would have been impossible to shut out whatever lurked outside the car, a thing that resembled Ivan but was not Ivan, a blasphemy to Man's Creator.


It couldn't get inside, though! Now it was Mark's turn to laugh, a sound that was real, filling the interior of the car. He was the taunter now. He saw those lips curl into a snarl, smelled the foul breath they exuded. The rage, those scratching fingers bunched into fists that hammered on the glass and vibrated the window frames, a thing of the dead which was denied its prey by Man's mechanical genius, a steel lock that kept it at bay.

A fury that escalated and subsided, a demoniac frustration that was as harmless as a child's tantrum because he had thwarted it; a monster that was yet to be endowed with the powers of the gods which it had summoned in its last hour, a tormented soul wandering hopelessly, mortgaged to the darkness.

A new strength flooded over Mark Sallus, a visitor to a zoological gardens who delights in angering the caged savage beast, laughing out loud as it hurls itself against steel bars. And in the end, bored by his cowardly taunting, moves on.

The face receded and outside there was only the blackness of a summer's night. It was gone as though it had never been. Except for the dark coloured stains on the glass, trickles that had congealed into an inverted tree-like shape, muddy brown in colour; the stench being cleansed by the freshening westerly breezes. And then came the pattering of a light isolated shower of rain as though sent to scour, wash away the lingering vomit of the undead.

Mark Sallus sensed the peacefulness embodied in that rainstorm, a lullaby from the heavens that soothed his tortured soul, a soul that was no longer his own.

Ivan was gone. But his departure was only temporary. He would be back.




A grey damp morning, low clouds that became entangled with the sharp mountain peaks and needed time to extricate themselves, daylight hesitant to trespass upon the domain of darkness, treading warily.

Mark Sallus stirred. His head ached and his limbs seemed to have locked. He stared into the enshrouding greyness, felt its dampness penetrating his bones. But he waited for the first weak rays of sunlight to melt the mist before he eased the door open. Just in case the fog hid … something!

Slowly the flat landscape was bared right back to the surrounding mountains, pinnacles that jutted haughtily into the cloudless blue sky, majestically mocking any terrors which the night may have held.

Sallus got out of the car and sank down on the dew-laden grass as the circulation returned to his limbs. He writhed in agony for a few minutes then lay still and let the warmth of the new day soak into him. He was hungry but worst of all was the thirst. His ears picked up the sound of rushing water, a stream some distance from the road, and he set out to find it.

It took him almost an hour to reach the first sign of human habitation, a straggling village nestling at the foot of the mountains, a cluster of grey slate buildings with a few modern houses on the far side.

The main street was empty although a small general store displayed an ‘open’ sign on its door. He pushed his way in, heard a bell ring somewhere in the gloomy recesses but it was a couple of minutes before a plump woman with her hair done up in a grey bun put in an appearance, frowning as though he had no business intruding upon whatever she had been doing.

‘Can I help you?’ I don't really want to but it's the only way to get rid of you.

‘My car has broken down a couple of miles back,’ he pointed vaguely in the direction of the moor. ‘I wondered …’

‘There's no garage in the village,’ her tone was abrupt; we don't encourage strangers but we'd like to see you on your way out of here as soon as possible. ‘But there's a telephone box opposite the church. You can ring the AA from there.’

‘Thank you,’ he cast his eyes over the packed shelves, almost said. ‘I'm starving, thirsty as well’, felt her mutely urging him to make up his mind. ‘A packet of those pre-packed baps, please. And a quarter of cooked ham. Oh, and a bottle of lemonade.’

She served him quickly. He had not believed her capable of moving so fast, then he found himself outside in the sunlit street clutching his purchases.

He spotted a worn iron bench on an expanse of rough grass that was obviously intended as the village green, now browned by weeks of scorching sun so that it resembled a council paraquat spraying job. Kill the weeds because they're part of Nature and don't belong in a world governed by the System.

He ate ravenously, tearing the spongy bread apart and cramming the insipid pinky meat in between, drinking from the bottle as he ate, spilling the foaming liquid down his shirt. Munching noisily.

He finished his meal and glanced about him. There wasn't a soul in sight, not even a housewife rushing to the village's one and only shop. The houses had an air of desertion, chimneys with not so much as a wisp of smoke spiralling up from them. Maybe the occupants didn't need fires in the summer or perhaps they heated and cooked with oil. Perhaps there weren't any occupants …

Untended front hedges that screened the gardens behind them. Upper windows with curtains still closed; a protection against the heat?

A sense of uneasiness, that feeling of being watched again. He rose to his feet, brushed crumbs from his clothing. Next, the telephone …

He spotted the church, a pair of jackdaws perched on the belfry; they seemed to be staring down at him. Hostile.


For Christ's sake, everybody stop watching me!

He turned away. A curtain in one of the windows on the opposite side of the street fluttered. It could have been the breeze; except that there was none. Quickening his pace, jerking open the door of the phone booth. Reaching for the receiver. Then stopping in dismay.

The flex was cut, hanging by loose wires, the dial twisted into a leering grin.

Sallus stepped back into the open, releasing the door, letting it bump shut with a hollow sound that seemed to echo inside the vandalised cubicle.

He turned away, wondered if there was a telephone in one of the houses he could use. Or even somewhere to stay for a few days.

The village was mocking him with its emptiness, laughing silently at his plight. He looked wildly about him, trying to fight down the panic that was threatening to engulf him. Run! Where to? Anywhere, but run!

With an effort he controlled his impulse and began walking back the way he had come. More curtains moved. Once a privet hedge rustled as though someone crouched behind it and spied upon him. He stopped, turned, and a blackbird flew out screeching indignantly.

He passed the shop again, peered inside through the grimed window but it was empty. The proprietor would not thank him for a second intrusion, not even if it was under the guise of a purchase.

The houses were petering out again and he looked back across the moor, a brown wasteland with odd patches of purple heather and flowering yellow gorse. Nothing moved. Even the crows had not returned at daybreak.

It was crazy, as crazy as Caerlaverock Castle and all its inexplicable terrors. A mountain village where the only visible occupant had shown hostility, the telephone sabotaged as though to sever all outside communications. He tried to think logically. Out there, a couple of miles across the moor his car, his only means of getting away from here, stood by the roadside like a wounded bird incapable of movement. A telephone that also needed repair. An empty village which mutely spurned him. Driving him back whence he had come.

He sighed, turned and stared back at the houses, felt the atmosphere eating into him, one of utter despair that hung like a formation of low cloud over the slated roofs. Desolation that was in its infancy, houses that were on the threshold of decay. An empty village, a village of death!

He returned to his seat on the neglected green, sank down and felt his earlier fatigue returning. The sun climbed high into the sky, blazed down mercilessly, but he felt no heat, only a damp cold that chilled his bones.

Some time later he glanced up, listened. Footsteps, slow dragging ones that scraped the dusty road beyond the bend in the main street. Jackdaws which had been scratching for wireworms in the moist fresh earth of the new graves in the cemetery flew up squawking their alarm, circled, and returned to their sumptuous feast.

Mark Sallus watched the bend in the road, squinting in the bright sunlight, his scalp prickling a warning. The footsteps were louder, quicker. Nearer.

And then he saw the man walking in the centre of the road, a tall figure, head bowed so that the features were hidden. Coming closer.

That voice was screaming inside Sallus again. Run, and keep running. Run now before it's too late.

But he stayed.

The stranger slowed his pace, straightened up. And Mark Sallus saw his face for the first time.

It was pale and hatchet-shaped, the whiteness accentuated by the jet black hair and bushy eyebrows that were hooded as though to protect him from the dazzling sunshine. Clad in a rough working shirt and thick homespun trousers, his boots were scuffed and covered with dust. On his back he wore a canvas haversack, the loose straps hanging down and flapping.

Sallus felt his breathing check, his heart begin to speed up. Their eyes met, fear and hostility converging.


Run!

The tall man smiled, a movement of the lips which curled them back over a double row of yellowed broken teeth, and moved forward again.

And Mark Sallus cursed himself for not having fled when his instincts urged him to. But it would not have made any difference.

Because for him there was no hiding place left.




II : Chapter 20 - DENAK

The tall man stopped only a yard or so away from Mark Sallus and went through the motions of another smile. When he spoke his voice was heavy with a strong foreign accent.

‘You are Mark Sallus.’ It was a statement of fact that left no room for a denial.

Sallus nodded and swallowed. There were questions he wanted to ask but feared the answers, things he would rather not know.

‘You have walked a long way,’ the other continued. ‘Your car is still parked by the road out there. I passed it a short while ago.’

Mark nodded again, managed to make his vocal chords function. ‘How … how do you know me?’

‘I know you. You were a friend of Ivan's.’

Sallus stiffened, noticed the ‘were’ and it frightened him. Oh God, they'd found the body already, tracked him here.

‘You are helping us. That is why I have followed you here. Perhaps you sought to escape us.’ A guttural laugh that hung in the windless atmosphere. ‘But there is no escape.’

Sallus sighed. ‘I know. But what's your name?’

‘Call me … Denak!’ A smug expression as though he wanted to make Sallus aware of a deliberate lie. ‘You are a fool, Mark, to think you could throw us off like that. However, there is no harm done and in truth we are all well rid of the man known as Ivan. His failures were all too frequent.’

An uneasy silence, Mark Sallus wilting under Denak's piercing stare.

‘We are not making much progress at present,’ Denak continued. ‘For some reason this man Borden is not responding as we had hoped. We dare not call upon a higher power. Only the ultimate remains.’

‘We must if all else fails!’ Denak's eyes narrowed and the expression in them reminded Sallus of Ivan; a stoat-like blood thirst, the inevitability of death in its most violent form. ‘Perhaps tonight we shall be able to discover what has gone wrong.’

Mark groaned inwardly. Physically and mentally he could not stand another calling so soon. Pan had appeared in fluted evil and only spared him because Ivan was there for the taking. Next time it could be himself.

‘There is an ancient place of worship not far from here,’ Denak squatted on his haunches and Sallus saw that he was not even sweating in the heat, his skin dry and dusty. ‘It is on a hilltop beyond the launching base. Once it was used by druids and other sects who met in the dark hours. Tonight we shall use it. In the meantime I suggest that we return to your car. A vehicle is a necessity in remote places, it saves so much time and effort.’

‘We shall need a mechanic first. I was going to telephone for assistance but the phone box has been damaged.’

‘Let us go and take a look. I have a basic knowledge of mechanics and there is always the chance that it is something quite simple.’

It took them an hour to reach the Mini. Mark Sallus sat on the dry dusty grass as Denak explored beneath the bonnet. After some minutes the latter straightened up, lips retracted in the motions of a smile. ‘Start it up please.’

The engine burst into life at the first press of the starter. Sallus winced, closed his eyes. He didn't know whether it was himself or the car juddering. Cold, almost icy air wafted over him; it might have been the Mini's cooling system.

When he opened his eyes Denak was sitting beside him. He had not felt him get in.

‘No trouble,’ another smile from the foreigner (Sallus had make up his mind that Denak came from one of the Iron Curtain countries but he could not decide which one). ‘Nothing to worry about at all.’

They drove steadily back through the village. The heat seemed to add to the air of desertion, a shanty town somewhere on the edge of a parched desert, its inhabitants fled, never to return. Nobody knew where or why, just that they had gone.

The cold was gone. Now a burning heat, a sun that blinded. Sallus eased his foot up off the throttle, knew he ought to pull in to the side of the road because his vision was obstructed but somehow he couldn't. A strange force urged him on, drew him towards that burning mass of fire.


He threw a hand up to shield his eyes but there was no way of keeping it out. A searing heat, scorching his skin. Buildings that were flattened and burning debris, a living hell.

Mark Sallus knew he was powerless. Yet the car still carried on as though impervious to the inferno, flames licking at the windows, tyres crunching over ground that cracked with the heat.

Still driving, now able to see more clearly. The flames had died down, everywhere smouldering and smoking, a fog that thickened and thinned, weird shapes that parted to allow the passage of the vehicle.

Ashes as far as the eye could see, still glowing red in places. A dead landscape that would smoulder for eternity, and then a man, at least it was human in shape. Tall and bowed, striding through the holocaust purposefully, relentlessly. Mark could not take his eyes off the figure. Something about it was familiar; the posture, the gait.

Suddenly he saw the face as it turned in his direction, a disfiguration of flesh and bone that inhaled and exhaled the smoky atmosphere, wizened with age and heat. Features that changed with each expression. Hopelessness, rage … then hate; a hate that embodied the ultimate in evil and power, a malevolence that would conquer because there was none to match it.

Sallus stared, unable to draw his eyes away. That face filled until it was bloated, thin lips pouting to puke blood, yet still managing to mutter incantations. Ivan for a passing moment, and then shrinking back to its former leanness, darker, more evil than ever, so familiar that Mark couldn't place it, his hand going up to his face, again trying to shut it out, fighting not to recognise it.

‘It is warm in the sun,’ Denak spoke softly. ‘but now that we have passed into the shade cast by the mountains it is cooler.’

Sallus half-turned, recognised those features which had tantalisingly eluded him and if he could have screamed he would have done so. Denak's countenance was stamped with the brand of evil, a mask of malevolence that burned and still lived, had become immune to death in all its forms, the living dead. The immortals.

‘The heat does not agree with you?’ Denak's lips twitched mockingly. ‘Sometimes it does strange things to a man.’

Sallus glanced down at the temperature gauge on the dashboard. It was hovering on the red warning sector.

And far away beyond the mountain peaks came a long low rumble of thunder.




II : Chapter 21 - MY

Some claimed that the smell of death, that acrid cloying unmistakable odour, still lingered in the shell of the burned-out nuclear shelter. But fire is the greatest cleanser of all and probably the stench was psychological. Nevertheless, it was not a pleasant place in which to linger.

Major Kirkton's house had been up for sale for over a month; seven more houses in the village were also on the market. The estate agents had one prospective buyer for one of the stone cottages in the main street, a southerner who was toying with the idea of purchasing a weekend place in the Welsh mountains. But he hadn't made his final decision yet. Holidays spent in the shadow of Caerlaverock missile base was not a pleasant prospect. The agents, Walters and Whinney, were not confident of selling the other property in the immediate future. It all depended upon the world situation, whether the USSR cutback or increased their armaments, and how the Americans reacted. Whether Spectre III was the deterrent to nuclear war which the USA said it would be. Or the hair trigger which set it off.

And suddenly one tiny, previously unheard of, village became the focal point, the trigger for the annihilation of civilisation.

Less than half the population of the small village had remained after the mass funeral, just a few families stranded by the tide of circumstance, slate workers in the nearby quarries, farm labourers, and Mrs Griston who kept the local store and hoped that one day her grandson would come home from Surrey to take it over. Otherwise she, too, would have gone. And she hadn't heard from her grandson for over a year.

The playground adjoining the school was seldom used these days. Not only because of the dwindling juvenile population, but because there was a much more interesting place to go and play, somewhere that called for a greater degree of daring, a sinister spooky place where you could play a number of games that you learned out of the imported horror comics. And to show the others that you weren't chicken you could climb the Meccano-like tower, thirty-feet-high, and look right down on the missile base. Unless there was low cloud you could see the buildings clearly, note how only the tops showed, as though the ground beneath had suddenly subsided and swallowed up the foundations. You could pick out the half-wild Alsatians mooching in the compound and actually see a live guard when duties were changed. But even with a pair of binoculars you couldn't see in through those slitted windows in the observation post. But you kidded your mates you had and even tried to describe the weapons which they kept at the ready in there. But your gaze always returned to that huge jutting tube like a half-buried gigantic trench mortar. Everybody knew what that was. It was out of there that the warhead would be fired one day to signal the end of Mankind. It didn't do to stare at it too long because if you did you felt vertigo coming on and it was all too easy to fall. And when finally you alighted on terra firma your legs were so shaky that you could hardly stand. Nevertheless, you would come back tomorrow for another look. Caerlaverock had a ghoulish fascination for the young.

There were other things that happened inside the remnants of Major George Kirkton's shelter also; things that schoolkids weren't supposed to know anything about. Jackie Wilson had got herself a baby in there which she could well have done without. At twenty-seven and unmarried she had been to bed with a score of different lovers and prided herself that she knew how to take care of herself! Her list of boyfriends had dwindled to two regulars since the disaster; Geoff Lewis and Wilf Morgan. She liked to think that they had only stayed behind after losing their wives because of what she had to offer.

Jackie had been taken to the old shelter twice in the same week by both men; Geoff on the Tuesday and Wilf on the Friday, the night of the storm when it had been so dark down there that you couldn't see what you were doing - not that you actually needed to see, but it made it that bit more exciting.

When the baby was born Jackie swore that it was the split image of Geoff; at three months she was convinced it was Wilf's. Logically it had to be Wilf's because that was the one night in her whole life when she had been really careless. Her skin prickled just recalling it and she wished she could forget.

The steel frames of the beds were still intact; take a blanket down there with you and it was a lot more comfortable than the backseat of any car. Wilf had brought a blanket that night and he'd been so eager to get started that he'd fallen down the last three steps and sprawled cursing on the floor. He thought he might have sprained his ankle, but right then that was one part of his body which neither of them were interested in.

Just as they had taken off their clothes and were starting to get on familiar terms with each other the first clap of thunder had exploded directly overhead. Jackie had started to tremble and it wasn't because of where Wilf s fingers were at that precise moment.

‘What's the matter?’ he grunted. ‘It's only a thunderstorm. It was brewing up half an hour ago.’

‘It's just …’ she had difficulty in finding words to explain her feelings. ‘… just that … you can sort of feel it inside you.’

He laughed softly but thought it wise not to try and make a crude joke of it. ‘Just forget it. By the time we've finished it'll all be over.’

Dusk showed through the square entrance at the top of the steps, a purplish angry section of sky that was lit up every few seconds by lightning, the glow infiltrating down into the room below and making the shadows into weird shapes.

Jackie was as tense as a steel hawser, legs straight out beneath her lover, fingernails digging into his bare shoulders, gouging him; clinging to him because she was frightened.

She could only see him in silhouette and somehow he looked different, bigger, stronger, muscles bulging and standing out like whipcord. No way could she relax.

‘You're different tonight,’ he rested awhile. ‘You look different, too.’

‘How d'you mean?’

‘I dunno really,’ he wiped his sweat-streaked face with the back of his hand. ‘I guess it's the storm, the lightening. Your skin looks a different colour.’ He refrained from adding. ‘like one of these 'ere black girls.’

The storm passed on, the thunder far away as it hit the mountain tops. It was pitch dark in the shelter. Jackie thought, I feel different. Especially now that the storm's gone. Almost like … I don't belong here … as if I was somebody else …

Her tension eased and her whole body seemed to come alive, recharged to capacity with a hunger for the man who lay on top of her. No, not quite that. Not just for Wilf. For a man; any man!

She pushed up at him, began to dictate the pace.

‘Hey!’ his teeth flashed white in the darkness. ‘What's come over you? Got a touch of the nymphos?’

She didn't answer him because she was incapable of coherent speech. Her body ruled her brain, driving her to the limits in search of a satisfaction that eluded her no matter what she did. Somehow Wilf had got underneath her, she couldn't remember how and it didn't matter; whipping herself into a frenzy of insatiable sexual desire, the sweat running down her body in tiny rivulets, flesh shaking.

Eventually he became annoyed with her, he couldn't make it again but she was still making demands on him, clawing at him with sharp fingernails as he attempted to push her away and grope for his scattered clothing.

And when he finally got away she didn't follow him up into the starless night; she stayed down there doing all kinds of instinctive things to try and obtain the satisfaction for which she craved. In the end she fell into an exhausted sleep and when at last she awoke it was morning.

Furtively she crept from the shelter, glancing behind her, expecting to see … she didn't know what she expected to see, but she was fearful of whatever might manifest itself out of the darkness down there. She must have been mad to have gone there at night, anyway. People had died in there. Horribly, agonisingly, their bodies blazing whilst they still lived. And it hadn't been an accident. It had been deliberate. Mass murder!

She cringed at the thought. And by turning it into a den of adultery she had shown her contempt for the slain, made them angry! Don't be stupid, there's nothing down there. They're all dead and gone. It's just a deserted fire-gutted room.

But there had been something there that night. Not creepy in the way one would expect, but something that seemed to take you over, mind and body, turning you temporarily into somebody else. Wilf had said she looked different. She'd felt different, done things that she would not have done otherwise. And that made it all the more frightening.

You stupid bitch, she told herself, you could damned well have a baby after that, acting like a teenager who's just found out what it's all about and can't get enough.

And now, eighteen months later, the full force of that terror pounded her like physical blows. She read it quite by chance, a snippet in a twelve-month-old newspaper which covered the bare boards under the sink in her town flat a hundred miles from Caerlaverock, the print blotched by the drips from the leaking waste-pipe; it had never made the headlines, but she had known Mickey Young and she knew what it was like down in that fallout shelter after dark.

Most of all it made her hate her baby because it had been conceived in that place where evil was spawned and you lost your soul to whatever lurked in the darkness.




Mickey Young was known to his schoolmates as MY. He didn't mind that, but he did mind being the only teenager in a village that was a mourner's paradise. He didn't feel any reason to be sad. Not now, anyway. The dead were dead and those who had left would not be returning. His father said that the job in the slate quarry was a good one and if they up and left like everybody else had done then the chances of finding work elsewhere were remote. With three million in the dole queue one could not afford to be particular. And, anyway, his dad added, it would be wrong to leave your mother lying up there in the cemetery with nobody to come and put fresh flowers on her grave every Sunday.

So MY found himself very much on his own. Mr Blencathrie, the ageing schoolmaster, mustered little enthusiasm for teaching a class of eight, so on at least two afternoons a week school finished shortly after the lunch break. The seven other pupils went home. MY found other things to do because going home was a depressing prospect. Sometimes he walked up into the mountains, following winding sheep tracks through the heather, other times he went fishing in the stream below the old mill which hadn't been in use for as long as he could remember.

He became tired of fishing. It was a pointless pastime because he rarely caught anything, and even when he did he put it back in the water because there was no way his father was going to prepare it for the table. Mostly they lived out of cans because it was the easiest.

Walking was also becoming boring. It was tiring, too, especially during the hot weather. MY lazed about on the green beneath the shady foliage of a large elm tree which had somehow escaped the disease which had destroyed those on the other side of the church. He didn't like churches because they always tried to make out you were sinful even when you had been good. The only time he went near it was when he went to put those flowers on his mother's grave on Sunday afternoons and then he gave the building as wide a berth as possible.

Yet in spite of all its preachings some of the churchgoers were sinful. MY knew that for a fact because it was just inside the lychgate where he had found the magazine, thrown behind the ivy tree as though some parishioner on his way to Matins had suddenly discovered that he still had it in his pocket and had panicked at the thought that he might have taken it into the service with him. That was hypocrisy, but MY didn't care because now he'd got the magazine.

Its pages excited him as he had never been excited before. Especially the centrespread which was in full colour, showing a naked black girl lying back on a tiger skin rug and displaying everything she'd got. MY had never seen between a woman's legs in his life before, which wasn't surprising because he didn't have any sisters, he was too young for a girlfriend (so his father repeatedly told him), and his mother had always seemed to be fully dressed even when emerging from the bathroom.

Lying there on the green he glanced around him, made sure that there was nobody in sight, and pulled the magazine out of his T-shirt where he had kept it hidden since school finished. He skipped through the pages, paying little more than cursory attention to the photographs of naked couples in a variety of positions. There was a full-page shot of a man, but that did not interest MY because there were no unsolved mysteries on show there. Whenever he explored the rest of the magazine he always came back to that centrespread.


She was his girlfriend. If he could not have a real flesh and blood one then he would have her, keep her hidden for those occasions when he was alone. That wasn't easy because his father forbade him to read in bed at night; he said they couldn't afford the electricity and anyway young boys needed as much sleep as they could get.

So MY took a torch to bed with him so that he could look at his girlfriend beneath the sheets where the light wouldn't be seen under the door by his father. It wasn't particularly successful, though, because it was a job to keep the pages unfurled so that they did not spoil her shapeliness.

She even had a name, which was nice, captioned in large lettering - Erzulie, the Black Venus, Temptress of Men.

Her name rolled easily off his tongue. Erzulie! It was a professional name, of course, simulating a goddess, but you didn't have to think of it like that; the picture was an original of Erzulie and if you looked at her for long enough she gave you all kinds of pleasurable sensations. Just as she was doing right now on the green!

MY sighed and looked about him. There was nobody in sight, but all the same he couldn't do what he wanted to do here. There were a number of places he could have gone to, the mountains, the stream, but it was hot and he didn't fancy walking far. There was only one thought in his mind. Erzulie was calling him and she could not be denied.

Then he remembered Kirkton's shelter and wondered why he hadn't thought of it before. He'd been down there once to play with a couple of other boys who had since left with their parents. It was creepy and it stank, a smell like bonfire ashes on 6 November, and something else which he couldn't define, an odour which was sharp and lingered in your nostrils for a long time afterwards.

He stood up, hid the magazine inside his shirt again, reluctant to part from his lover even for a few minutes. He didn't care much for the idea of going to Kirkton's place, almost changed his mind. Then he saw Erzulie again on that tiger rug, seeming to move, smiling. Speaking to him. It was funny how he knew what her voice would be like; soft and lilting, a faint foreign tang that added to its appeal. ‘Take me there, MY. Please. I need you.’

His pulses speeded up. And that other feeling was so strong now that he knew he couldn't wait much longer.

He set off at a fast walk, glancing down at himself and hoping that he wouldn't meet anybody. When he came in sight of the small shop he crossed over the road. Mrs Griston was the kind who would notice and gossip about the smallest detail.

To hell with the old bag! He heard Erzulie's tones again, almost broke into a run.

The drive was overgrown, straggling shrubs bending over as though trying to obstruct his passage. Nothing would stop him, not when Erzulie was calling him. A notice board, white with red lettering, reared up like some robot sentry posted to keep out intruders, boldly displaying its message. ‘Walters and Whinney, Estate Agents. For Sale.’ He skirted it as though it might suddenly attack him.

He tried not to look at the house as he circled it. Even in the bright sunlight it appeared to scowl like some living caricatured edifice in a child's picture book. He ran, not looking back, saw the entrance to the shelter, a black void yawning out of the ground, seeming to open wider to swallow him.

A gulp of relief as he reached the steps; the darkness was a cooling relief. He stood there staring down, trying to pierce the gloom, wanting to wait whilst his eyesight adjusted. But he couldn't wait, the urge was too strong.

He groped his way down, managed to make out shapes, skeletal furniture and fittings. He could see much better now, the daylight through the opening at the top of the steps filtering in, showing him everything he wanted to see.

That smelt was still there, a sort of staleness mingled with something else which he did not recognise. He pushed it from his mind and looked around for somewhere comfortable, somewhere where …

The bed was as solid as the day it had been forged, a black oblong frame with steel springs, creaking under his weight. He sighed, lay back and fumbled inside his shirt for the sex mag. The fingers which drew it out were trembling.

He lay there, not opening up the pages, a sudden feeling of moroseness assailing him. This was the place where his mother had died. He'd known it all along yet pushed it to the back of his mind. Selfishness. Other things, his own secret pleasure, had been more important. Now he looked about him, pictured the blinding explosion, the leaping flames, people screaming, rushing blindly. His mother - he saw her, tall and austere with flecks of grey in her short mousey-coloured hair, her clothes ablaze, that pink and blue flowered dress that she wore six days a week in the summer and washed on Saturdays, being burned from her body. Slim calloused fingers that had once been shapely and tender beat at the fire in vain. Naked. Oh, God, he'd never seen her like that before, never even thought that her body would be similar to the one in the magazine …

With a cry of anguish he flung the publication from him, heard it hit the wall with a kind of splatting sound, fluttered down like a swatted night moth, wings open, flapping on the floor. Pages flicked over and it settled on the centrespread. Erzutie!

No! He wanted to turn his head away, didn't want to look. But she made him, a lithe black figure in 3-D that smiled seductively. Look at me, MY.

His eyes met hers. No longer was her body of any interest to him. Somewhere over by the exit his mother had fallen in a fiery heap, arms and legs flaying wildly. Look at me, MY. See what they've done to me!

Erzulie again. No, look at me, MY! He was, he couldn't take his eyes off her.


You shouldn't have come here, MY. Words that whispered a warning that was too late. He thought they came from the Black Venus but it could have been his mother. Whichever it was, he knew they were right. He turned his head in the direction of the steps but it was impossible to see anything because of the blazing walls and ceiling. People everywhere, no longer rushing blindly, just screaming. Cursing. A stentorian voice from somewhere at the other end of the room telling them not to panic, cut off in mid-sentence.

Thick choking oily smoke … but he could still see Erzulie. She wasn't smiling any more. Her features had hardened, she glanced furtively about her as though somebody might come, they might be caught here together.


We shouldn't have come here, MY.

He nodded, didn't know what to say. He shouldn't have come but he had. Now he wanted to get away. He tried to swing his legs off the bed but they didn't respond. Please let me go!


I'd like to but I can't I'm trapped here just as you are, MY.

MY was frightened, more frightened than he'd ever been in his life. Previously the girl in the erotic photograph had had some kind of hold over him, dominated his actions. Hypnotised him. Now her power had gone like that of an abdicated sovereign; unchanged physically but … he couldn't explain it but somehow he liked her better this way. She was more like … like his mother!


I'm sorry, MY. Really I am. It was because of me that you came here.

He swallowed. It had grown very much colder, like one of those sunny spring afternoons when you set out for a long walk scantily clad and then got so cold that you wished you'd brought a topcoat. It was darker, too. The fire had burned right out and there wasn't even an intruding ray of sunlight from outside. He couldn't determine where the exit was. But he could still see Erzulie. She had shrunk back, legs drawn up, arms clasped around them as though she had suddenly remembered the inhibitions of her childhood.

She wasn't looking at him any more. She was glancing away towards where the steps should have been, mouthing a mute warning, her own fears.


Too late, MY, they are coming!

It was then that Mickey Young heard the footsteps, slow dragging ones, booted feet on concrete, laboured breathing as though whoever it was had been running. Suddenly the doorway was visible again, a pale grey light like that of dawn breaking. It couldn't be, though, because he had only been here a few minutes. He saw feet, two pairs, one wearing worn boots beneath thick homespun trousers, the other neater and lighter shoes, hesitant steps.

MY glanced round looking for Erzulie again but she wasn't there. Just a creased magazine that had finally folded shut, barely visible on the floor. Fear gripped him, a terror that merged with loneliness, a sense of abandonment.

Two men were standing just inside the shelter, silhouettes against the doorway, one so tall that he bent to avoid hitting his head on the roof. Or perhaps he had a natural stoop, hunchbacked in spite of his height.

The cold was more intense as though it wafted in with these strangers. Then a light so bright that it gouged MY's eyeballs like stabbing fingers, made him cry out but he could not jerk his head away. Yet in spite of the glare he saw the tall man's face, features that stretched the membrane of skin so that the skull bulged through - the face of DEATH!

MY saw the big man advancing on him, skeletal fingers outstretched, the other hanging back as though he wanted no part of it yet making no move to stop his companion.

MY screamed, the sound of his own voice bouncing back at him off the walls, mingling with a guttural mocking laughter.

And then he felt those fingers against the flesh on his neck, stalactites that gripped and dug deep with unbelievable force, squeezing so that his breath was cut off and his tongue protruded. A red haze shimmered before his eyes and even as it started to darken he thought he saw Erzulie standing there; remorseful yet powerless, her eyes wet with tears of grief and shame. Pleading with him to understand.


I'm sorry, MY. There's nothing I can do. Oh, I'm so sorry, please believe me.

And with his last conscious thought Mickey Young believed her … he also forgave her.




II : Chapter 22 - WAR CLOUDS

The president had played golf in the morning with the secretary of state. It had been a strained nine holes with neither of them playing to the best of their capabilities and neither seemed to care. They had other things on their minds, matters which caused their brows to furrow and stunted conversation to a formality. Two puppets controlled by the same master wire but pulling in opposite directions.

Secretary of State Radkin had held the office for two years, succeeding Fox because the latter also refused to bow to a higher invisible yet potent force. Too long had the CIA directed, influencing the president with every major decision. Now it was Radkin's turn. The previous day he had drafted his letter of resignation, locked it in a drawer in his desk. Tomorrow it would either be typed out or destroyed. Even he did not know which; he was tortured by indecision.

An uneasy silence prevailed over the two men. The eighth hole was a farce but neither seemed to notice, the caddies hanging back and fidgeting nervously. Everything that had to be said had been said. The president glanced at Radkin, steely forceful eyes locked in a mute stalemate, almost pitying each other.

Mancini, the president's security adviser, held the key to this latest explosive situation. Or rather, he was the spokesman for those who lurked behind the scenes in a sham democracy. By mid-afternoon their decision would be made, and at seven o'clock the president was making a television broadcast. Then the whole world would know. By then it would be war!

The president, tall and grey-haired, bow-legged which added to his rugged image, winced at the twinge in his chest. He always got chest pains at times like these and during those far-off election campaigns his doctors had advised him to stand down. In those days he had been strong enough to spurn advice (nobody gave him orders), and he had made promises to the electorate which he fully intended to keep. In the beginning he had done so; the Firearms Bill which statistics showed had reduced armed crimes by four and three-quarters per cent. Minimal, but somewhere people were still alive who would otherwise be dead; it would have been worth it to save just one life. A temporary cut in inflation; hopes that had faded. The Soviet grain embargo had proved to be the unsurmountable enemy, but it was all a question of principle. Heads you lose, tails you don't win. Promises broken, an agonised conscience that brought on the chest pains again. He had learned to live with them.

His marriage was another mistake that could not be rectified. A president's wife is a unique brand of woman, but you never know how she'll make out until you get to the top and then it's too late. Veronica couldn't cope so she stepped back out of the limelight, stayed home on the ranch. There were rumours, but he accepted rumours as such until they were proven; like British law, innocent until found guilty. Nevertheless it didn't help angina. No, it wasn't angina, just nervous tension that was fast coming to a head in spite of what his medical advisers said. They, too, had been advised. By Mancini, an abortive attempt to slide him out of office because he had asked too many questions. But he was still here.

The president was glad he wasn't lunching with Fox. There was nothing left to talk about. Mancini would threaten behind locked doors in a private room that was bugged by the CIA. If the decision wasn't the one they demanded there still might be time. Presidents weren't replaced overnight. Any form of delay was acceptable at this stage.

The president grunted, forced himself not to clutch at his chest. Too much weakness had been shown already. He had only delivered the ultimatum because he thought the USSR would back down. Like they had done over Cuba.

‘Wield a stick and they'll cower,’ Mancini had laughed, the cigar glued to his thick lips waggling up and down, showering white ash into his lap. The security adviser always hid behind a cigar. He even smoked throughout meals. Without it his dominance might have evaporated, the president thought.

The Russians wouldn't invade the oil-producing countries yet. They weren't ready. There were two sides to the argument. Attack them now or stall the inevitable for a while longer, maybe even a decade if you played it carefully. A decade was an age when there wasn't anything left to follow it; live now and pay later. Pray for another reprieve if you believed in God, accept Fate if you didn't. At any rate it was worth a try, a last desperate gamble.

The ultimatum was ill-timed. Not for the White House warmongers, though. A war was there for the winning if it was started now. But oh, Jesus God, there had to be a blood sacrifice, fifty million Britons, an island of scapegoats to provide the foil. Nobody would ever know, not even Congress. It wasn't a new idea, it had been spawned a decade ago and became reality with the prototype of Spectre Mark III. Even the British scientist who had made it all possible was in total ignorance. The ultimate in deterrents, the epitome of revenge if necessary. The whole world had breathed a sigh of relief, the echoes of which still hung in the winds.

Christ, it wasn't even left to the Russians to decide. They might withdraw all their militaria from those blood-soaked Afghanistan borders; there again, they might not. Whatever they did it wouldn't make any difference. A pseudo retreat that triggered off the annihilation of Britain, or a stand-fast and blow one little island off the globe just to show the West they meant business.

Spectre III was a suicide weapon. Maybe only Caerlaverock would survive in a burning gamma-soaked wasteland. Perhaps not, and there were plans for the missile base to be destroyed also when its work was done. Even the president did not know that. And Mancini would hardly be likely to tell him.

So far the Soviet troops had not heeded the 29 July deadline. If they had any intention of doing so then they were leaving it until the eleventh hour. They probably viewed it as yet another game of bluff and counter bluff. Give them until midnight, Mr Mancini. No way, a wobbling cigar and a miniature ash storm, if they haven't run by now they won't be going to, so why delay?

World extermination and then domination by the Americans, a nation of heroes applauding itself. Then the bitter internal struggles would follow, a Chicago-style takeover of civilisation because the USA was civilisation. Sorry, Mr President, you've been a great help but we don't need you anymore and we can't afford to pay you a retirement pension. Didn't we tell you, Mr Mancini isn't around any longer either?

Congress had to be told. The president made a hash of the ninth hole and came to a decision, the first real decision he'd made since the Firearms Bill which was already being lined up for repeal. It gave him another nasty shooting twinge that had him leaning on his iron as though he really cared about the game that Fox would win by the better margin. But it was no good telling another puppet, entwining their strings so that they both got tangled up.

They shook hands the way they always did, a limp wet fishlike clasp that was for the benefit of the watching caddies, relieved that the game was over and now Drake had to attend to other matters. There was still just time.

‘Like we were saying, Mr President …’ a feeble attempt to draw an unsatisfactory conclusion for the records.

‘No, nothing at all like we were saying, Mr Fox,’ the president's features were etched with lines that had grown deeper in the last hour. ‘nothing at all like that.’

‘What d'you mean?’

‘Simply that I wish you to inform Mr Mancini that our luncheon appointment is cancelled and …’

‘But you can't …’

‘I can and I will. I was elected president by the people of this country and I have a duty to them, one which I have been neglecting for some time. Now I shall attempt to put that right, both for their sake and for that of my own conscience.’

‘But Mr Mancini …’

The president nearly said, ‘Fuck Mr Mancini.’ Instead he took a deep breath and felt the pain receding as though it, too, had given up the struggle to overcome a strong man. He spoke quietly. ‘I am calling an emergency meeting of Congress at two this afternoon instead of the one scheduled for three-thirty. Then I shall have things to say which, hopefully, may deter us from this course of self-destruction on which we are currently embarked.’

Fox looked away. Possibly he guessed and if so he did not want to reveal that he did. He waited for his companion to lead the way and fell in behind the shambling gait, eyes fixed firmly on the ground. Some were born to lead, others to follow.

It was a day when treachery was in the air like sudden rainstorms swept to and fro through clear skies by mischievous currents of air, deluging the unwary and passing on in search of other victims. The president's angina pains had subsided, faded as though they meant to go away altogether. Then, without so much as a warning twinge, they came surging back, a crippling bursting of blocked veins bent on rupturing the heart which had withstood their niggling attacks for so long.

The president fell as though a sniper's bullet had ploughed into him, rolled over on a grassy incline and looked up into a cloudless blue sky that was suddenly obstructed by Fox's expression of genuine concern, heard the other calling for assistance. Running feet. More faces staring down at him.

‘Don't try to speak, Mr President. Help is on the way. You're gonna be fine. Just fine.’

The hour of disobedience was at hand. The president tried to speak, felt his lips moving but knew no words were coming out. He wondered for a moment if he'd been shot; it was always a possibility. There was a roaring in his ears so that he couldn't hear what they were saying anymore. But that didn't matter; it wasn't important what they said because they didn't know. He had to tell them; he'd never make it to Congress. Tell the caddies, let them pass it on to their buddies so that the whole world would get to know. It was the only way.

One last effort. He had to make words that would be heard and understood. He couldn't move his head, so he averted his eyes away from Fox and stared at a young fellow with a mass of freckles who looked as though he might listen and take heed.


Tell Congress … tell everybody … Spectre III …

Oh, God, his brain was fogged now so that he couldn't even think the words. He just saw faces that tried to smile. More deceit because they knew he was going to die; but they lied to him that everything was OK. All lies.

The secretary of state again, pushing his way round so that he couldn't be ignored. He was talking. The president could not hear him but he knew what he said.

‘Just you take it easy, Mr President, and don't worry. I'll lunch with Mancini. I'll see everything goes as planned. You can trust me …’

That was the biggest lie of all. The president's eyes had closed or perhaps it had gone dark and he couldn't see any more.

All lies. Nothing but lies. Maybe even Congress would have thought he lied, but they weren't going to get that chance. Nothing could stop Mancini now!




II : Chapter 23 - THE DEAD WALK

Mark Sallus and Denak remained in the charred fallout shelter for the rest of that day. The atmosphere was stale and heavy, combining stuffiness with a permeating stench that fouled the lungs and brought on spasmodic coughing fits together with a feeling of nausea. At least Sallus felt as though he would vomit at any moment; his companion seemed unmoved, even relaxed.

They just sat there, hour after hour, Denak on one bed, Mark Sallus on an adjoining one. Several times he contemplated moving to one further away but there was no point. Even if a million miles separated them, he would still be in the tall man's power.

Sallus was sickened, drained of every vestige of resistance, a robot accepting things as they were because he could do nothing to alter them. Up until a few hours ago he had held on to a faint hope that perhaps one day everything would revert to normal. Now that was gone and only black despair remained. If there had been a way of escape via death he would have killed himself.

But when Denak had killed the boy, Sallus had succumbed to the hopelessness of it all. It had not been necessary. The boy had been playing here, would have run off home. But instead Denak had grabbed him, pulled his neck as though he was a Yuletide rooster; a savage assault that had not ended with death, tearing at the flesh with ragged dirty fingernails.

Mark wanted to turn his head away so that he should not see, but some inexplicable power forced him to watch the youngster being hauled aloft, held at full stretch with one enormous hand, body and neck pulled in opposite directions so that the head almost came off. Not quite, a crack of snapping bone and then only sinews kept the anatomy whole.

Sallus felt himself starting to retch, standing aghast, unable to hide his revulsion. Denak grunted, loosed his hold on the neck and let the head fall grotesquely to one side, then lowered the corpse to the ground with all the tenderness of a paternal mourner. But there was no remorse in his expression.

‘A gift from the dark ones,’ Denak was not even breathing heavily. ‘Oh, to be sure they will be on our side after this!’

‘What … do you mean?’ Mark Sallus wished that he had not asked. He didn't want to know the extent of the other's foul plans.

‘A human sacrifice!’ Denak's eyes seemed to glow redly in the darkness. ‘What more fitting to offer the Master himself. Surely even he will answer our call this time.’

They had not spoken after that. Mark wanted to lie back on the bed, to shut out the sight of the twisted young body in the central aisle behind them. If only his companion had dragged it into a corner, pushed it under a bed out of sight. It was as though he wanted it to remain there as a proud reminder of what he had done, lying in state until the dark ones answered.

Sallus found himself staring at the shape in the shadows, wanted to yell out, ‘For God's sake, it's murder’ but he did not utter a single word. He thought about the boy and wondered why it had to be this way. Tonight he was going to be forced into the darkest of vile ceremonies, one that even the houngans and bocors would shun. And the very thought paralysed him!

Physically and mentally numbed, he watched the patch of square bright sunlight at the foot of the steps fade to a pale golden colour. It spread, lengthened, then began to disappear. Darkness was only a short time away.

Mark Sallus wondered just how Denak was going to attempt to call up the dreaded Goat of Mendes. In Haiti, in his youth, the old bocors had raised the newly dead from their graves. He'd always tried to convince himself that the victims had never actually died in the first place, some drug having been administered which merely simulated death. But he hadn't really believed that, no matter how he tried. It was a trick, sure, but a genuine trick. Magic! Maybe Jesus Christ had been raised up in the same way. It scared the hell out of you if you got thinking about it so you just believed, or made out you did, like the priests told you. On the third day … It was starting to grow dark already … the ninth hour …

He had often wondered about that time Bjur had died in the workhuts at the back of the plantation. Mark had been seven at the time. Bjur had been young and strong, in the prime of life. Then one day he had quarrelled with the bocor, a petty argument which Mark had never really got to the bottom of (it wasn't his concern, anyway, and his father never discussed plantation business in the house), something to do with the ownership of a white cockerel which squawked and flapped frantically in the wizened bocor's grasp. Then suddenly the bird had gone quiet as though it knew and had resigned itself to the inevitability of an imminent death. After a few minutes Bjur had slunk away, turning to mouth an angry retort at the bocor who had called something after him.

The cockerel which had hitherto been a regular sight around the huts, either scratching in the dust or chasing a few scrawny hens, was never seen again. And neither was Bjur … alive!

Mark remembered every detail of that day when his parents had confined him to the house, whispering together in the front room so that he was only too well aware that something was wrong. Later that day from his bedroom window he had seen the funeral taking place, the body being interred within a few hours of death as was the custom in that hot climate.

Death is a depressing aspect to any child, a realisation that sometime life must end, for some sooner than others. Yet it has a morbid fascination. Mark had remained watching from the window until the grave had been filled in and the men had returned to their work in the fields.

He had not been aware that it was Bjur who had died, and being forbidden to roam outside the garden boundaries he found nobody to ask. It wasn't the bocor; because Mark had recognised his squat figure conducting the burial rites. It was probably one of the old men, one of the aged group who were no longer capable of working and spent their days sitting on the steps of their huts smoking dried but uncured ‘waste’ tobacco leaves from the fields. It wasn't nearly so frightening when somebody old died. Age never worried the young.

Certainly Bjur was still alive. Mark knew because he saw him two nights later. For some inexplicable reason the plantation manager's son had been unable to sleep, tossing restlessly in his bed until eventually he became so bored that he had got up and gone to the open window, just standing there and looking out across a sea of tobacco leaves that sighed sadly in the faint breeze as though paying their own tribute to one who would work amongst them no more.

Mark spotted Bjur in the faint moonlight walking the dusty road which separated the plantation into two equal halves, a lone figure which moved jerkily as though his limbs were having difficulty in co-ordinating. Once the native stumbled, managed to get his balance, and shuffled his way right along the front of the house, glancing neither to the right nor the left. Mark pursed his lips to whistle a greeting but for some reason checked himself. Waves of tiny prickles ran up his spine and into the nape of his neck. And suddenly he was very much afraid. Even in his childish innocence he sensed … something.

The following day Bjur was working in the fields but when Mark Sallus walked towards him an angry bocor waved him away, gesticulating wildly. Bjur did not once look up, almost as though he was totally unaware of either the boy's or the witchdoctor's presence, and again his arms and legs moved like those of a string puppet.

That same evening after dinner Mark wandered into the study where his father was busily sorting through a pile of papers on his desk.

‘Father,’ Mark spoke nervously. ‘who was it who died the other day?’

‘Why do you ask that?’ Ken Sallus turned round, frowning, his grey eyes boring into his son.

‘I … I wondered if it was … Bjur!’ The words seemed to come out just like that, not the way he had intended, suddenly highlighting fears which he had not dared to think about consciously.

‘Yes,’ Sallus senior nodded gravely. ‘It was Bjur. He died in the night. A sudden heart attack, according to the doctor from town who came out to look at him. That confirmed what the bocor had already told me.’

‘But … but …’ Mark stepped back, eyes wide, that prickling sensation coming back again. ‘Father, Bjur has been working in the fields today!’

‘Yes,’ his father replied, turning away so that his expression was hidden from his son. ‘I know. Some day perhaps you will understand. But until then you must not ask.’

Mark Sallus was twelve when the old bocor explained to him that it was possible for the dead to rise up out of their graves and work in the fields. But the old man did not explain how it was possible and that was something that Mark had never found out; not the details, anyway.




It was very much colder now down in Kirkton's fallout shelter. Sallus sensed the evil building up just as it had done in Caerlaverock Castle, an invisible malevolent force that knew it was going to be summoned, a hungry guest anticipating a feast. Waiting.


Murderer!

He winced as a voice somewhere inside him screamed its accusation.


You're a murderer! You killed the boy. You're as guilty as Denak.

Oh, God, he couldn't even deny it to satisfy his own conscience. He was as much a murderer as Denak who had wrung the life out of the struggling boy. But he hadn't been a party to it. He didn't condone the killing. But there was no way he could have stopped it. Nevertheless, there was no escaping the fact that he was an accessory.

He glanced apprehensively across at Denak. The other had not moved, not even changed the position of a limb during the past hour, only his deep-sunken eyes shifting to show that he, too, was not one of the dead in the tomb of the damned.

Mark Sallus contemplated making a run for it, dashing up those steps, out into the gathering dusk and running as he had run from the castle. Almost in the same thought he dismissed the idea. It would be useless. Denak would overhaul him, exact a terrible vengeance; or if he didn't then the powers of darkness would. Nowhere was there an avenue of escape from this web of evil in which he was entwined.

It was almost dark when he heard a movement inside the room. He tensed, presumed it was the tall man eager to begin their foul ritual. Sallus glanced sideways, his terror mounting as he saw Denak still sitting there. The noise came again, further behind them. And still Denak did not stir.

Mark Sallus jerked round, saw a vague shape in the shadows, a small frail form that stood awkwardly, swayed, somehow found its balance and managed another step towards them, arms outstretched, feet dragging and scraping on the floor.


Oh, Mother of God, it was the boy, risen and walking!

A turmoil of fear in which Sallus cringed but was powerless to move, mouth wide in a scream that never came. And in his mind, just one fleeting glimpse that came and went, he saw Bjur working in the tobacco fields, toiling tirelessly in death.

Denak moved, so agile for one so cumbersome, turning on the dead thing in the corner with a hiss of rage as one might ward off a prowling street cur, upraised arm striking swiftly and venomously, a downward chopping blow.

A sickening thud, a half-cry that died before it began, followed by the crash of a falling body. Then silence except for Denak's wheezing breath, the revolting bubbling of thick mucus.

‘That should not have happened,’ Denak spoke hoarsely. The dark powers are in conflict. The boy was dead, intended as a sacrifice to the Master, yet he was brought back. Now he is dead again. Let us hope that we are in time.’

Mark Sallus turned away, tried to close his ears to the low chanting which came from the other's bloodless lips, but the sounds reverberated inside his brain, a drum that beat an incessant tattoo of death, a sound that echoed from his childhood days in Haiti. And once again he saw Bjur.


Tonight the dead would walk again!




II : Chapter 24 - DARKNESS

The darkness came as a soothing relief to Mel Borden as he switched off the light in his room. His head throbbed abominably and he thought that he might have a migraine coming on. It might even be some kind of a bug he'd picked up.

He had only ever had a migraine once in his life before; the day following Widdington's death. It was as though every nerve in his head had knotted and contracted in an attempt to crush his skull. Psychological pressure to begin with, building up to physical agony. The whole of that day he had lain in a darkened room, but nothing would allay the pain until it had run its course.

It was like that now. And he couldn't get Keith Widdington off his mind. Christ, he never really had, but it hadn't got him down like this. The depression was pounding him like a steam-driven piston. It was as thought Mark Sallus was here right now, wanting to conduct another of his experiments, exerting persuasive pressure to make you go through with it. Dominating.

Borden told himself not to be silly, was almost tempted to switch the light back on and only the prospect of blinding dazzling pain prevented him from doing so. Maybe Erzulie would come later to soothe his agony. It was a nice thought, anyway.

Jesus, what was going on? Footsteps up and down the corridor outside, voices; low so that words were indistinguishable. A general air of unease. Mel Borden sat up, wondered if he ought to go and see. Hell, no, they wouldn't thank him for interfering, certainly not Calloway. Security's our job. You get on with yours and mind your own fucking business.

It wasn't easy though. Because at Caerlaverock everything that happened reflected your own fate. It was a closed cycle.

Borden lay back, tried to convince himself that his throbbing brain wasn't trying to burst out of his head. And with a bit of luck Erzulie would show up and then everything would be OK.




Whister didn't like night duty. He didn't like Caerlaverock at all; well, nobody really did. They didn't say as much, but you could tell just by looking about you in the canteen. Still, it was preferable to some places. Just! Places like the sheriff's office at Caleb Springs where one could lie down on the bed in the cell if one drew one's legs right up and one didn't object to cold congealed gruel for breakfast, and one didn't mind dinner after Sheriff Beambridge had had his and a snooze to follow. And if one wasn't in a hurry for a trial followed by a transfer to the county jail, because one knew that was a foregone conclusion.

Weighed up that way Caerlaverock wasn't so bad. But you'd never actually get round to liking it. Nobody liked a life sentence.

Whister couldn't figure out why they had wanted him. Shit, there were dozens of bums locked up in every county, younger guys (he was twenty-seven), but they had to pick on him. Beambridge was obviously getting a pay-off. Maybe he hadn't even filed a report on the arrest so he didn't even need to cover. You got into a gunfight because you were plain stupid. Or drunk. Usually if you were drunk you didn't come out of it alive. A shoot-out at JB's ranch with a couple of dumb cowhands and Whister hadn't done much more than nick them. Bad shooting, but it had looked good. Maybe the CIA had checked back even further than that. Like the time he'd been on the payroll of the bank in El Paso and had gunned down three fellers who had tried a hold-up. Again it had looked good. They'd only been using toy guns but nobody else had spotted that at the time. Only himself. He'd fired from behind cover, got the third one in the back as he made it nearly to the door. Who was to know they were only kids? Only himself and he wasn't telling. It had looked real good.

A false reputation and now he'd got to make something out of it. That wasn't too hard at Caerlaverock so long as nothing happened and it wasn't likely to. But if it did, from this vantage point you were virtually on a target range. If anybody got through the outer defence you could pick them off at your leisure. Whister almost relished the prospect. That would be one shooting they couldn't do for you. And again it would look good.

It was all so fucking boring though. Four hours seemed like twelve. And that bloody flashing light saw to it that you didn't get any sleep; don't call us, we'll call you.

He sighed, went to the window and picked the infrared glasses off the shelf. Take a peek to pass the time. He swung in a ninety-degree arc, then went all the way back again. Something was wrong. It took him a few moments to figure out what it was. The dogs, they were nowhere to be seen!

He scanned again, then picked them up. They were close to the buildings, huddled together. Usually they only did that in the daytime when it was hot. He watched them carefully, noted the way their tails curled round and lay between their back legs. The ears should have been erect; instead they were flat. Noses on outstretched paws, the only movement the eyes, rolling this way and that, searching, scared they might see something. Scared to hell!

And Whister was scared because the dogs were scared. He checked yet again with the glasses but there was nothing to be seen, not even an owl flitting from one side of the forest to the other.

Then he remembered about the blue bleeping light. It hadn't flashed since he'd last answered it. He checked his watch. 12:07.

The previous call had been before midnight. Either they weren't bothering or … or what? There were no alternatives in a place like this. Nothing ever went wrong, or if it did you never heard about it. In that case he'd call HQ.

Whister replaced his glasses and crossed to the panel, pressed the little green button on the far right. It went in and came right out again. Nothing lit up. Even the digital dial on the top which he didn't understand didn't flash. And after some moments realisation dawned. The communications system between launch control and external security wasn't working!

It was a frightening thought, like finding yourself washed up on a desert island without any kindling with which to make a signal fire.

But they had to know the other end. If their signals weren't getting through then they'd know because otherwise there would be a response from the night duty man. In which case they would come and take a looksee. Fast.

He licked his dry lips and waited. 12:14. He got the glasses again and focused them on the area between his own observation post and the squat concrete building opposite. That was the way they would come. But they didn't. There was no movement.

He tried the main lights, the searchlights only to be used in an emergency. Neither worked, the switches just clicking up and down as though they weren't attached to anything other than their own springs. There was no way of telling whether the power was working in HQ because no lights were ever visible from the outside.

And that was when he became really frightened. There were two backup generators and the chances of a complete power failure in Caerlaverock were several million to one, beyond his own powers of mathematical calculations.

It was very cold. It had been for some time, but he had only just noticed it. The heating system had failed, too. Whister went back to the window and checked again with his infrared lenses. As before, the Alsatians a heap of frightened canine flesh, hackles up and tails down, eyes still rolling round. He watched, elbows on the sill, repeating rifle propped within easy reach. Something was sure about to happen and the moment it did he was going to open up with everything he'd got.




Whittaker was still wrestling with HEG programming data when the lighting went out.

‘Hey!’ he yelled at the top of his voice although he was in a closed, soundproofed room with the nearest guard two corridors away. ‘What the fuck's going on?’

He sat there for a few moments expecting the fluorescent strips to flicker back on at any second. When they didn't he found his cigarette lighter and thumbed it. A few sparks from the flint, nothing more. He swore again, stood up, banged his shin against a steel table leg. He groped for the doorway, missed it by a yard and scraped his fingernails down the smooth wall. He started to panic, finally made it out into the corridor and shouted again for the guard. His words came back at him, muffled as though he was in the midst of a thick fog, a blackness that was alive and heavy. He stood there listening. Silence. That was usual in Caerlaverock. Every wall was soundproofed; apart from the bugging devices.

Which way to go? It was getting more bloody stupid every second. There were only two ways, one to the right and the other to the left and now he couldn't remember which way was which. He stood there breathing heavily. This was how people got lost in thick fog and blinding blizzards, going round and round in circles when safety was only a few yards away.

This couldn't be happening here, though. It was impossible for the power and its alternative reserves all to fail together. In that case it had to be deliberate. Gruber must know, so why hadn't the slob done something about it? Launch Control was vulnerable. Anybody could press the buttons to fire the warhead but they wouldn't have a clue how to target it. Jesus Christ, just imagine Spectre III on the loose with the HEG all to fuck and nobody apart from Borden knowing where it was going! The thought brought him out in a cold sweat.

Borden! He had to find Borden. Gruber said the other wasn't to be left on his own. He took a deep breath and started off up the corridor (or was it down?), outstretched hand trailing on the nearside wall. It was damnably cold, like being in a refrigeration centre.

Whittaker came to a door, guessed it had to be the one leading off into Security. He found the handle, turned it. It was locked!

This was getting crazier by the second. The doors were never locked otherwise Security wasn't functioning properly because they couldn't patrol. And … Christ Almighty, there weren't any locks on these doors!

Whittaker pulled and pushed, used his foot as a lever. The door did not move, he didn't really expect it to. Not now, anyway. Banging on it with his fists, kicking it. ‘Open up you stupid punks!’

But nobody came. Not a sound, even his own voice dulled and flat in the cloying atmosphere. He was sweating, cold beads of perspiration that chilled the flesh as it oozed out of the pores. He wanted to run but there was nowhere to run to, only the length of a sealed corridor.

He fought his panic and got it under control. There was nothing to be gained by staying here. The only course open to him was to retrace his steps back to his office and wait there until the power came back on. If it ever did!

He used the wall as a guide again. Somehow the going was slower, almost as though the return journey was an uphill one. He was having difficulty in breathing, too. That was fear, a tenseness that was knotting his stomach muscles and sending out waves of icy prickles all over his body. His eyes were wide and frantically staring but there was nothing to see except blackness. And after a time you thought you could see things. Or maybe you could! Faces that came and went so you couldn't be sure; shapes that were probably in the imagination. You prayed that they were.

A gasp of relief as his fingers located the lintels of a door. His own office, a cubicle where there would be some kind of sanity when the lights came back on, where he could shut it (what?) all out.

The door was closed. It must have swung shut behind him. He pushed against it, then fell on it when it didn't yield.

Only then did the full force of his terror explode inside him, mushrooming and hurling a fireball of terror up into his brain so that he fought the door with an animal-like ferocity, clawing and kicking and punching until at last he sank to the floor with a sob of helplessness.

He lay there cowering, trying not to listen to the rustlings and whisperings. The laughter that floated out of the darkness, flinching as something cold brushed his face. He wanted to die, but even death was eluding and mocking him.

He kept trying to tell himself that he wasn't going mad, that the light would come on soon, that everything was OK.


Liar! You're mad. The lights won't come on again ever. And you're not going to die. You're going to suffer the agonies of eternal blackness.

Something was scratching at the other side of the door. It sounded like rats, Gruber had always boasted that not even a rat could get into Caerlaverock.




Corfield had been at Caerlaverock since the beginning. His official tide was ‘controller’, the man who received the White House orders and ensured that they were obeyed to the letter. Nobody knew his first name or even if he had one. Few saw him because he kept to his own quarters, and if you did see him it was because there was trouble brewing for somebody.

Corfield was bordering on fifty, tall and angular, balding. His quarters were the epitome of luxury, every fitting his own choice and charged up to his Washington expense account. A king ruling over his own domain, he was answerable to none except those on the other end of the direct line which spanned the Atlantic. He was a mystery to everyone at the base and that was the way he wanted it, the atmosphere which he had deliberately created like a mantle to hide himself under.

It was for this reason that he enjoyed life at Caerlaverock. Two or three hours each day were occupied in the writing of reports (most of which would never be needed or even read), and the rest were devoted to such leisurely pursuits as reading, and chain-smoking panatellas. An easy job so long as nothing went wrong, but even if it did there were ample scapegoats and numerous asses to be kicked by those delegated to do so.

Corfield was the one man in Caerlaverock who could have been transferred back to the States and still have been given his freedom. But he didn't want it that way because he had all the freedom he needed at Caerlaverock - his own kind of freedom.

He had turned in early that night and had taken a book to bed with him. He was still on the first page when the bedside lamp had suddenly gone out. Or perhaps he had dropped off to sleep with the light still on, as he sometimes inadvertently did, and it had all been a dream. A bad one. It had to be because there was no other plausible explanation.

Seconds after the room had been plunged into darkness he became aware that there was somebody standing at the foot of the bed. An awareness of a presence rather than sound or movement, the knowledge that he was not alone. Corfield lay there, tried to shrug off his terror, told himself that nobody could get into Caerlaverock. Not this far, anyway. Then he remembered the nigger and felt decidedly uneasy. It could happen.

Features materialising out of the darkness, or was it the darkness becoming lighter so that he could see? He wasn't sure. A face unlike any that he had ever seen before, resembling a human countenance chipped out of rock by a careless and impatient sculptor. Deep holes for orifices, skin that was a thin membrane showing the bone beneath. Horrific. Evil!

Corfield tried to struggle up but found he could not move. He wanted to speak, scream, even though he knew nobody could hear, but his vocal chords refused to function. And it was damnably cold.

The man came closer but he could not see him any clearer, only a tall stooping shape, mouth that widened into either a grin or a snarl. Corfield's brain reeled, tried to grasp the situation but couldn't; like the time he'd had an emergency operation in Omaha, a kind of waking nightmare that went on and on. Somehow he had not come to terms with things going on around him. The surgeon visiting him in his bed the next day, a vague white shape with a mask hiding his face. Talking. A conversation that came and went and all the time one wasn't sure whether it was making sense. Dozing, waking, dozing again until at last he'd wakened and known that he was going to live.

It was like that now. The next thing he knew he was awake in his bed, the light back on (if it had ever been off), his book on the floor. He told himself that it was just a nightmare and eventually conned himself into believing it. There was definitely nobody in the room and there never had been.

But Corfield never got time to work it all out because at that moment he heard the White House hotline bleeper sounding.

He was trembling as he started to get dressed. This was it, at last he was going to have to prove his worth.

As he rushed from his quarters he was aware how his head was throbbing as though he had not slept for days. But he had; because he had dreamed …




Gruber had tried to get through to Blurton on the internal radio. It was dead. So was the phone. He was already on his way to the door when the lights cut out, not so much as a warning flicker. One moment the room was brightly lit, the next it resembled the interior of a closed coal bunker.

Gruber hit the floor in one co-ordinated movement, rolling to his left, his automatic pistol jerking from the holster into his hand, the safety sliding off. Then he waited.

Nothing happened but still he did not move. He felt the cold, sensed the electrification of the atmosphere. Sooner or later something would happen and when it did he was ready. He didn't waste time dwelling on the incredibility of the situation. If something happened you combated it accordingly. But he couldn't get the nigger off his mind. They had pulled this kind of trick to get Machin inside. It had almost succeeded. Now they were trying again. And they had got as far as the generators, maybe further. A mere sensation of fear but he dispelled it with a harsh silent laugh; they'd regret the day they busted in here, whoever or whatever they were.

He lay there, lost all track of time, wondered how the others were getting on. None of the security force would crack, they were the right breed. That was why they had been chosen, hand-picked regardless of everything else. He wasn't quite sure about the new guy, Whister, yet. Maybe Whister was the one weak link in the whole chain which would cause it to crack. Gruber couldn't be certain, just an impression he'd formed. He should have done something about it earlier; it could be too late now.

Then he sensed rather than heard a movement, a shifting of the air somewhere over to his left. Watching carefully, breathing so shallow that it wouldn't give his position away, .38 brought up, left hand clasping the right wrist, marksman-style, trigger finger taking the first pressure. Waiting.

There was more than one of them, he could hear them whispering, a jumble of incoherent words that came and faded before you could pick them up. Staring, just one glimpse of something would be enough. Fuck it, he'd never known it so dark.

Patience. Not so much as a tremble wavered the pistol. Gruber felt an anger beginning inside him. Fury that they had dared to break in here, challenged his own regime. Everyone (except possibly Whister) was a complete fighting force, superbly fit and trained in weaponry and unarmed combat. Nobody would surrender. The question was whether the enemy had sent puppets or come themselves. He'd soon know.

He pinned his faith in Blurton and Calloway. Perhaps even now they were shooting it out with the intruders. Nobody would hear the shots because Caerlaverock was designed that way; a mistake that you didn't discover until it was too late.

Almost saw something but it vanished as quickly as it came. It could have been his eyes playing tricks in this blackness. Poised, every nerve and reflex balanced on a knife-edge.

Then it came again and this time he knew it was no optical illusion, a face that didn't look like a face he'd ever seen, four orifices that didn't seem in any way related to each other like closely-set gopher piss holes in the snow. He was firing before he'd even recognised them for what they were, the weapon in his grasp bucking and belching flame that seared the room with flashes like summer lightning, every detail coming and going so that it was like a jerky old movie.

The first two shots were a foot to the left of the tall figure; an instinctive adjustment put the third and fourth on target. He saw them splat home and pumped another three right after them. The skull (it wasn't a face) splintered, the body thrown back against the wall. Shooting again, like trying to knock the teeth out of a caricature on the pellet pistol range at the funfair.

A clicking of metal on metal and darkness rolling back because there weren't any more flashes to keep it at bay. Gruber dropped, rolled, got the spare clip in and opened up at a blank bullet-chipped wall.

Three shots, that was all. Then he half-turned and for once surprise slowed him to a standstill. It wasn't possible! Anything that received five .38 slugs in the face at under three metres wouldn't survive. But it had. And somehow it had got round the back of him and was reaching out for him.

Gruber fired and the bullet ploughed a furrow across the ceiling directly above him.




Blurton and Calloway had been on their way to Launch Control when everything went haywire and they never even made it as far as the first electronic checkpoint (which they guessed wouldn't be working anyway). The direct line from Washington was bleeping and nobody was answering it - which was just plain crazy.

Down the first flight of steps and Blurton had his finger on the electronic release for the elevator grid when everything seized. He snatched his hand away, caught one glimpse of Calloway's expression before the darkness shut his companion out.

‘What the fuck!’ Calloway's voice as he flung himself down and level with the corridor wall, Blurton following on the other side, both of them hitting the concrete together. If there was an attack, some kind of invasion, it had to come from behind them, from where they had just come. But there had been nobody there; they'd seen that for themselves.

They lay there, not talking. Voices were targets for anybody who knew how to shoot and nobody would crash Caerlaverock if they couldn't shoot. Both guards had their pistols out and trained in an instinctive crossfire. They didn't need to see. One sound and somebody got it. Any questions would be asked and answered afterwards. If there was anybody left to ask …

Something. Neither sight nor sound but enough to bring them both into instant action, their first shots a single blast of searing flame that burned up every shadow in its path.

The two men saw things they didn't understand, shapes that were vaguely human, a cluster of faces that snarled like wolves at bay and withstood a second volley.

Bullets rebounded, whined from one wall to another like a game of rollerball squash. Then when firing pins were clicking on spent shells whatever lurked in the corridor moved forward, laughing like whispering leaves in a mischievous breeze.




Borden's migraine had eased. He thought perhaps he had slept awhile but he couldn't be sure. He lay there peering into the darkness, trying to make out a shapely female body but when he saw it he knew it was only in his imagination. Erzulie wouldn't be coming. Her absence left a sickening void that increased his depression. He had to be honest and tell himself that she wouldn't be coming any more. That was strange, a contradiction to everything she had promised. Possibly his own contribution hadn't been enough. There was no chance of him being allowed to work alone on the HEG; all he could do was to formulate and plan it in his own mind. He thought he'd got it right but he wouldn't know until … God, he hoped he'd never have to try. But there was no way he would ever be able to convince her of his progress, nothing concrete to show her. All he could do was ask her to believe, but if she wasn't here he couldn't even do that. Perhaps he had also failed her as a lover.

And then his thoughts, having completed their circuit, came back to Keith Widdington. Borden's head started to ache again. It was as though he was back in that room, Mark Sallus looming over them, forcing his will on them, taking control of their personalities. You will do as I say. I am in command and you will obey me!

One of them was going to die. Borden knew it wouldn't be Sallus; it was between himself and Widdington like some weird form of Russian roulette. Pass the pistol. An invisible force that seesawed and bounced between them, wearing them down. Survival of the fittest. He fought it off and it settled for Widdington. D…E…A…T…H. The moving glass tumbler was merely a visible means of denoting which of them was going to die, but it wouldn't have made any difference anyway. Because Sallus had instigated it, a trial run to test his powers and he wasn't satisfied yet. He wanted both of them!

Borden had got out whilst there was still time. Even when he turned back in the doorway he'd felt Mark's power, the power that he had learned to harness for his own ends. Their eyes had met, a conflicting battle of wills. You're running because you
're afraid of me, Mel. You've seen what I can do. But you can'tescape me, no matter where you hide!

The warning was embedded in Borden like skin-deep thorns that you couldn't get out no matter how hard you tried, so you decided to leave them and hope that in time they would work their own way out. Christ, they were still here! He'd tried to forget that night. But he wouldn't be able to. Ever. It was still going on. Maybe Sallus didn't even realise it because the powers which claimed him had a subversive control over him. He'd do what they asked, anytime, without question.

Oh, God, Borden wished he'd never met Mark Sallus, never become involved with him. But Sallus couldn't get at him here in Caerlaverock.


You can't escape me, no matter where you hide!

Mel Borden sat up, frightened of the darkness which had suddenly taken on a cold suffocating feeling, making him draw deep for icy air. He tried to think logically. Something had gone wrong with the air conditioning, that was all. There were enough technicians and maintenance crews in the place to put it right; they were probably working on it right now. There was nothing to worry about. Relax.

He couldn't relax. His eyes were searching the darkness again. Vain hopes that played tricks on him; he saw Erzulie again, reached out for her but his hands closed over empty air.


But there was somebody in his room! He sensed that it wasn't the Black Venus. Whoever it was was standing over in the far corner opposite the door. They must have been there all the time because he would have heard them enter otherwise. He opened his mouth to speak but no words came.

A movement, a shape which he could just make out in the darkness. So very much colder, clutching the single sheet to him in a kind of protective wall.

Then he saw the face, features that seemed to move and change like some crazy meaningless superimposed movie; a face that floated over the indistinguishable body beneath it, taking on many forms. Once Borden thought it resembled Mark Sallus but it changed too quickly for him to be sure. Skin that stretched and slackened and stretched again until the skull was visible beneath it, a countenance that was only human in shape.


And Mel Borden knew that he gazed upon the epitome of evil!

His senses reeled, waves of blackness that surged at him but were hurled back like an angry tide against a rocky coastline. Eyes that bored into him, gamma rays that destroyed. And he was shouting back angrily, or perhaps the words were in his brain for his lips did not appear to move; a stubborn resistance born of belief that was not a belief, an inbred determination that there was no life beyond the grave. Nothing could exist there, it was a scientific impossibility. Even Erzulie had never been; she was an erotic desperation for sexual relief. And for that reason alone he had accepted her.


You don't exist. You can't. I don't believe in a God or a supreme evil, only life as we know it and that ends with death. Do you hear me? I don't believe in you and I never will. You can't make me!

The apparition seemed to fuse, to hiss and steam like some fluorescent flashing fairground figure with a faulty connection that has been doused with water. Flashing. Crackling. Surging forward in one last attempt to overcome, being repelled.


I don't believe in a god of any kind. I am an atheist!

Then there was nothing but darkness, cold empty blackness. Borden's naked body was bathed in sweat, trembling violently. He lay there, waited for the terror to seep its way out, experienced a strange kind of euphoria. Whatever that thing had been, he had beaten it, driven it off. Simply because he did not believe. He refused to accept that there was a God and, in the same way, he rejected every other kind of supernatural being. And because of that, whatever his visitor was, it had been unable to harm him.

His migraine had gone too. In its place was a weakness, physical and mental, the relief of a reprieved man being led away from the gallows. In those few seconds of terror he had got an awful lot out of his system. Sallus. And Erzulie. She wouldn't be coming any more because he wouldn't let her.

He reached out a hand for the light switch, heard it click. But there was no flood of welcoming light.

A feeling of hopelessness engulfed him like that of a drowning man who reaches out for a piece of flotsam only to see it sink just as his fingers close over it. His fear came hurtling back; terror of the unknown which he had so vehemently rejected. Still trying not to believe.

And Mel Borden knew that it wasn't all over.




II : Chapter 25 - ASSASSINATION

The secretary of state had made the television broadcast that had been scheduled for the president. Congress had met an hour earlier and word had been received from the Kremlin only a few minutes after the meeting had begun. The withdrawal of Soviet troops was imminent. Of course, it would have to be done in stages, at the rate of twenty thousand a month. The whole process might take a year.

Stalling. The president's death wouldn't make it any easier. It was an explosive situation that could last for a very long time.

Fox had to struggle to concentrate. It was a responsibility he didn't want; if the ultimate decision had to be made he didn't want to have to be the one to make it. Like the Russians he would stall, await the outcome of the next presidential election. It was a game of waiting which the whole world was playing.

It was after nine o'clock when he left the television studios, made a brief appearance on the balcony, tried to make something out of a sea of faces in 39th Street below him. Anxiety, hope, a flood of individual feelings that came up at him. Civilisation was still looking over its shoulder.

Most of all he wanted to avoid a confrontation with Mancini. The secretary of state had had to fight to get an acceptance of the Soviet promise from Congress. The ultimatum had insisted upon an immediate withdrawal of all militaria. Let's give them the benefit of the doubt, wait and see. We can always reissue the ultimatum later. Backpedalling sidestepping, passing the buck on to the next president Which might be himself! He didn't want it, but there were one helluva lot who were already sloganing ‘Fox for President’. His wife for one, Mancini up until an hour ago. Fox could have swayed Congress any way he'd wanted whilst they were still reeling from the president's death. But he'd stuck out and fucked Mancini because that was the way his golfing partner of that morning would have wanted it.

And Mancini and his friends wouldn't have liked the TV broadcast one little bit. This was one election they weren't going to swing, Fox decided. A new determination gripped him, one spawned in anger. He waved back to the crowd, made them a host of mute promises which he intended to keep. Just like Ricky would have done if he'd lived.

Down the long flight of steps, a guard on either side of him, uniformed cops forcing the spectators even further back from the parked Cadillac.

Fox was halfway through another promise when suddenly he couldn't see any more, clutching at sightless warm sticky eyes, stumbling. Falling. Sounds that escalated and got fainter just when they should have reached a pitch. Screams cut off as though with an open razor. A forest of probing hands that he tried to squirm away from, writhing in a world of silence that was terrifying because he couldn't understand it. No pain, just numbed, brain unable to cope, lying down - but that couldn't be because if he had fallen he would have hurt himself.


Fox for President. It took on a new meaning, sinister and. frightening. The chanting voices had died away. Only one man was saying it, repeating it over and over again in thick nasal tones that lisped with a foreign accent. Getting fainter all the time, a mocking whisper which he recognised as Mancini's. Fuck Mancini! Ricky had muttered that with his last almost inaudible breath as Fox had knelt over the dying president on the golf course. The only way they could stop me 'cos I had 'em beat every other way. Had 'em in a corner. Every puppet has its limitations, but once the wires that control it are broken it can do almost anything it pleases, so then they have to find themselves another one. But by doing your own thing you can stall 'em.

Fox thought he laughed. At least he did his best to. He hadn't made it to president but he'd sure stalled the whole goddamned show.




II : Chapter 26 - HAWKSHOT

Sax Blurton checked after the fifth shot, couldn't stop the sixth because his finger was pressed hard on the trigger so he jerked the barrel upwards and heard the slug ricochet off the ceiling. Almost in the same movement he leaped and grabbed for Calloway's gun arm.

‘Stop! For fuck's sake stop shooting!’

He found Calloway but there was no response from the other, a limp form half-propped up against the wall, sliding downwards. Blurton's fingers came away sticky and warm with blood, and the other slid slowly down to the floor.

He whirled round, crouching, pistol at the ready, his forefinger no longer resting on the trigger. He could see them clearly in spite of the darkness which seemed to have melted to a greyish dawn-like light; shapes that were human in form yet had faces that were distorted into unrecognisable masks, snarling and revealing yellowed fangs which dripped saliva. Stinking foul bodies like hairless apes as they rested on all-fours.

But Blurton had no eyes for them, his gaze travelling across them and coming to rest on the small fair-haired child in their midst. Her pale blue dress was crumpled, a tear spreading up from the hem, one soiled white sock down below her ankle. Her face was white and tear-stained, eyes which blazed a sudden childish hope as she saw him.

‘Daddy!’ a cry that echoed down the corridor and ended in a sob.

‘Emma!’ he grunted, knew it was her and took a step forward.

Immediately hands seized the child, dragged her in between two of the foul bodies, pressed her to them. Blurton stopped, felt the terrible rage mounting inside him and knew he had to check it. Two shots left and he couldn't use them, not that they would have been any good. These vile monstrosities were unscathed, not so much as a flesh (?) wound although they'd been caught in a crossfire, a ricochet from which had found Calloway. Oh, God, anything was better than that Emma was harmed!

They were laughing, whispering. He didn't understand but there wasn't time to try and figure it out. It didn't matter who they were or how they came to be here. All that mattered was that they had Emma, his daughter. And Blurton didn't care what they did to him so long as she was safe.

For the first time in his life he realised just how useless a gun was. If Emma hadn't been here, in all probability he would have gone in shooting and to hell with what happened afterwards. Now it was all different. They didn't need the girl because they could have taken him anyhow. So there was something much deeper … something they wanted from him.

It went darker again, so that he could only just make out their vile forms. He couldn't see Emma, but he knew they had her because she couldn't have gone anywhere else. He squinted, tried to see more clearly. He'd only ever read a kid's book once, one that Stella had bought for her sister's kid and it had reminded him of a horror comic, the kind that flooded the bookstalls in the fifties, the artwork concerned mainly with human-animal creatures, goblins that were intended to scare the shit out of you, a sort of juvenile masochism. Maybe it was somebody's crazy idea of getting the kids to cower under the bedclothes at night instead of assing about and keeping everybody else awake. Whatever, these things here now left those cartoons standing for sheer revulsion. You could smell 'em, just like they'd been shooed out of the stables whilst Hercules set about shovelling up, an odour like stale vomit and urine. Blurton would have heaved, maybe thrown up, if he hadn't had more important matters on his mind.

He didn't know how it happened, his mind seemed to have flipped, missed a beat, because the next thing he knew he was walking back down the passage, stepping over Calloway's dead body. It was dark again so that he couldn't see a thing but he could feel them behind him.

He still had his gun, they'd shown their contempt by not taking it from him. He looked behind him several times, trying to see Emma but he couldn't make her out. Once he tried to speak, but his voice wasn't functioning properly as though he'd got laryngitis. So he kept stumbling on.

He came to the door, smoothed his hands along it until he found the electronic release. You're wasting your time, the power's off. There's nothing you can do about it.

All the same he pressed the button. He heard a smooth whining sound and felt the swish of sliding metal, a slight jar as it hit the buffer and stayed open. He couldn't see the steps leading down beyond but he knew they were there and started to go down. They seemed longer, never-ending; with each step he expected to reach the bottom but they went on and on.

A sudden pang of fear that he was descending into some black abyss from which there was no return. He hesitated, felt something clammy touch his hand and snatched it away. He thought he heard a faint cry of ‘Daddy’ that came from somewhere in front. God, somehow they had got Emma ahead of him, some detour of which he was unaware. He took another step and found himself on level concrete.

Blurton was hurrying now, desperate to find his daughter in the darkness, to be with her. Starting to panic. Something clanged on the floor and he was several yards further on before he realised what it was - his automatic. It didn't matter, it was of no use to him, and he wasn't going back to look for it.

He could hear them, behind and in front, wheezing breaths like old men gurgling phlegm, their vile animal stench overpowering.

Another door, he bumped into it hard and banged his forehead. He stopped, knowing only too well what lay beyond; Launch Control with Spectre III primed and ready, the destiny of Mankind contained in its warhead.

And he knew that they meant him to go right in there, crowding him now, herding him, leaving him no choice.




Whittaker knew he was in Launch Control although it was dark and he could not see anything. The walk down was a vague, hazy memory; almost as though he had wandered around Caerlaverock in the blackness and arrived here by accident. Perhaps he had sleepwalked. He shook his head, tried to clear it, then heard the shrill bleeping sound that hit his brain with stunning force. Oh, God, he knew what it was, the direct line from Washington. And it could only be calling for one reason; the apocalypse was about to begin!

The lights were on, stark reality that hurt, made you cover your eyes because now you were able to see you suddenly didn't want to. Because you were afraid!

People in the elongated dome-ceilinged room stared at each other, mutual disbelief. Whittaker was wide-eyed, hair awry and felt as ill as he looked. We shouldn't be here. For Christ's sake none of us should be here! But we bloody well are so we'll have to do something, say something.

Bleep … bleep … bleep … bleep.

Heads were turned towards an instrument that, from a distance, resembled a half-pound margarine tub fixed to the wall. Alternating with each bleep was a tiny red flash.

Bleep … flash … bleep … flash.

For fuck's sake somebody get it!

Slow motion. Whittaker ran his gaze across every individual in the room. Gruber, Blurton, five or six technicians, a dozen or more other security men. The Caerlaverock top brass. But for Christ's sake somebody was missing. Somebody … somebody … who!

Then it clicked. Borden! And Calloway wasn't here either!

Again slow motion, like a TV action replay, Gruber seeming to vault so that you wanted to laugh, making it to the instrument but not touching it.

Bleep … flash … bleep …

The chief turned, looking for somebody, willing the tall balding man wearing a suit that would have looked immaculate, except that his tie had slipped and spoiled it all, to hurry. But nobody was hurrying, although by their expressions they were trying to.

Corfield (who had only started to bald in the years he had been at the base) finally made it alongside Gruber and paused to look around him; an expression that read do I have to answer it?

Whittaker thought, this is it otherwise Corfield wouldn't be here. And Corfield's probably crapping himself because this is what they've kept him shut up here for, to take the call. Corfield was seldom seen in any of the labs or even in the canteen; he had his meals sent up to his suite, a man who was being paid to do a job he might never have to do and the whole world prayed that he wouldn't.

Chuck Whittaker was conscious how his thinking had slowed. His brain was grasshopping now. It was like waking disorientated from a bad dream and finding that it was still going on. Everybody appeared to have had bad dreams. Gruber especially, holding his pistol as though he didn't know it wasn't still in the holster; Blurton glancing to and fro, not really seeing; lips moving in a mute word which he kept repeating … ‘Emma!’

Corfield was unscrewing the dial on the wall; it seemed to have some kind of combination like a safe and it took him three goes before the bleeping and flashing cut out. Then he pulled out a flex that had a small microphone attached to it. He was listening, then talking, turning his back so nobody else could hear or try to lip-read him.

Everybody looking at everybody. Gruber glanced down, saw that he was holding his pistol and shoved it quickly back into the holster like somebody who had just walked into a mayoral dinner and discovered that his zip was undone. A moment of guilt that he covered up with an accusing stare. Whittaker first, then on to Blurton. The chief had missed Calloway and Borden, but this was one time he couldn't ask questions. He had no authority over Corfield.

Corfield turned and his glazed eyes seemed to clear. There was an expression on his face that was a kind of gloating, or maybe relief because he didn't have to keep it to himself any longer. And when he spoke he took his time mouthing the words as though he was frightened of getting it wrong or being imprisoned. ‘HAWKSHOT!’

Eyes turned, saw the sectional steel doors at the far end of the room, moved on to the computer panel, another combination that would slide them back swiftly and silently to reveal a huge cylindrical-shaped object. Every one of them knew its measurements off by heart:

Length: 21.2m

Diameter: 1.94m

Weight: 830kg

Range: 14,000km

Warhead: thermonuclear 3 megaton single

Known as Spectre Mark III

Codename: HAWKSHOT. The one word which would sent it on its way, the ultimate in destruction.

Corfield walked across and began to spin the dial on the steel doors. He got it right first time and they slid slowly back, the curtains opening for the final act in a drama that had gone on for years and, like any nail-biting play, where nobody wanted to see the finale.

Now Corfield and Gruber were looking at Whittaker, impatiently, angrily.

Chuck Whittaker licked his dry lips. The other half of the launching team was needed. Fast. Without Mel Borden, Hawkshot was just a word. Inoperative.

And right now Whittaker was praying that Borden wouldn't show up, that perhaps he'd hanged himself in his room because his conscience had got the better of him. But he knew Borden wasn't that kind of a man. If he wasn't here then there was a very good reason for his absence.




II : Chapter 26 - THE ANNIHILATION PLAN

Borden could smell smoke; smoke that was nauseating with its stench of charred human flesh. The same as it had smelled that time on the video screen that had gone crazy. Yet in some way he was still inside Caerlaverock. He should have been panicking, rushing for the nearest alarm. But he didn't, he stood there quietly in the darkness as though he was on the edge of some large expanse of desert on which dawn was spraying its first light, a light which had not yet reached him.

A smouldering landscape, flat and unrecognisable, not even a blackened skeleton of a tree or bush remaining; a land of glowing embers where death had already been and passed on, leaving an eternal scar in its wake.

Mel Borden knew he was going to see a movement before long otherwise he would not be here watching. He shuddered as he remembered what he'd seen before, the tall stooping man with evil features gouged into his skull, walking unharmed across the fire. He braced himself for the revolting, terrifying spectacle.

A tiny speck, growing larger by the second, coming this way. Borden wanted to run but knew it was useless even to try. Nearer and nearer. A faint half-recognition and then the shock of full recognition.


Erzulie!

She stood there naked in the midst of a sea of ashes, her skin grey with dust, head drooping, utter dejection in her every movement. Borden saw with horror the way she dragged her blistered feet, the sheer exhaustion which threatened to engulf her. Only some deep reserve of willpower kept her erect. Now her head was raised so that he could see her face, the expression one of defeat and … terror! No longer was she the supreme temptress in command of every situation, smiling her love. All that was gone as she glanced nervously about her as though she feared she was not alone.

Their eyes met. She registered no surprise, as though she had expected to find him here but knew that some invisible barrier kept them apart. Recognition, that was all, looking about her again, speaking but not with her lips, a transmission of thoughts that was received and understood.


‘We have failed at the last hour. Just when it seemed that we should avert the ultimate disaster we have failed. You see now what will be in a very short time. Perhaps there is a still a chance. I do not know, but it is unlikely that the guile of one mortal can prevent that which the evil ones seek to bring about. A deception that has become a deception in itself. We were summoned and we came, but we were but pawns in a game that the Master himself was playing; even Damballah and Rada, Baron Samedi, Baron Cimeterre, and Baron Crois. They all yielded to a mightier power, as I was forced to do. Evil we are, but we are as pure children by comparison with the forces that used us, deceived us, to pave the way for that which they planned. Oh, why did we not beware the Dark One, he who walked amongst us and amongst mortals in many guises? We were told of a war in which there would be conquerors and vanquished, the disciples of the Dark One ruling where there was still mortal life.’


‘But there is to be no mortal life! That much we now understand with the defeat of the Petro gods by the Dark One. We are all defeated and I am the last survivor, condemned to wander a burning wasteland where there is no mate, only the Master to take me when it pleases him. I am his whore and so it will be for eternity. One has been played against the other, mortal against mortal, god against god, all to one purpose. For when all are destroyed I shall be made to conceive a new Evil in the likeness of the Master and the Dark One who, for all I know, may be one and the same. That was their purpose but we were all too blind to see it; annihilation on earth and in the shadows beyond so that life could begin again. It is too late. You see me as I am, your world as it will be!’

Borden flung out his arms, tried to go to her, but his legs would not move. Willingly would he have stepped into the fire and been consumed with her in a living cremation, but it was not to be. An eddy of smoke on a windless plain hid Erzulie from his view and when it had slowly cleared he saw that she was gone, not even a footprint in the ashes to mark where she had stood, she might not even have been.

Still forced to stand and watch, knowing that soon another would come, the dreaded one, conqueror of this phoenix which would rise again in the image of Evil. Terror, but not shock, when he saw the approaching figure, the stoop now gone, erect and terrible to behold, arrogantly kicking up clouds of embers with his booted feet which were not even smouldering, his features coated with hot ash which he seemed not to notice.

Far behind him another movement, an animal of some kind, the distance too great to distinguish any details except its backward-curved horns. Yet it, too, walked unburned, keeping its distance from the tall man who paused to bow in its direction.

It was as though the Dark One was searching for something or somebody, an angry impatience in his walk. Borden looked around anxiously but there was no sign of Erzulie and the horned creature had also disappeared. Only the disciple of evil remained, pacing the apocalypse, a destroyer who still sought to destroy, driven on by his own obsession.

Mel Borden cringed, tried to hide his eyes, and when he looked again the scene had vanished. Everywhere was in darkness; the darkness of Caerlaverock.

Borden was yelling, ‘It’s a lie. I don’t believe it. I don’t believe in God or anything else!’

His words did not even echo and come back at him. They petered out as if some void had swallowed them up, storing them to return to him at a later date when the world burned and there was nothing else left, a mocking reminder of what once had been. He was suddenly conscious of running; frantically, panic building up inside him like a maelstrom. Not knowing where he was going, only that he had to get there fast. A matter of life … no, death!

Familiar surroundings even though he could not see them, an atmosphere that enveloped him, shackled him and reminded him that there was no escape from Caerlaverock. Or from the world.

Down steps, almost falling once, along straight corridors that turned at right angles without warning, twice cannoning into a wall that threw him against the opposite one. Heedless, oblivious to pain, only aware that he had to get somewhere quickly.

Once he thought he heard Erzulie's voice urging him on but he knew it was only in his mind, crazed by fear of a burning wasteland that had once been earth, East and West consumed by an inferno, plot and counter-plot destroyed by one who even now eagerly awaited the fiery day of doom, his own personal triumph.


I don
't believe in anything that transcends death. I am an atheist. I am an atheist.

Muttering it aloud now, finding some kind of comfort in the admission, a protecting shield. It wasn't possible; it was a dream, a trick of the subconscious. Going mad, the result of months of confinement in an environment that reeked of death and destruction.

A long tunnel at the end of which he saw a square of bright light. Running madly, lungs rebelling, legs weakened by the unaccustomed vigorous exercise. The fear was gone, replaced by anger such as he had never known before, an inner fury that fanned the flames of hate.

He burst into the long room, knew it was Launch Control and that this was where he was meant to be. People were staring at him, anger meeting with anger. Breathing heavily, seeing and understanding in one glance.

Corfield was saying something but Borden wasn't listening, walking unsteadily towards the mass of computers. Whittaker was feeding something into HEG, Gruber looking on even though he didn't understand, trying to make out that he did.

One fleeting memory that hit Mel Borden as though he had been struck a physical blow. That glass tumbler, the way it had moved so decisively, going from one letter to another; five letters … D…E…A…T…H. In his mind it was moving on, an HEG data guide, tracing a crazy inexplicable formula, a conglomeration of every equation he had struggled with and had not dared to put down on paper, eluding him.

Fear on every face in the room, even Gruber's if one looked through the heavy lenses into the eyes behind. Everybody trying not to show it.

Corfleld turned, mouthed one word that incorporated a reprimand for Borden's late arrival. The chief's eyes said ‘we'll be asking you a few questions later’; his mouth said: ‘HAWKSHOT!’




II : Chapter 28 - SYMPHONY OF DEATH

Nobody in the village had been near the remains of Kirkton's shelter for weeks. Messrs Walters and Whinney's sign had fallen or blown down, but the agents had not been near to put it up again. It was a bad place, one that you kept well clear of. When Mickey Young's father went to search for his missing son that evening he did not even consider looking there because MY wouldn't have gone to the shelter, certainly not after what had happened to his mother. There was a legend that, thousands of years ago, the place had been a sacrificial ground and anybody who passed it after dark was inclined to believe that, it had that sort of atmosphere about it. And a lot of people had died there in the fire as though to prove it. So Arthur Young headed up towards the wooded mountain slopes. They were a favourite haunt of his son's and in all probability Mickey was up there, and he would give him a piece of his mind, when he found him.

Arthur swore softly under his breath as he paused to get his second wind after the first half-mile. At fourteen he would have thought the boy had more sense than to wander off like this. Bloody inconsiderate of him! All the same he would be relieved to find his son. Lately, the village and the mountains weren't what they used to be, sort of brooding. That damned missile base was responsible. You couldn't have a tranquil atmosphere with a warhead capable of wiping out half the countryside perched up there. One accident … he shivered at the thought; it only wanted some of these terrorists to get their hands on the missile and they could hold the world to ransom. Maybe he ought to have left like a lot of the others had done and not worried about finding work elsewhere. The dole queues were long; one more person wouldn't make any difference.

Twilight was eerie amongst the trees. He tried to follow the winding path but it wasn't easy. All the time he kept looking to his right and left and behind him. It was easy to imagine that somebody was lurking in the shadows watching you …

He thought he heard music but it couldn't be, not up here. A kind of shrill piping sound like … a sudden surge of hope … like Mickey made when he brought his recorder home from school and played it in the front room after tea and insisted that it was all part of his homework.

Arthur stopped and listened, heard it more clearly. It was a recorder all right. At least it sounded like one, but he wasn't an expert on musical instruments. Tin-whistles, he called 'em, bloody nuisances that got on your nerves. But maybe he had been too hard on the boy and had driven him up into the hills to practise. Relief flooded over Arthur Young and he set off again. Judging by the sound, Mickey was only a hundred yards or so ahead. And he was certain now that it was the boy.

Arthur Young's lips tightened and he tossed his shock of long grey hair back in a gesture of anger. Mickey (he resented the nickname MY; it should have been Michael, anyway) was bloody selfish, just like the majority of other kids still left in the village. They didn't give a sod, didn't even seem to remember what had happened. It was typical of the younger generation today, they were just getting what they could out of life at everybody else's expense. In fact, it wouldn't be a bad thing if everybody got blown up; a good clean up and start again. Arthur wasn't scared any more at the prospect of nuclear war. He was fed up with life; since his wife's death it hadn't meant anything to him. Work five days a week, he would willingly have slaved for seven just for something to do. Evenings and weekends were worst. Time hung heavy then and you got round to thinking, about what had been and what wouldn't be. But he had to get Mickey back, it was his duty as a father, the only thing that was left for him. ‘Mick’. He had meant to shout loudly and was surprised how softly the name came out; almost a whisper, a half-echo in the still atmosphere beneath the tall pines.

‘Mick … ick … ick … ck …’

He stood listening. The boy had to be somewhere close. For some reason Arthur didn't shout again, didn't want to break the silence … as though he was afraid of it! That's nonsense, he told himself with forced conviction. There's nothing to be afraid of up here.

The fluting came again, if anything further away, but this time to his right. He stared in the direction from which the shrill piping sound drifted but did not really expect to see anything in the pitch darkness. His anger escalated. MY had struck off away from the main path through the bracken, almost as though he was embarking upon a wide circle which would eventually bring him back to the village. Stupid little bugger! Arthur turned, half-decided to retrace his steps but changed his mind. Just suppose his son didn't return home, wandered off into the hills, got lost, or … A kid Mick's age had been found strangled down south only last week, for no apparent reason. Of course it wouldn't happen in an area like this … the Kirkton disaster came back to him. That couldn't have happened but it had, fiery death where there should have been safety. A place built to protect the people had been responsible for destroying them.

The piping was more persistent now, as though it was calling him. That was silly because if Mick had wanted his father he would have answered his shout. Arthur stepped off the path, the pine needles springy like a mattress, the flattened dead bracken from last winter cracking under his feet.

Arthur Young walked with outstretched arms, groping his way through the fir plantation, going from tree trunk to tree trunk, cursing every time a branch sprang back and lashed him across the face.

About ten minutes later he grunted with relief when he emerged into the open. In the night sky a thousand stars twinkled brightly, giving just enough light for him to be able to make out silhouettes of trees on all sides. The night was chilly, almost as though there could have been a frost. But you didn't get frosts in the middle of summer. He buttoned up his open-necked shirt, pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his working jacket. The going was easier now, a sloping path worn through the heather by summer hikers and picnickers, steep in parts and slippery with the dust of the long drought, always going downhill. There was no doubt in his mind now that Mickey was going home. Christ, he'd give the young slob a piece of his mind when he caught up with him, maybe even a clip over the ear to go with it! Arthur's fists clenched at the thought. Life was bad enough without this sort of stupid behaviour. Just what the hell did Mickey think he was playing at pretending to be the fucking Pied Piper of Hamlyn or something?

Arthur Young was breathing heavily, his legs feeling like twisted lengths of PVC piping, liable to buckle underneath him at any second. Yes, that boy was definitely going to get a slap across his smirking face. His mother wouldn't have tolerated this kind of behaviour. When she was alive Mickey used to do as he was told, more or less anyway. That was the trouble, he needed a mother. Arthur had never even contemplated remarriage since his wife's death and what a bloody time and place to start thinking about it, out here in the mountains as black as the coal hole back home. In some ways it was a comforting thought, a woman to snuggle up to in bed, not necessary as it was at thirty-eight. A marriage of convenience, nice and comfortable, regular meals, no housework to do. Made you hope that maybe it wouldn't come to nuclear war, just a few more years in which to enjoy himself. But the Americans and the Russians were going to fuck it all up.

The piping became more insistent, further ahead and forcing him to step up his pace, sliding down a steep bank but still managing to keep his balance. Below him a few scattered lights from the occupied houses in the village threw up a faint glow. He thought he saw a shape running and dancing ahead of him.

‘Mick.’ No echo this time, but he was too breathless to get the word out properly. It came back at him as though the boy ahead had flung it back in contempt. The music was more tuneful now and he marvelled that Mickey could run like that and play at the same time. For once he envied youth. The ability to do what you wanted to do although you lacked wisdom and experience. Perhaps his son had some talent after all. But first he had to be taught a very severe lesson. Arthur Young called upon his last reserves and broke into a clumsy run, feeling the surplus flesh on his stomach bouncing up and down. Convenience meals were responsible for the weight he had put on.

Level ground, it was even harder going than the uphill journey after the slippery descent. He could recognise the village now, the weathercock on the church steeple, the vicarage to the left of it with one light showing in a first floor window. Another glimpse of Mickey; the boy seemed smaller, a lot more agile, seemed to jump a low bush rather than go round it - but that could have been an optical illusion. Veering off to the right … sod it, he wasn't going straight home after all!

Crossing the road at the top of the main street, the dancing flitting shape ahead hidden in the shadow of a tall beech hedge. And suddenly Arthur Young knew where he was being led. Kirkton's house, a place that still reeked of death!

Arthur Young's anger was reaching a pitch. How dare his son come here, playing that recorder so carefree and gay, violating the death scene of his mother. The sooner he caught up with MY the better! He felt his feet crunching on the gravel beneath the weeds, saw the towering shape of the house, even the darkness unable to hide its dereliction. One more glimpse of MY, God it didn't really look like MY, so small and lithe, the ground seeming to swallow up the wisping figure.

Arthur Young stopped, wanted to turn back. The stupid bloody little fool! Coming into the grounds was bad enough, a sacrilege in itself, but going down there … Nobody in their right mind would descend into that yawning black tomb where half the female population of the village had perished. Mickey ought to have been scared to venture anywhere near it, or at least have shown some respect for his late mother.

Arthur was in a dilemma. Somehow he had to get the boy out of there, lead him hack home, punish him severely. He crept a pace or two nearer, saw the black square outline in the ground, smelled … oh, Jesus God! You could almost smell the bodies roasting, hear the roar of the flames, the screams …

He tried to shut the horror out of his mind. Of course you couldn't hear or smell anything now. All that was down there was a burned-out underground room and MY … (if it is MY!) Of course it was.

Standing at the entrance now, trying to peer in but seeing nothing, lips shaping up to call out. But the music beat him to it, a high piercing strain rising up out of the ground, building up to a pitch that had Arthur Young clasping his hands over his ears, but still he couldn't shut it out. It was inside his head, gathering force, confusing him, numbing his reasoning … inviting him to go down below!

He found himself on the steps, fighting to keep his balance, weird strains of music urging him to hurry. Hurry … Hurry! Calling out to MY to stop, knowing now that it wasn't his son. But Mickey was here all right, he sensed his presence although not in a comforting sort of way. Something was dreadfully wrong. Oh God, he was scared! But he had to go on.

Arthur fell into the room at the bottom, catching his foot on the last step and sprawling, grunting as the breath was knocked out of his body.

The music did not even falter. It was softer now, as though its object had been achieved in bringing him here. He raised his head, hardly dared to look. It wasn't so dark down here, a kind of half-light which enabled one to make out objects but hid the details. But that was enough! Arthur Young's brain suddenly jerked as if it had received an electric shock, numbing, jarring but not sparing him the terror.

People. Shapes, anyway, that looked human, standing in the corner watching him. Three of them. One was a tall stooping man with just his eyes visible in a face that was bathed in shadow, two tiny pinpoints that glowed redly; the one by his side appeared to be cringing as though he wanted no part of it all. The third … it definitely wasn't MY. Too small, almost indistinguishable, a figure that played a long flute-like cluster of pipes incessantly, softer and softer, a sound that chilled the blood, a symphony of evil that was being recorded in Arthur Young's brain, music that would never die; he would be forced to listen to it for ever, sleeping or waking, notes that transcended even death!

But even that was forgotten as he saw MY. There was no mistaking his son this time, no doubt in his mind that it was him, no matter how much he screamed and yelled that it wasn't MY. It was!


The boy hung upside down, mouth open in a final death scream that rigor mortis had frozen, eyes wide, pupils pushed beyond the lids so that only the whites showed, wrists and ankles nailed securely to the crudely-fashioned crucifix. The throat was a wide ragged hole where it had been gashed and hacked, the blood-flow only stemming and congealing the wound when the heart stopped pumping.

Arthur Young could have accepted his son's death in the same way that he had accepted his wife's; emotionlessly, his hidden grief an internal cancer that would continue to grow and spread for a long time until finally it burst him open. Death he could accept but not this!

His brain wasn't working any more but his body was, a robot gone berserk because its wires had crossed, spluttering crazily, propelling it until everything fused. He was on his feet, mouthing insane cursings, seeing the others and knowing instinctively that they were responsible for this blasphemous crucifixion, a rejection of the Christ by means of MY's body. The awfulness of it snapped the final sinew of sanity and now only revenge mattered.

The room was going darker, colder, the tiny figure which still piped softly was invisible. Music to kill by!

Arthur Young was vaguely aware of a powerful obstructing force that seemed to emanate from the tall man's eyes, but his brain was incapable of comprehension. He was beyond terror, anathematically immune, grasping the wooden structure of the cross which held Mickey's mutilated body, tearing it from the wall and raising it aloft in one movement of tremendous strength, blood vessels bursting and discolouring his flesh, no sign of pain on his stoic features. Totally expressionless, a killing machine that was functioning to perfect physical capacity.

The cross was airborne, hurtling across the room, twisting in flight as though its victim struggled to free himself. The two figures in the corner flung up arms in a gesture of defence but the missile ploughed relentlessly into them, smashing them both back against the wall with unbelievable force, the crucifix cracking on impact, two halves that tore at the frail body, the nails ripping their way out of wrists and ankles, splintering bone and trailing bloody flesh.

MY was free, flung upright, hitting the wall with a sickening thud, head twisted so that his dead eyes met those of his watching father and conveyed a message that only a crazed mind could understand, a warning from beyond the realms of mortal knowledge, one that came even as the tall man with the distorted features flung off the wreckage and staggered upright. And this time his expression was sufficient to halt Arthur Young's rampage of vengeance.

MY fell forward stiffly, his skull splitting open as it hit the concrete floor, jerked as though life still flowed through his body, then rolled over on to his back, staring up at the ceiling, pupils clicking down like some automatic digital recorder.

And suddenly something happened inside Arthur Young. A brain that had ceased to function logically slipped back into gear, eyes taking in the scene, registering what they saw.

‘No!’ a strangled cry had him backing away, his lips -moving but no more words coming, mentally apologising for what he had done, pleading for mercy with his eyes.

The Dark One gave a shallow laugh, a sound that seemed to vibrate on the smoke-blackened concrete walls. Even the unseen piper in the corner who had just commenced to tune his flute again fell silent; a confrontation between two men, one in which neither god nor mortal would dare to intervene.

The man on the floor stirred, raised his head and saw what was happening. He tried to look away but it was impossible to drag his eyes off the one he had known as Denak. Sallus groaned, a kind of whimper. He thought his arm was broken where the heavy crucifix had caught it but physical pain no longer mattered; his tortured soul screamed because it was no longer his own.

Arthur Young experienced a force that penetrated his body, tore at his mind as though icy fingers probed his brain, a stealer of souls who left a frail body to grieve, denied it the right to die. They'd done the same to MY then crucified him and slit his throat when they had finished with him; fiends who breathed and stank of evil and lived in dark places such as this one which, long ago, had been drenched with the blood of innocent victims, human sacrifices to evil pagan gods, a saga that was unending. He knew he would not be the last.

Young's mind snapped again under the strain and the Dark One laughed softly, knowing that the Master himself would be pleased with this night's work in an ancient temple that reeked with the iron-like aroma of freshly spilled blood.

For the night was yet young and there was still much work to be done. This second sacrifice was an unexpected bonus.




II : Chapter 29 – THE LAST DANCE

Norman Campbell had built up his disco equipment over the last ten years. Twice, the amplifiers had had to be replaced through no fault of his own, but the makers had been unsympathetic towards his complaints. The coloured bulbs for flashing lights cost seven pounds each and they always seemed to be blowing. Norman freely admitted that his profit margin was ‘small’, but never actually confessed to making an overall loss. That would have looked bad and could have cost him several ‘important’ bookings in the year; like the air rifle league's annual dance at Carsycryn (for which he had to hire some older records and would have settled for 78s if his machine would have taken them).

At thirty-four Norman's dreams were beginning to fade, but he still clung resolutely to the remnants. His teenage efforts with a guitar had come to nothing; one booking at the village hall and another at Bryan King-Watkins' twenty-first birthday party. He had left his card in the window of the general stores for a year following that, but when nothing more had been forthcoming he had removed it. It wasn't because of his own lack of talent, he repeatedly told himself, but rather that audiences in this part of the world weren't appreciative of country and western music. They needed to be educated, but if they weren't prepared to give him the opportunity to educate them then they must remain in ignorance. So he had pandered to the whims of remote rural youth and given them the blaring, deafening pop and punk rock which they demanded. And he'd got by. Just. His job at the slate quarry and the fact that he was still single (it wasn't that he was against marriage but simply that the right girl hadn't come along) had enabled him to subsidise his non-profit making sideline. His father had run off with another woman when Norman was fifteen and his mother had died in the Kirkton fire, but he had stayed on in their small red-brick semi-detached cottage. In a way, he told himself, he had set himself up as a martyr; he could have gone to the cities and maybe made it big, but those who had stayed behind after the disaster needed him. If they still weren't prepared to accept his creative talents on the guitar then at least he would give them the benefit of his disco. And with nuclear war imminent (the Americans had given the Russians a deadline for troop withdrawals from the borders of the oil-producing countries and it had gone unheeded), Norman had splashed out the remnants of his post office savings account on an assortment of kaleidoscopic flashing bulbs, a new amplifier, and the top half of the Top Ten, which he hoped wouldn't change too quickly (it wasn't likely to because with the threat of everything coming to a very sudden end the record companies weren't bothering much with new numbers; the current charts would see them out), and he'd hired the village hall for Saturday night at his own expense. He scraped the tenner fee out of his weekly wage packet and to hell with what happened from Monday onwards. In all probability the world wouldn't get as far as Tuesday. Wednesday was being just too optimistic. Saturday dragged slowly on towards evening. Norman Campbell made his way down to the hall just after eight (he had been there most of the morning setting up his equipment so there was no hurry). He was pleasantly surprised on pushing open the door that had been missing a hinge for over a year now to find a gathering of some twenty or thirty teenagers inside. Maybe this was their last fling, jive and screw for tomorrow we die. Les Thomas was snogging with Hayley Williams on the bench below the small stage and by the way he had got both hands up her blouse he was progressing fast. The pair had split up months ago; apparently tonight they had got back together again because they wanted to go out doing what young people liked doing most.

Campbell climbed up on to the stage and set his lights flashing. He had sorted out the records for this evening earlier on, but now with total disregard for his intended programme he flipped out Humperdinck's ‘There Goes My Only Possession’ and set it spinning, somehow it seemed appropriate, set the mood. He wasn't even sure what the mood was but it sounded right anyway. He didn't feel like chattering out his usual flow of verbal garbage. Maybe later.

Just let them do what they wanted to do in the meantime, even fuck if they wanted to. Nobody would mind; nothing mattered any more.

They started to jive in a smoochy sort of way, one or two going into a clinch and rubbing their bodies against each other. (If I said you had a beautiful body would you hold it against me? Norman wished it had a slower beat, it was too fast for the mood that was building up here tonight.) In a way he wished he was down there with them instead of up here. Suddenly he felt a right twit; perhaps they had always seen him like that. The sit-out, the stooge.

Some more people came in as the evening wore on. Norman tried to see who they were but by this time the hall lights were dimmed to a faint glow whilst he was surrounded by dazzling brightness. It didn't really matter because he knew them all anyway, and they knew him. Occasionally strangers turned up at the village dances, but that was mostly when friends came to stay with friends. These days the village was a place where nobody wanted to come and stay.

He was tense and he shouldn't have been. And he could tell that everybody on the floor was tensed up too. If you looked close you could see it even in those who were rubbing their bodies against each other. There weren't many standing about watching either, the usual border of ‘wallflowers’ almost non-existent. He couldn't remember when that had last happened. Even the girls who hadn't got partners were either dancing with one another or else jiving on their own.

And it was all due to him because he had put the right records on, given them the atmosphere they wanted. Play it soft and smoochy and …

He peered, had to look again to make sure, it wasn't easy in the contrasting gloom and brightness which segregated him from the dancers. A girl, lithe, moving easily in perfect rhythm, swaying to the tempo. Norman Campbell had never seen her before and that in itself was remarkable. Even more remarkable were her features, the colour of her skin like polished ebony.

Norman realised that he could have made a mistake about the latter. The lighting threw up weird shades and one couldn't really be certain. It couldn't alter her features, though, no way could it mould flesh and bone into something of exquisite beauty that could be instantly destroyed by a harsh electric glare. He watched her carefully, saw her body almost as though the material was transparent. Long dark hair, immaculate (it didn't look as though it could ever be anything else), full breasts that seemed to pick up the tempo all by themselves.

She wasn't English, that much was certain. Nor European. If she'd had frizzy hair and thicker features he would have settled for one of the African countries. Not that he had ever actually seen an African girl in the flesh but he'd seen plenty of pictures of them. OK, Africa then, but that didn't explain her presence here. She was dancing on her own, oblivious to everybody else; they might not even have existed. And, stranger still, none of the other dancers seemed to be aware of her!

Norman Campbell's curiosity was fast getting the better of him. He contemplated turning up the lights and having a real good look at her, but he couldn't very well do that in the middle of a batch of records. Also he was reluctant to destroy the mood which he had created.

He glanced at his watch. 9.45. Another three-quarters of an hour and he could legitimately declare a break of twenty minutes, put the lights up and take himself off to the bar. For once Ralph Evans from the Crown and Anchor wasn't doing much of a trade, everybody preferring the dance floor to the attraction of liquid refreshment. Herding for safety!

Norman watched the girl closely. You could almost see every muscle in her body responding to the slow lazy beat of the record, not like the ordinary Saturday night shuffler. He even considered speeding it up with a faster record. No, he wasn't in the mood either. A kind of melancholy that you didn't want to break out of, like a drug sending you on a trip. It was the music that was doing it, he was sure.

He disregarded his list of records, the usual mediocre stuff that improved towards midnight, a ploy used by a number of disc jockeys so that everybody had a euphoric last half-hour and came again the next week. Tonight had to be different. He didn't know why, but he started sorting through the boxes of records, pulling out ones that he hadn't played for ages simply because nobody was interested in them. Until now.

A stack of discs on the turntable and he had time on his hands. Nobody wanted to listen to his nonsensical gibberings. And now, folks, soaring straight into the Top Twenty and destined to stay there, the inimitable … Shit! Just spin the discs, keep the lights flashing and … a sudden thought that had his nerves tingling and a kind of pleasurable tension flapping inside his stomach like night moths trapped inside a lampshade. It was a long time since he'd gone on the dance floor. Disc Jockeys rarely did because it bridged the gap they liked to keep between themselves and those who flocked into the halls (hopefully!). The beat was just an excuse really, nothing more. Without it you couldn't rub yourself up against a girl you hardly knew and let your hands brush places that you'd get your face slapped for touching any other time. But on this occasion, Norman Campbell determined, he was going to break a rule. He was going right out there to team up with …

Her eyes were closed, her body swaying from her hips upwards as he moved in front of her, tried to pick up her own special rhythm and felt a damned fool. Christ, she didn't even know he was there, she was away in her own soft soothing world of … well, away somewhere.

The record changed but her body never really stopped moving, simply slowed down waiting to pick up the tempo of the next. He moved in closer, studying her. Definitely one of the African countries - even under the changing lights there was no disguising the blackness of her flesh, the smoothness of her delicate skin. He wondered again how she came to be here, if she was with anybody. A quick glance around at the others. Les and Hayley were standing close to each other and now it was her fingers that were doing the probing, making him squirm and pretend that it was the music that was sending him. Everybody was too intent on doing their own thing and thinking about what they were going to get round to indulging in after 12.30.

The tall girl's eyes flickered open and she saw Norman for the first time but didn't register any surprise. He experienced embarrassment, not just because he had taken the liberty of dancing with her without her consent, but because he couldn't match her gyrations with his own clumsy efforts. She smiled, a feeling that went far deeper than merely a facial movement.

‘Hi,’ he spoke, at least he meant to and thought he probably did, she wouldn't be able to hear him over the music.

She nodded, moved in closer, and he felt another fluttering in his stomach. At least she wasn't going to reject him. There were an awful lot of questions he wanted to ask but knew he would never get round to. It wasn't any of his damned business, but that didn't matter. Just get together and enjoy it.

Dancing, the two of them so far removed from the world Norman Campbell knew. Vibrations, not from the music but from her, coming across and making his flesh tremble. Not looking at her face any more because … because it frightened him! He shuddered, suddenly wished that he had remained within the safety of his own little stockade of electronic equipment with its impregnable battlements of record trays, firing out his own beat salvos, immune to it all. But it was too late now, he had ventured forth and there was no going back.

She had slowed down, scarcely moving, dejection in her bearing, a sadness that you could not escape.


Look at me!

A command that had him jerking his head up so that his eyes met hers and were held fast by an unwavering stare. If she had spoken (he couldn't exactly recollect having heard her voice) then somehow she had penetrated the blare from the speakers. A sadness had engulfed her that racked her like physical torture. In her expression there was hopelessness, utter despair, love wilting and dying.


Look at me. This is what I have come to, destroyed by those more powerful than myself who deceived me with their guile. I, the most beautiful of them all, used and then cast off, thrown back to … this!

He didn't understand but then he guessed he wasn't really meant to. Somebody had wronged her, jilted her perhaps, and she had come here to try and get it out of her system. A lot of girls went to dances on their own for that very reason, hoping also that they might find another man for themselves. A sudden wild hope flared like a match inside him and then died as though a wind had sprung up and extinguished it. He hadn't a chance, not with her, anyway. In that respect he was wasting his time.


We have not much time left. Tonight may be our last.

He nodded sympathetically and thought he had caught the gist of what she was talking about. The papers had been full of it that morning. The President of the United States and the Secretary of State both dead on the same day, Congress all to cock and some stand-in guy letting a sudden surge of power go to his head and thinking he could cut the Soviet Union down to size overnight. And it was all backfiring. Nobody was going to come out of a confrontation on that scale with anything to show for it. It had to be curtains.

‘Maybe it won't come to the crunch,’ he didn't know if she could hear him but he felt he had to say something. ‘There are always scares and the newspapers and the television make a lot out of nothing.’


This time it is no bluff. Let us make the most of the time we have left Let us dance and make love until the very end of time

She was close to him, her breath cold and perfumed, her touch icy when her fingers found his, pulling him close as her lips went in search of his. He trembled, wished again that he had never strayed on to the floor. But after that first kiss Norman Campbell wasn't asking any more questions. There was an unbelievable warmth in the coldness of her body, a yearning that he did not even try to explain. He hadn't really come to her of his own volition. He had come to her because she had called him; because she wanted him, needed him. Whatever the void, he was going to attempt to fill it. This strange girl had picked him out and already he was her slave, eager to do her bidding. She was desperate for love and he would give it to her, if necessary he would die for her. And that wouldn't really matter because before long they were all going to die.

An empty hall, the grey light of dawn creeping in through the dusty window panes, the atmosphere stale with the aroma of beer and cigarette smoke. A man on his own, crumpled denim suit dusty from where he had slept on the floor, stirring and sitting up.

He sat there for a time trying to remember, head aching from the uncomfortable position in which he had slept. Then remembering …

Norman Campbell looked for the black girl, glancing around in desperation, uttering a groan of despair when he discovered that she was nowhere to be seen. She was gone. Everybody had gone, as though they might never have been.

He struggled up, made his way to the door and looked outside, saw the deserted street, the church across the way. Some jackdaws were cawing noisily on the steeple but there was no other sign of life.

Norman staggered out to the pavement, looked up and down, a sudden panic that he might be the only one left. There was no way of telling whether or not the houses were occupied. Oh God, why hadn't she stayed with him so that they could have awaited the end together? He reached the cottage where he had lived since boyhood and let himself in, an untidiness that began in the small porch and strewed its way up to the attic. Norman had never really noticed it before, but now it seemed so obvious, as though it was deliberately drawing his attention to it. Dirty, slovenly, the way he had always been, living his dreams but neglecting reality.

And now the final dream had been shattered. A girl had flitted into his life from nowhere and gone back to whence she had come. Just a memory. And a warning.

He flung himself on to the unmade bed and lay there staring up at the ceiling.


We have not much time left.

Her words echoed in his brain over and over again. He heard her silky husky voice, smelled the strange sweetness of her breath, felt her ice-cold touch.

And that was the way he wanted to die, just lying here remembering her, not even trying to figure out who she was or where she had gone, content in the knowledge that they had met and loved.

It didn't matter because soon they would all be dead.




II : Chapter 30 – THE DEATH-MAKERS

Mel Borden knew what was happening, what was expected of him. He shook his head, tried to clear it. His brain was fogged and his greatest fear was that he might be unable to remember the HEG formula which he had committed to memory. The time for stalling was over. They needed him because they could not effectively retarget Spectre III without him!

Borden walked slowly forward, men parting to let him through, hostile glares, not trusting him. Chuck Whittaker was already at the computer launching panel. He looked bemused, uncertain of himself. Mel Borden thought, he's scared to hell, isn't really sure that his HEG programme is right. Or else he doesn't want to go through with it. But we can still stall!

‘What caused the power failure?’ he turned towards Corfield.

‘Power failure?’

‘Yes. When everything cut out. The whole base must have been without power for … five minutes, maybe.’

‘That's rubbish. Nothing …’

‘Ask these chaps then. Ask Gruber!’

An uneasy silence. Either their memories had been blanked out by the unseen forces or they were determined to lie. Corfield was lying, he had to be.

‘The lights went,’ Gruber stared down at the floor. ‘Some temporary fault, probably, and there was a delay whilst a reserve generator took over.’

‘That's crap,’ Mel Borden sensed a slight advantage, even over Corfield. ‘The reserves are automatic, reserves on reserves. Chuck'll tell you that.’

Whittaker nodded. ‘Something strange did happen but it appears to be OK now.’

‘Appears to be!’ Borden snapped. ‘We can't fire a warhead on chance. What if the computer packed up after launching and we couldn't operate the Command Data Buffer System? That might be OK if you're just going for the primary, but no way would you be able to retarget it. The inertial plus on-board pre-programmed digital computer would stay fixed on primary data and after the first stage of control by gimballed motors you're going to hit your primary target whether you like it or not. You're the boss, Corfield. You carry the can so the decision's yours.’

Corfield was pale and sweating. Jesus H. Christ, the Englishman was really putting him in the hot seat! Corfield only had a layman's knowledge of the technicalities but he knew enough to realise the position he was in. He could chance it, maybe it would be OK. There again, maybe it wouldn't. Once Spectre III entered its second and third stage, where it was controlled by fluid injection into a single nozzle, they were relying on HEG. The last place they wanted to hit was the Kremlin; Hawkshot had diverted whilst it was still in Stage One and redirected on … London! Borden didn't know that, he wasn't to know until the order was given to redirect. He was the one man who could fuck it all up, he was streets ahead of Whittaker when it came to re-programming and there wouldn't be time to work on him to get a redirection before the Soviets were corning back with everything they'd got.

‘I've already acknowledged the White House Hawkshot Command,’ Corfield said weakly.

‘Then call 'em back and tell 'em we've got problems,’ Borden snapped.

The other turned away, began spinning the external communications dial again. His fingers shook. He made three attempts and then slammed his fist hard against the wall. ‘It isn't possible. The fucking thing's dead as yesterday!’

Everybody staring at everybody else. Mel Borden felt a sudden surge of relief and had to forcibly check his elation. They could still go ahead if they were bloody-minded enough. Gruber would have taken the chance if the decision had been his because he thrived on killings. Mel knew it was Corfield he had to work on. And that wasn't easy.

‘We'd better get the technicians to check everything out first,’ Corfield held on to a desk for support. ‘though Christ knows what the consequences of the delay will be.’

‘We'd better get Security checking, too,’ Borden said. ‘With everything going kaput anybody could have got in here.’

Lex Gruber stiffened, his jaw jutting. The eyes behind the thick lenses said, what the fuck's it got to do with you, Borden? He opened his mouth to speak but closed it again as he remembered the empty pistol in his holster, the way he'd shot his office up, the guy who shouldn't have survived but did. You couldn't tell your chief all that because they couldn't risk anybody on the base who had hallucinations. But something had happened. ‘We'll check the place out,’ he grunted and pushed past the others.

Outside in the corridor he hurried, wanting to shake off Blurton and any of the others who might have stuck close to him. Back in his office with the door shut he saw it all, the bullet scars on the walls, his overturned desk. And then he smelled the faint odour that still lingered there, a stench so distinctive that once you'd experienced it you never forgot it. The aroma of death!

He breathed a sigh of relief when he found that the internal communications system was working again. Two calls, blunt and to the point. One to go; external security.

Gruber started to sweat again when he heard it bleeping out at the other end and nobody answering. The new guy, Whister, maybe he'd gone to sleep or else couldn't work the dials. Gruber gave him ten seconds then rang back Blurton and told him to go check and take three guards with him. The bastards had worked it OK this time, just like they had when they'd got the nigger in here. The whole show was being sabotaged by a force you couldn't fight. And probably only he was aware of it.

Blurton and the three guards came up above ground like bolting rabbits with a hunting stoat in the warrens behind them, keeping low, fanning out, moving fast so they presented difficult targets. The floodlights had not been switched on. This was one time you needed the darkness. Shoot on sight and keep moving.

They didn't wait to find out whether or not Whister would answer and open up. The emergency lock had already been operated from HQ and they hit the stairs at a run in single file, Sax Blurton in the lead. Emma crossed his mind again, fouled up his concentration. It was then that he saw Whister on the first platform.

The latest recruit was wide-eyed and dishevelled, lips moving in mute curses that finally made it to a loud scream of mingled fear and anger. His pistol came up spitting flame and bucking in his grasp, the reports deafening in the confined space.

Blurton had already beaten him to it but held back with his finger on the trigger, Emma still vividly in his mind, a tiny human shield behind which a number of foul shapes crouched and snarled. If Emma hadn't been there he would have fired. Too late, Whister's first bullet took him in the shoulder and spun him around, falling backwards and impeding those behind him who tried to shoot round him and put their slugs wide. The second shot took him through the jawbone at an oblique angle and gouged its way out through his left cheek, splattering blood on the wall. Still upright, somehow turning. Dazed, poised to fire but not daring to because of Emma. A third bullet grazed the inside of a thigh and pulped his scrotum before it took Atkins in the chest. Two men falling, rolling into the two behind them who were ploughing useless lead skywards.

Blurton was still alive, writhing on top of Atkins, hands pressed into his groin as though he thought he could stem the pumping blood. Shinn and Mason tried to jump clear, but they were too late, the living and the dead sliding and bumping down the steps, when they hit the ground floor only Mason was left alive with two shots still in his pistol. Whister fired again, missed, and his pistol clicked metallically. He continued pulling, seemingly unaware that the clip was spent.

Mason had all the time he wanted, time enough to pull himself clear and steady his gunhand. It kicked up and he saw Whister thrown back and upright against the single railing, a ragged bloody hole where his right eye had been only seconds previously. He was dead, but Mason was already taking another trigger pressure and this time he obliterated the other's left eye. Whatever his failings, his marksmanship was not one of them.

Fascinated, Mason watched the way the dead man lurched forward, a death walk by a body that was reluctant to surrender even though the brain that controlled it was gone.

Mason was thinking how it ought to hit the rail, break it, topple slowly over and hit the floor below with a sickening thud like the victims of saloon gunfights in western movies always did. It didn't. Whister fell backwards, an anticlimax as he sank down with scarcely a bump.

Then suddenly the hallway was crowded, Gruber and a bunch of uniformed guards who looked disappointed because there was nothing left to shoot at. Nobody said anything because it was all so obvious that words would have been a waste of breath. The new guy had scared himself crazy and started a shoot-out. Routine, if you were used to it; a cleaning-up job for the services staff, fuel for the incinerator, and a reshuffle of duties. Nothing that would throw Caerlaverock off balance. Just a hiccup.

The time was 00:34 and Hawkshot was still waiting.




Corfield was pacing Launch Control like an impatient schoolmaster waiting for a class of indolent pupils to put the final touches to their essays. Frustration knotted the veins in his forehead.

Four technicians worked to check a mass of intricate wiring, okayed the launch computer after ten minutes but could not locate the fault in the external transmitter. For the time being there was no way of contacting the White House, but if the HEG was in perfect working order there was no need to. They could be advised of the delay in Hawkshot at the first available opportunity.

‘How much longer?’ Corfield grunted. He had already received details of the gun battle but that was an incidental where Spectre III was concerned. He wouldn't be able to relax until the warhead was bound for its primary target.

‘Ready, I guess,’ Whittaker looking up. ‘Targeting and retargeting are processed.’

‘I'll check,’ Borden almost had to push him out of the way, pressed the printout switch for a copy of the setting, watched the slip whirr out like a parking ticket from a council meter. It even showed the time: 00:55.

Coded: Hawkshot. PT:KR1. (that was what everybody expected; there wouldn't even be any prizes for KGB agents guessing Caerlaverock's primary target). RT1 :L1.

Borden felt himself go cold, his legs threatening to buckle under. RT2: Still blank. Russia, all the way back to London, and you could still hit anywhere else on the globe you fancied. Man's most marvellous creation was the instrument of his own destruction. Sophisticated suicide.

‘All right?’ Whittaker's voice trembled.

‘I guess so,’ Borden didn't look up because he didn't want to meet Corfield's gaze. You know now what it's all about, how there's got to be a sacrifice before the West can remove the threat of the East. That's just one of the reasons why you'll never be allowed to leave Caerlaverock, not even when it's all over and there isn't a London any more. Or any place else outside the States.

Borden wished he knew what had happened to Corfield when the Dark One had come, how he'd fared in the pitch darkness, but nobody was saying.

‘Hawkshot then!’ Corfield seeking confirmation.

‘Yeah,’ Mel Borden was coldly calm now. ‘but just tell me one thing Corfield.’

‘What's that?’

‘What happened to you when everything blacked out and what did you see?’

‘I told you. Nothing. You're crazy, at a time like this …’

Mel Borden raised his head, forced himself to look into the other's eyes, almost guessed what he would see there; the narrowed orbs squinting in the brightness of the artificial lighting, a half-flicker of fear that could not be disguised. An expression so familiar that Borden knew he hadn't made a mistake. He almost smelled the acrid smoke of a burning wasteland, heard the crunch of worn-out boots on glowing embers, the feet inside them impervious to the heat, a goat-like animal watching from the horizon.

‘We can't delay any longer!’ Corfield's lips twisted into a snarl as though he suspected that Borden had guessed.

‘No, there's no need to delay any longer,’ Mel Borden smiled faintly. ‘but we'll have to reprocess the retargeting just to be absolutely sure.’

Whittaker moved closer as Borden knew he would; they wouldn't trust him now, not that they ever really had.

Reprocessing: Hawkshot

PT:KR1

RT1:L

RT2:NIL


Supersede: (Retargeting before you'd even targeted).

Borden's forefinger move on, selected a button almost casually, flipped it in passing. BASE.

Chuck Whittaker's eyes met his but neither of them spoke. Maybe he understood, maybe he didn't. It was something they would never get a chance to discuss. Ever.

The data clicked back in. Whittaker moved to a button on the left of the computer, Borden took his place beside the one on the right. Poised, ready.

Just one question Borden would have liked to ask everybody. Do you believe, not just in God, in anything?


Because if you don
'tyou're an atheist, they can't harm you. You're invincible. You don't concede to any power!

Chuck Whittaker was OK even if he didn't fully realise. Borden reflected that he couldn't be expected to. Back to Corfield, there was hate in those eyes now, hatred that went deeper than the two men who were being forced to do his bidding. Gloating, too, that almost materialised into mocking laughter. Again Borden smelled the burning earth; his eyes watered, it could have been from the smoke. He glanced across at Whittaker, received an answering nod. He understood all right.

Corfield checked his watch: 01.11. The flesh seemed to have stretched across his skull, pulled so tight that you could see the bone structure beneath, eyes sunken in black-ringed sockets, lips thin and bloodless. It could have been the tension, tiredness, or even a trick of the light. But Borden knew it was none of these. He thought about the data he had processed and wished that he could have laughed, enjoyed a few brief seconds of unveiled euphoria. But there wasn't time. He couldn't even taunt the latest henchman of a Master he was determined not to believe in.

‘Hawkshot!’ Corfield's command was a harsh screech that echoed and rose to a crescendo, reverberating in the brains of the two men who checked with each other and then pressed their respective launch buttons simultaneously.

Radios crackled across Britain, scheduled programmes suddenly interrupted. Newsflashes that brought groans of impatience from television viewers; sharp intakes of breath and a speeding up of heartbeats as the features of an announcer reflected the fear which he was about to put into words. Unrehearsed, a nervous stammer. Staccato, verbal bullets that had millions writhing in their armchairs.

‘... an explosion, the cause not yet confirmed but believed to be the most recent and up-to-date warhead sited in Wales. There are reports of mountain avalanches and earth tremors felt many miles from the scene. Rescue teams are standing by, but at present are unable to approach the scene of the disaster. We shall be reporting further on this as soon as we have more information …’




EPILOGUE

Everybody was gone and the whole village was empty. At least, that was the way it seemed to Norman Campbell.

He sat on the step outside his cottage and watched the sun climbing up from the eastern horizon; it was going to be another scorching day.

He had not been indoors since he had left the hall, a realisation which filtered slowly into his confused brain. He didn't want to go inside. There was no point, nothing in there that he needed. Perhaps later he would go in and fetch some food and something to drink. Right now he wasn't hungry or thirsty.

That black girl, she had been a figment of the imagination, not exactly a hallucination but a trick of the lighting; a stranger to the village whom he'd presumed had dark skin. It had been an exciting experience whilst it lasted but he did not want to see her again. He didn't want to see anybody. He'd stay right here, maybe come to some decision later, but at the moment he wasn't in the frame of mind for doing anything positive.

Noon: it was becoming unbearably hot and he moved back into the shade of the porch. The flies were troublesome, clouds of them swarming around him, a black army that was determined to settle on him and crawl all over his body. In the end he gave up swatting at them and let them have their way, ignoring them apart from blowing the odd one off his lips. He didn't even curse.

Sometime during the afternoon he went inside and drank two mugs of water out of the sink tap, munched a handful of Ritz biscuits that were soft and stale and dropped crumbs all over the quarried floor. It didn't matter because the floor had not been swept for over a month anyway. A mouse scurried out from behind a cupboard and paused to look up at him. At least it was comforting to know that there was life in the vicinity besides those swarms of black flies.

He went back outside and sat down in the shade again. His equipment was still up at the hall. Maybe later when it was cooler he would fetch it back. There wasn't any point, though. A sudden idea, one that brought a hollow laugh and temporarily startled the flies, although they didn't waste any time coming back and alighting on his sweat-grimed face. He'd go up there and play tonight, just as if he'd booked the hall, take his guitar along too. If anybody turned up that was fine but nobody would. He'd really turn it on, make the place shake and there wouldn't be anybody to complain about the noise. The whole village all to himself. He laughed again but this time the flies did not even budge.

Evening: it was nearly nine o'clock before it started to get cooler. The flies were less troublesome; he had grown used to them and almost missed their company. Just one or two of the more persistent ones remained, but they flew off and didn't come back when he stood up.

He looked around the kitchen but there was no sign of the solitary mouse. There were still plenty of crumbs for it to feast on otherwise he would have thrown it some more. Upstairs (the house had a nasty sour smell about it lately), he brought his guitar down from the top of the wardrobe and stepped around heaps of strewn clothes and magazines on the floor. He didn't want to sleep in here again, ever. It was time he made a clean break like everyone else in the village had done. He would have to figure something out.

Outside the sun had dipped behind the mountains, lighting up the sky with a deep golden hue, casting long shadows across the village street. He walked in the middle of the road, his frayed sneakers kicking up clouds of dust which hung in the air. Glancing at the houses as he passed, not so much as a curtain moving. Nobody left except himself, they'd all gone somewhere. Tomorrow perhaps he would go. Or else he would stay. Staying was easier when you'd nowhere to go.

The hall still reeked of stale beer and cigarette smoke. Hell, he ought to have left the doors open. It was stifling, the corrugated steel roof having absorbed the heat, it wouldn't cool down for a long time yet. He went round opening the windows, had to force some of them and cracked two panes of glass. Then he set his lights flashing, let the records spin. Any records, just music, noise was all that mattered.

He darkened the hall and lit the stage so brightly that he couldn't see beyond it. A full house, they were all out there, Les Thomas on the long wooden bench with his hands up Hayley Williams' blouse again. Go on, Les, don't mind us. Fuck her, nobody can see you. Make it real good for her.

Norman picked up his guitar, tried to find the beat, but it was going too fast for him. It didn't matter. Nobody was listening. Yes they were, but they didn't care. Give us noise, man, shut everything else out.

Some time later he changed the records, an odd assortment, picked at random. The first one was too fast, familiar. An old favourite of the sixties but now it was getting under his skin, a kind of instant depression. Creedence Clearwater Revival: Bad Moon Rising.


Don't go out tonight …

He wasn't, he was staying right here, playing the night away.

He stopped for his break dead on eleven (the old Smiths' clock on the wall was still going), and helped himself at the bar. Talked to Ralph Evans and told him the beer was flat and warm so would he top it up with lemonade and make a shandy out of it. Ralph did and it tasted better.

Norman cut his break short tonight, he owed it to all these folks who had showed up for him. Les had gone outside with Hayley, there was an empty space on the bench where they'd been, good luck to both of them.

Real smoochy stuff, man. You couldn't make out who was who because everybody was holding everybody close, a mass of swaying bodies. Some girls dancing on their own up in the top corner. Norman stared hard but couldn't be sure. Maybe … he had to go and see.

Flitting amongst them, warm sensous hands reaching out for him in the darkness, pushing them away. Faces but no distinguishing features, all the same. Shouting for her even though he didn't know her name, his voice was drowned by the blare of the speakers. But she was not here tonight.

Back up on the stage, his guitar forgotten, another pile of records on the turntable, fast tempos designed to make you jive until you dropped. Liven it up, man; get out of those clinches. Change the mood, forget the loving.

The walls and roof were vibrating, the block floor wet with condensation; a swirl of bodies going faster and faster. And faster. A moving blur that could have been anything.

Oh Christ, it was getting out of hand and he couldn't get to the turntable to slow it down. Things were falling, bricks, ceiling joists, clouds of dust that dimmed the flashing bulbs. One exploded with a loud bang. Another fucking seven quid down the drain.

Norman Campbell was down on the dance floor, running and falling because the blocks seemed to have somehow loosened and come up. Impossible to dance in here, everybody outside. Into the street, let's show 'em they can't stop us dancing. We'll dance out there, down to the green and into the churchyard and mind you don't fall into a bleedin' freshly-dug grave. We don't need music. Christ Almighty, we don
'tneed fucking music!

Outside, the ground vibrating, a tree falling and smashing through the roof of a nearby cottage (it had to come down sometime because it was a Dutch Elm and it had got the disease), road and pavements shaking beneath your feet; that was the music, man, really livening this dead-alive hole up.

Screams. Girls always screamed when the beat really sent them. Everything happening everywhere.

Norman stopped, leaned his back against a stone wall that was threatening to disintegrate at any second and then had to shade his eyes against the brightness of a summer night, a glow at first from the mountains that spread so that the sky was red and fiery, outlining the whole range. The aurora borealis: he'd seen it once as a kid when his father had made the trip up to Aberdeen to see his folks. But now the northern lights were making history, mushrooming into a maelstrom of fire that was brighter than any sunrise, lighting up the whole landscape and hot enough to make the flies come out again. Burning your skin with its fierce heat.

The mountain immediately ahead was breaking up like a volcano that nobody knew was there and had suddenly erupted and blown the top off. More fire. Rocks and rubble, sliding and gathering into an avalanche, the ground heaving up and houses coming down like they'd been bombed, the air so hot it scorched your lungs when you breathed it in.

Everywhere burning, houses in the street on fire. The fucking fire brigade was taking its time getting here. Norman wanted to run, get clear of the village and climb the hills on the other side where the forests weren't blazing. But he couldn't. A heap of jagged stone pinned him down by the legs, so heavy that he could not move it or drag himself out from beneath it. It didn't hurt, though, just a sort of numb feeling. He wondered about the mouse in the kitchen and if it was OK. He hoped it hadn't got crushed or burned.

Nobody about. Everybody was gone now. Just himself left, lying there watching the forests burning up. He didn't try to move because he knew he couldn't. He didn't care anyway.

Then he saw the girl, the black one with long straight hair. His heart leapt, he made one tremendous effort to pull himself free but flopped back down on the ground. He was shouting, trying to attract her attention but collapsing in a fit of coughing so that he couldn't get the words out. Come back, come back. Don't leave me. I need you!

She didn't hear or see him. She wasn't seeing anything, just walking, head bowed, dragging her feet as though they were so blistered that she could hardly bear to put them down on the ground. Dejected. Sobbing maybe, but he couldn't be sure because he couldn't see her face. Didn't really know if it was her. Then smoke billowed and hid her, and when it had cleared she wasn't anywhere to be seen.

Time passed. Maybe it was morning, there was no way of telling because there was so much fire about that sunlight wouldn't be noticed. Norman wished he could have made it back to the cottage so that he could have had a drink, but probably the cottage wasn't there anymore. Or the mouse.

A movement, more decisive than just drifting smoke clouds, attracted his attention on the other side of the street. At first he thought it was the girl and braced his vocal chords to shout. It wasn't her, too big, too tall. A man, Norman couldn't make out the details.

The face was hidden except for the eyes; two glowing coals or it could have been a reflection of the inferno. Something moving just behind him, an animal of some kind following on his heels. A goat, Norman thought, by the way its horns curved backwards, trotting with an arrogance that belied the gentle nature of the species, its eyes also burned with a strange fiery glow.

Norman Campbell's first thought was that it was old Elwyn Jones from the smallholding on the edge of the moor; he kept a goat in amongst his sheep. But it wasn't. Elwyn was small and bent and he wouldn't come into the village anyway; he would head out across the moorland towards safety.

There was nothing urgent about the other's step as he passed by, almost as though he was enjoying a casual stroll, not even coughing in the acrid atmosphere. The goat, ears erect, stepping daintily, proudly, had none of the subservience of a domestic animal in its posture.

And suddenly Norman Campbell was very frightened. He drew back, tried to hide himself amidst the pile of fallen stone, but there was no crevice into which he could squeeze his body. So he lay there watching, trying to stifle his coughing in case the stranger and his goat heard him. But soon they, too, were lost in the thickening smoke, swallowed up like the black girl. And it crossed Norman's mind that perhaps they were pursuing her and he felt afraid again, this time for a different reason.

Maybe time passed, maybe it didn't. Norman had no way of telling but surely it had to be well into the day. For the first time he wondered why he was still alive, how he had managed to breathe and to survive the heat. He didn't care any more, hoped in a way that he would die because he didn't want to live in this.

It had to be evening because it was getting dark, unless the fires were starting to burn themselves out and it was still night because day had been afraid to dawn. He was tired, very tired, and now his legs were beginning to pain him and he thought that they were probably broken. But he wasn't frightened any longer - he never really had been, except for those few moments when the tall man and his goat had passed by.

He tried to make himself comfortable, resting his head on his folded arms, closing his eyes but not being able to shut out the dancing flames. He would sleep, he was determined on that, and when he awoke it would all be over; cooler, a clean sweet atmosphere, the mountain air fanning his overheated body. And everywhere would be green again because it had never really happened, and he'd go back home to the mouse in the kitchen and the flies in the porch. When evening came he would go back to the hall and play some more music and perhaps the black girl would come back and dance with feet that had not been blistered in the heat.




The End
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